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Madam Chair,

Distinguished members of the Committee,

Friends and Colleagues,

It is a pleasure to be with you to open the seventy-fourth session of the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women. Allow me to convey the greetings of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, Ms. Michelle Bachelet, who is currently on a mission to Senegal.
This year marks the 40th anniversary of the adoption of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women and the 20th anniversary of the Optional Protocol to the Convention. As the High Commissioner stressed on 27 September when receiving the 2019 Hillary Rodham Clinton Award at Georgetown University in Washington, D.C., “[w]omen’s equality and rights are guaranteed under international law. But the struggle to achieve this elementary justice – this very basic fairness of equal opportunities – is far from over. In reality, women continue to be much poorer than men. They have fewer opportunities, less access to basic services such as education, and a lot less freedom to make their own choices and raise their voice.” The High Commissioner found it deeply troubling to see that instead of moving forward, some Governments, and many lobby groups, are pushing back on women’s rights.
Madam Chair,

Distinguished members,
This year also marks the 25th anniversary of the ground breaking International Conference on Population and Development (ICPD), which took place in Cairo in 1994. At this conference, 179 Governments agreed to a progressive, comprehensive Programme of Action that was the first to place women’s reproductive rights at the centre of an international agreement on population. Previously, this area of focus had been dominated by strategies seeking to control women’s fertility and meet demographic targets with little recognition of women’s sexual and reproductive autonomy or human rights. The ICPD Programme of Action recognized the right “to attain the highest standard of sexual and reproductive health” and “to make decisions concerning reproduction free of discrimination, coercion and violence”. 25 years later, the High Commissioner is alarmed that “[t]here seems to be a renewed obsession with controlling and limiting women’s decisions over their bodies and lives.”
Together with you, the custodians of the CEDAW Convention, and the other human rights mechanisms, our Office needs to mobilise, hold firm and advance on women’s rights. The Political Declaration adopted at the General Assembly’s High-Level Meeting on Universal Health Coverage on 23 September was an important step to put a halt to attempts to undermine and push back on women’s sexual and reproductive health rights. In her statement to the High-Level Meeting, the High Commissioner impressed on delegates that sexual and reproductive health care services are essential to empowering women to make their own decisions about their lives, and that they are central to establishing universal health coverage.
Against the strong opposition of 19 Member States, a group of 58 States negotiated a text, which stressed that universal health coverage must ensure universal access to sexual and reproductive health and reproductive rights in accordance with the Programme of Action of the International Conference on Population and Development and the Beijing Platform for Action. This includes universal access to sexual and reproductive health care services, such as family planning, information and education. In the Political Declaration, governments reaffirm their political will to achieve universal health coverage as a fundamental component of achieving the Sustainable Development Goals related not only to health and well-being, but to end poverty, provide decent work and economic growth and achieve gender equality. They recognize “that the human rights of women include their right to have control over and decide freely and responsibly on all matters related to their sexuality, including sexual and reproductive health, free from coercion, discrimination and violence, as a contribution to the achievement of gender equality and the empowerment of women and the realization of their rights”.
Madam Chair,

Two weeks ago, you presented the annual report of the Committee to the Third Committee of the General Assembly. In your capacity as Chair of the 31st annual meeting of Chairs of the human rights treaty bodies held from 24 to 28 June 2019 in New York, you informed the Third Committee of the Chairs’ joint vision for the future of the treaty body system. This vision embraces plans to offer widely the simplified reporting procedure, combined with a predictable schedule of reviews and greater coordination and discipline to reduce unnecessary duplication. The vision for the review of the treaty body system by the General Assembly in April 2020 also includes the possibility of increasing the capacity of treaty bodies to review States by working in chambers, working groups or country teams. It further refers to the benefits in conducting dialogues with States at the regional level including through smaller teams of Committee experts. As you rightly stressed, this will ultimately depend on the provision of adequate resources. 

As we are heading towards the review of the treaty body system, the issue of resources remains challenging. Earlier this month, the Secretary-General informed us about the troubling financial situation facing the UN in terms of cash flow, affecting the ability to fully finance mandated activities from the regular budget. He explained that the UN has been containing expenditures globally from the beginning of this year and that it must further contain non-post expenditure whenever possible, including by limiting all official travel to the most essential activities. The Secretary-General stressed that the ultimate responsibility to solve the liquidity crisis facing the regular budget of the UN lies with the Member States, which had paid only 70 percent of the total amount needed for the UN’s regular budget operations in 2019, translating into a serious cash shortage for the year. While the budget for 2020, currently under review by the General Assembly, should still be approved in full, the availability of cash resources to entirely fund it next year remains questionable.
Also during the 74th session of the General Assembly, on 8 October, the CEDAW and CRC Chairs participated in a public briefing on options and positions towards the 2020 treaty body review, organized by the Permanent Missions of Costa Rica and Switzerland to the United Nations, in cooperation with the Geneva Human Rights Platform. The issues raised at this side event included the alignment of working methods of treaty bodies, the budgetary situation and the modalities of the 2020 review process, which will be inter-governmental in nature. On 15 October, OHCHR organized another side event in the form of a panel discussion with the Chairs of six other treaty bodies reporting to the Third Committee during the same week. The Chairs shared their vision for the 2020 review and raised the challenges faced in terms of staff resources and maintenance of scheduled meetings or visits of treaty bodies.
Madam Chair,

Distinguished members,

This year’s annual discussion on the integration of a gender perspective throughout the work of the Council and that of its mechanisms took place on 23 September, during the 42nd session of the Human Rights Council, and focused on the theme “Gender-responsive initiatives to accelerate gender equality”. In her opening statement, the Deputy High-Commissioner emphasized that advancing gender equality is a much more reliable predictor of peace than of a country’s GDP or level of democracy. It is an economic multiplier, which eliminates barriers to women’s workforce participation, drives economic growth, stability and resilience and promotes women’s leadership. Gender integration requires concerted efforts to ensure that women are included in leadership roles and in the means of participation in public life. This is true for the human rights system itself. While there have been improvements in gender equality of appointments to the human rights mechanisms, such progress was of a low base. The panel discussion stressed the importance of gender parity on human rights mechanisms, where women remain underrepresented, tend to speak up less than their male counterparts, and are concentrated in mandates that focus on women or child rights issues.
In this regard, I note that Human Rights Council resolution 41/6, mandates the Advisory Committee of the Council to prepare a report, in close cooperation with your Committee and the Working Group on discrimination against women, on current levels of representation of women in human rights organs, including the treaty bodies and the special procedures. The Advisory Committee will present the report to the Council at its forty-seventh session in June 2021.
At its forty-second session, the Human Rights Council adopted resolution 42/17 to mark the twenty-fifth anniversary of the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action. It decided to convene at its forty-third session in February/March 2020, a high-level discussion to commemorate the twenty-fifth anniversary of the World Conference on Women, with a particular focus on the implementation of the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action. The resolution also requests the High Commissioner to liaise with the treaty bodies, among others, with a view to ensuring their participation in the panel discussion and to make it fully accessible to persons with disabilities.
The following Commission of Inquiries reports making visible the specific human rights violations affecting women and girls and the differentiated impact of these violations in conflict and humanitarian contexts were presented to the Council:

· The Fact Finding Mission on Myanmar issued a thematic report on sexual and gender-based violence, with a dedicated analysis on the nexus between sexual and gender-based violence, gender inequality and the wider socio-economic and political restrictions imposed on women and girls;
· The Group of Eminent Experts on Yemen dedicated a specific chapter in its report to women’s and girls’ human rights, including in relation to targeted attacks against women human rights defenders. The report also addresses the impact of the conflict on women and girls, such as the exacerbation of pre-existing forms of gender-based discrimination and violence (including the increase of child marriage of girls and domestic violence) and the prevalence of key risk factors exposing them to further violence and exploitation;
· The Commission of Inquiry on Burundi presented detailed findings of its investigations to the Council. It followed-up on its analysis and documentation of gender-based discrimination against women and girls, including by focusing on girls’ early pregnancies and access to education as well as on the discriminatory application of “curfews” imposed by local communal administrations, restricting women’s and girls’ freedom of movement on grounds of restoring “morality”. The Commission of Inquiry also continued documenting different forms of sexual violence against women and girls.
Madame Chair,
Distinguished members,

During your 74th session, this Committee shall conduct dialogues with seven States parties; meet with UNCTs and specialized agencies, other international organizations, NGOs and NHRIs.  We very much look forward to your panel, organized by Plan International, on 25 October to commemorate the 40th anniversary of the CEDAW Convention and the 30th anniversary of the Convention on the Rights of the Child.  This Committee as one of the most active in relation to inquiries into alleged grave or systematic violations shall consider another related draft report.  And as mentioned earlier there remains work to be done in relation to General Assembly resolution 68/268 on treaty body strengthening, including the vision for the 2020 review of the treaty body system, and hence we applaud you dedicating time to this work.  Other items on your very full agenda include follow-up to previous dialogues and concluding observations and deliberations in relation to general recommendations, individual communications and inquiries under the Optional Protocol.  

I and the other colleagues with me look forward to working with you throughout the session for which we wish you much success. 

Thank you.
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