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Distinguished members of the Committee,

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

On behalf of the Secretary-General, I would like to declare open and welcome you to the fifty-fifth Session of the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights.   I also bring the greetings of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, with whom you will meet later during this session. 

Much of our attention in 2015 has been caught by the implementation of General Assembly resolution 68/268 on treaty body strengthening and the additional meeting time this has provided to reduce the backlog in the reporting process.  However, I wanted today to commence by making some observations concerning another important area of your work, your contribution to the progressive development of international law.  It  is most encouraging for us all to learn about the contributions this Committee is making in this regard.  Allow me to refer to three examples. 
· The first is your upcoming general day of discussion on the draft general comment on Article 7 of the International Covenant – the right to just and favourable conditions of work. This DGD comes at a time when workers’ rights are high on the global agenda, including in the context of the negotiations of the Sustainable Development Goals, and when austerity measures as well as globalization are placing particular strain on the enjoyment of these rights;
· Another example is the Statement on Social Protection Floors adopted in March at your 54th Session and which reinforces the work done by the ILO and the Special Rapporteur on extreme poverty and human rights.  We very much hope this statement will inform the debates related to Goal 1 of the SDGs, which is to end poverty in all its forms everywhere.
· Finally and perhaps most importantly, I would mention your consideration of communications submitted under the Optional Protocol to the Covenant which builds the jurisprudence of the Committee and which in turn brings greater clarity to the scope of application of Covenant rights. This jurisprudence offers guidance to States parties and to national courts in devising adequate remedies for victims of violations of rights under the Covenant. 
Mr Chairperson
Last month we marked the second anniversary of the entry into force of the Optional Protocol to the Covenant. In this short time, we have observed the slow but steady increase of support for the communications procedure from States parties.  Notably the support was expressed during the annual event of the Group of Friends of the Optional Protocol held in New York on 11 May last. The Group of Friends now includes States from all five Regional Groups, after Cape Verde and Mongolia joined the Group. 
At this event the High Commissioner highlighted the importance of the Optional Protocol in reaffirming the indivisibility and interrelatedness of all human rights, by bridging a gap between the two Covenants. I would like to quote his words here: 
“(…) That gap was finally addressed with the entry into force of the Optional Protocol, a milestone in the international human rights system, which we celebrate today. Individuals can now seek out justice for violations of their rights enshrined in both Covenants, and this recognition that the individual is entitled to claim rights is rich with hope.(…)”.
This leads me to another milestone that will be celebrated in 2016, namely the 50th anniversary of the adoption of the two Covenants. This is an event of enormous significance for the international community.  In the 50 years since their adoption, the two Covenants have profoundly changed the human rights landscape both at the international and national levels. It is thus entirely appropriate that many stakeholders are planning to mark this anniversary. We look forward to a discussion during this session on proposed initiatives. 

Distinguished Members,  

We are now well into the first year of implementation of Resolution 68/268 on the outcome of the inter-governmental treaty-body strengthening process. As you know, this implementation involves tracking our progress, and we will be looking specifically into the efforts to reduce the backlog of reports pending consideration as well as harmonization of working methods.  These, along with other issues, will be on the Agenda of the Meeting of the Chairpersons to be held later this month in San José Costa Rica.  
It is encouraging to see how this Committee has been able to reduce the backlog of reports pending consideration, which is a result of both your increased efficiency in reviewing reports, as well as additional meeting time accorded to you by the General Assembly. The time between the receipt and consideration of reports has been halved – from four to two years, and is being further reduced. Reducing backlogs is important, but so is encouraging State parties to submit reports.  Clearly a lack of reports pending review cannot alone be considered a success, as many States do not report at all, or are severely delayed in their reporting. We must strengthen efforts and support to States parties who have not yet submitted a report to this Committee, or whose reports are long overdue.  The new Capacity Building Programme in the Human Rights Treaties Division of OHCHR was precisely established to assist States parties in building their institutional capacity to report to the Committees. 
Turning to harmonization of working methods, OHCHR encourages the Committee to pursue efforts in this direction, including for example with respect to the development of the role of focal points or rapporteurs on reprisals. This issue will be discussed at the upcoming meeting of Chairpersons in Costa Rica.  Documents outlining the practice of the various treaty bodies in dealing with cases of reprisals, as well as some proposed draft guidelines are contained in your files. These documents were requested by the Chairs during their 26th Meeting.  Your reflections on this important topic, and notably of the focal point appointed by the Committee, will be very timely as the Chairpersons’ meeting immediately follows this session.

Members of the Committee, with these thoughts, and in conclusion, I wish you a productive Session.
Thank you. 
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