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Madam Chair,
Distinguished members of the Committee,
Ladies and Gentlemen,

On behalf of the United Nations Secretary-General, it is an honour for me to open the eighty-fourth session of the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women.

I wish to extend a warm welcome to the seven new members of the Committee, who officially assume their duties today, namely: Ms. Brenda AKIA [Uganda]; Ms. Rangita DE SILVA DE ALWIS [Sri Lanka]; Ms. Esther EGHOBAMIEN-MSHELIA [Nigeria]; Ms. Yamila GONZÁLEZ FERRER [Cuba]; Ms. Daphna HACKER DROR [Israel]; Ms. Marianne MIKKO [Estonia]; and Ms. Maya MORSY [Egypt].

I also take this opportunity to congratulate the re-elected members of the Committee who today commence a new term, namely: Ms. Hiroko AKIZUKI [Japan]; Ms. Ana PELÁEZ NARVÁEZ [Spain]; Ms. Rhoda REDDOCK [Trinidad and Tobago]; Mr. Elgun SAFAROV [Azerbaijan]; and Ms. Genoveva TISHEVA [Bulgaria].

Madam Chair,
Distinguished members,

The COVID-19 pandemic has revealed a serious gap in care and support systems. Women and girls absorbed the majority of the increase in unpaid care work during the pandemic, sacrificing their well-being and their retention in and return to employment, livelihood, and education. Women also dominate underpaid care work. The deficiencies in care and support systems during the pandemic threatened women’s and girls’ rights to life, health, education, work, freedom from gender-based violence, and led to significant setbacks in gender equality.

In the efforts to build back better from the pandemic, the transformation of care has been identified as a key enabler for gender-equal recovery and as an essential element for sustainable development. Its urgency for gender equality is recognized by SDG 5.4 (“recognize and value unpaid care and domestic work through the provision of public services, infrastructure and social protection policies, and the promotion of shared responsibility within the household and the family as nationally appropriate”) and in the United Nations Secretary-General’s “Our Common Agenda”.

UN Women is leading the UN-wide discussion on the transformation of care. The discussion focuses on women’s economic empowerment as unpaid and underpaid caregivers. While the current discussion identifies these groups as main care receivers and recognizes that, in many instances, not respecting the rights of care receivers undermines the rights of caregivers, it does not recognize that these groups also play a role as caregivers. It is crucial that representatives of these groups, participate in the care discussion, both as care receivers and care givers.

To ensure a paradigm shift towards gender-transformative and rights-based support and care systems, we need to radically reshape our understanding of care. Existing care models that rely on free or cheap labour of women and girls and fail to perceive receivers of care as rights-holders with dignity and autonomy are no longer sustainable. Women’s rights in support and care systems must be explicitly reflected in the post-2030 sustainable development framework and in key documents feeding into this framework, such as the political declaration to be adopted at the High-Level Political Forum on Sustainable Development in September 2023 and the 2024 ‘Summit for the Future’ of the General Assembly.

The High Commissioner has decided to focus the UDHR 75 campaign on “Human rights in support and care systems” as the monthly thematic spotlight this February, and UN Women has called for the development of an UN-wide policy brief on care. Both initiatives aim at advocating for Member States to include a transformative care agenda in the next generation of SDGs.

Now is a crucial moment to influence the post-2030 Agenda. CEDAW and other treaty bodies can contribute by providing a human rights framework for the development and implementation of support and care systems that ensure the enjoyment of human rights by women and men in all their diversity, including persons with disabilities, older persons and children.

Madam Chair,
Distinguished members,

The Office of the High Commissioner continues its work to support the strengthening of the treaty bodies and is in the process of finalising an implementation plan for the June 2022 conclusions of the Chairs. I trust that this plan will facilitate your work, as well as that of the other treaty bodies, including in introducing a predictable review calendar. 

As you know, a predictable schedule of reviews can only be implemented in practice if we have available modern, state of the art digital tools to make your work more efficient. It cannot be stressed enough that such tools need to be accessible to persons with disabilities.

The work of the Office and the treaty bodies is mutually reinforcing, and we will continue to build on your substantive discussions, deliberations and outcomes. Your concluding observations on country-specific situations, general recommendations and jurisprudence constitute essential guidance for the work of the Office and the UN system on women’s human rights and gender equality.

In that regard, I commend CEDAW on its recent adoption of general recommendation No. 39 (2022) on the rights of indigenous women and girls and its current work on a draft general recommendation on the equal and inclusive representation of women in decision-making systems.

Turning now to financing, we are very much aware of the chronic under-funding of the treaty body system, which has contributed to significant backlogs in the consideration of State party reports, individual communications and confidential inquiries.

Advancing the full implementation of treaty-based human rights obligations requires sustainable funding from Member States. It also requires sufficient budgetary resources from the Office. While decisions on these matters remain in the hands of Member States, the new High Commissioner for Human Rights, Volker Türk, has expressed his commitment to doing his utmost in support of greater funding for the treaty body system during his tenure. I understand that you will meet the new High Commissioner during this session for an informal exchange in closed meeting.

The momentum and energy of the UDHR 75 initiative in 2023 provides us with new opportunities to strengthen cooperation and engagement between international and regional human rights mechanisms. The Committee has enormous potential to engage with the 189 States parties to the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women through dialogue on women’s and girls’ human rights as an entry point. 

The High Commissioner looks forward to hearing your suggestions in this regard.

Madam Chair,
Distinguished members,

I am aware that you have a heavy three-week programme ahead of you. I therefore extend my best wishes to all of you for a successful and productive session.

Thank you for your attention.
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