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Distinguished Chairperson,

Distinguished members,

Ladies and gentlemen,

It is a great pleasure for me to be with you this morning to open the eighty-third session of the Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination. I would like to extend my appreciation and gratitude for your work and continuous engagement in combatting racial discrimination. 

This session takes place against the backdrop of two landmark events in the history of human rights and the fight against racial discrimination in particular. Only a few weeks ago, on 18 July, the annual Nelson Mandela International Day was commemorated. The former South African President celebrated his 95th birthday and people from around the world came together to honour the life – including 27 years in prison – that he has dedicated to serving humanity by fighting for racial equality, human rights and justice. Indeed, Nelson Mandela continues to remind and inspire all of us that oppression and injustice can be overcome through persistence, compassion and non-violence. In his words, “no one is born hating another person because of the colour of his skin, or his background or his religion. People learn to hate, and if they can learn to hate, they can be taught to love, for love comes more naturally to the human heart than its opposite”.  This is indeed why this Committee has consistently emphasized the importance of education, culture and information to promote understanding, tolerance and friendship to combat prejudices leading to racial discrimination. 
Turning now to another continent, 28 August this year marks the 50th anniversary of the March on Washington in 1963, where nearly 250,000 people gathered to demand equal civil and economic rights for African Americans. On that occasion, Martin Luther King delivered his historic “I have a dream” speech, in which he called for the end to racism in the United States of America and envisaged a future where “children will one day live in a nation where they will not be judged by the colour of their skin, but the content of their character”. Fifty years later, this vision still remains a dream for many around the world, which is why you are here today: to continue to protect individuals whose fundamental rights continue to be denied due to their race, colour, descent, or national or ethnic origin. 
Distinguished members of the Committee, 


As the world becomes ever more inter-connected and the fabric of societies more multicultural, there have been a number of incidents in numerous countries in recent years which have brought renewed attention to the issue of racist hate speech. It has become much easier to spread messages of hate across national borders via the Internet and social networks. I am therefore very pleased to note that your Committee has taken a lead on this issue by holding a day of general discussion last year, and that as follow-up the Committee is considering the possibility of adopting a general recommendation. The issue is complex: there is no universally accepted definition of hate speech. Ensuring the right to freedom of expression on the one hand and the protection from racist hate speech on the other requires context-specific analysis. Laws alone cannot resolve the root causes of hate speech. That is why your expertise and leadership is very much welcomed, and I also hope that the Rabat Plan of Action on the prohibition of advocacy of national, racial or religious hatred that constitutes incitement to discrimination, hostility or violence will also be useful for your deliberations. As you are aware, the Rabat Plan of Action was adopted in October last year following the four regional expert workshops organized by OHCHR, in each of which a member of your Committee participated. 
Distinguished members,

Let me now briefly highlight some relevant developments concerning the General Assembly’s Intergovernmental Process on the strengthening of the treaty body system. In New York, Member States are now discussing draft elements for a resolution which have been shared with you. The elements include additional weeks for most treaty bodies, so that they can deal with backlogs, as well as a sustainable longer term process to ensure that backlogs do not emerge in the future. At the same time, the draft elements include certain cost-saving proposals such as page limitations and reductions in translation of documents to balance some of the additional costs.  

The current draft elements for a resolution demonstrate the significant advances that we have already made, and therefore hope  that the process will conclude by the end of this summer as intended by the co-facilitators, the Ambassador of Iceland and Indonesia in New York. I assure you that HRTD colleagues will provide you with updates of the latest developments as they emerge. 
I am pleased to note that treaty body experts have had the opportunity to participate in this process. At the request of the co-facilitators of the intergovernmental process, the 25th Annual Meeting of Chairpersons was held in New York this year from 20 to 24 May. On this occasion, the ten Chairpersons held informal consultations with Member States, and highlighted the need to respect five key principles for a successful outcome of the treaty body strengthening process, namely: (1) strengthened human rights protection; (2) independence and impartiality of the treaty bodies and their members; (3) equipping the treaty bodies with proper material and human resources to ensure sustainability; (4) efficiency; and (5) modernization of the work of treaty bodies by taking full advantage of new technologies.  I trust that the Chairperson will update you further on the meeting in New York. I would also encourage your Committee to continue to improve your working methods towards greater efficiency, which will result in a strengthened treaty body system. 
Another welcome development has been the endorsement now by eight treaty bodies of the guidelines on the independence and impartiality of members of the human rights treaty bodies – the so-called Addis Ababa Guidelines.  I would like to encourage you to continue your discussion on these details with a view ultimately to having these important principles endorsed and implemented by all treaty bodies.

Distinguished members,

I would also like to take this opportunity to brief you on some developments related to your field of work since your last session. On 22 March, the Human Rights Council adopted an important resolution on education as a tool to prevent racism, racial discrimination, xenophobia and related intolerance. The resolution recognizes that quality education can contribute to more inclusive societies, harmonious relations among nations, peoples, groups and individuals, and underlines the essential role of education in the prevention and eradication of all forms of intolerance and discrimination, as your Committee has also stressed. The Human Rights Council requested the Special Rapporteur on racism to address this issue in his next report and the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights to establish a global database containing information on practical means to address racism, racial discrimination, xenophobia and related intolerance. The Special Rapporteur presented his report to the Human Rights Council in June, which can be found in your files, and the database is expected to be launched in the coming months. 
During its June session, the Human Rights Council adopted a resolution on persons with albinism, which urged States to take all measures necessary to effectively protect persons with albinism and requested OHCHR to submit a preliminary report on attacks and discrimination against such persons to the Council in September. As you may be aware, the Special Rapporteur on racism, together with other Special Procedures experts on torture, summary executions, minorities, health and education, also issued a press release on 4 May this year denouncing the barbaric acts committed against persons with albinism, whose body parts are often cut from live victims based on the belief that the potions created by local witchdoctors are more powerful if the victim screams during amputation. Noting that abductions and killings have been recorded in 15 African States, the Special Rapporteurs urged Governments to raise awareness about the true nature of albinism and to hold perpetrators accountable for such atrocious acts. Given that the fundamental rights of persons with albinism are violated as a result of false and harmful beliefs due to their skin colour, perhaps this is an issue that you may also wish to consider when examining specific country situations. 
With regard to other bodies established by the Human Rights Council, the Ad Hoc Committee on the Elaboration of Complementary Standards recently held its fifth session from 22 July to 2 August in Geneva. During the session, and further to Human Rights Council resolution A/HRC/RES/21/30, the Ad Hoc Committee considered the questionnaire and responses from Member States to a questionnaire issued by OHCHR on three topics, namely xenophobia, national mechanisms with competences to protect against and prevent racism, and procedural gaps with regard to ICERD. The Ad Hoc Committee made recommendations on these three topics which will continue to be discussed and also adopted two new topics very much related to the work of your Committee, namely: prevention and awareness-raising, including through human rights education and training – and - special measures, including affirmative or positive measures, strategies or actions to combat racism to be discussed at its sixth session in April 2014. As you may be aware, Ms. Dah, former Chair of your Committee, participated in the meeting on behalf of your Committee to discuss the issue of procedural gaps to the ICERD. I am sure that she will be able to share further details and insights with you.

Distinguished members, 
I would also like to highlight a key legal development on the American continent. On 6 June, Member States of the Organization of American States, meeting in Guatemala, adopted two conventions on non-discrimination: the Inter-American Convention against Racism, Racial Discrimination and Related Forms of Intolerance and the Inter-American Convention against All Forms of Discrimination and Intolerance. The first treaty aims at combatting racial discrimination and reaffirms the principles enshrined in the UN International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination as well as the Durban Declaration and Programme of Action. The second treaty is ground-breaking in a sense that it explicitly prohibits discrimination on broader grounds such as age, sexual orientation, gender identity or expression, genetic trait, and mental or physical health condition, including infectious-contagious condition and debilitating psychological condition. I hope that this important development will inspire and enhance your work in combatting racial discrimination in the American region. 
Distinguished members of the Committee, 
As you are aware the 25th meeting of State parties to ICERD took place in New York on 3 June to elect nine members of the Committee to replace those whose terms of office will expire on 19 January 2014. In this regard, I would like to congratulate the four members who have been re-elected: Mr. Amir, Ms. Crickley, Mr. Kemal, Mr. Kut and Mr. Lindgren Alves. I would also like to express my sincere gratitude to the outstanding contributions made by the outgoing members of the Committee, namely Mr. De Gouttes, Mr. Ewomsan, Mr. Thornberry and Mr. Saidou. Your expertise and commitment will be dearly missed by the Committee. I am certain that you will continue to make important advances in human rights protection, and I hope that you will also keep abreast of the developments of this Committee. 
Let me now turn to your agenda for this session. I am aware that you have a busy session ahead of you. The Committee will not only examine the implementation of the Convention in eight States parties, but also consider several country situations under the early warning and urgent action procedure, review a number of individual communications under article 14 of the Convention, examine information submitted by several States parties under the follow-up procedure. Let me assure you OHCHR’s full support for your work.
I extend my best wishes to all of you for a successful and productive session.


Thank you.
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