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Distinguished Members of the Committee, 
Ladies and Gentlemen,

On behalf of the Secretary-General of the United Nations, it is an honour for me to declare open the seventy-fourth session of the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights and welcome you all here today. 

At the outset, allow me to highlight that the world’s leaders have just concluded their deliberations at the SDG Summit last week (18-19 September) in New York, agreeing on the path for an accelerated implementation of the 2030 Agenda. They reiterated that the 2030 Agenda is grounded in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and in international human rights treaties. We should take every opportunity to highlight that the 2030 Agenda is a human rights agenda, and that the SDGs will not be achieved unless economic, social, and cultural rights are realized for all. This is, of course, at the core of your work. 
In this regard, I would also like to recall the statement that this Committee issued in 2019 on the pledge to leave no one behind. It notes that prioritizing disadvantaged and marginalized individuals and groups is a common objective of the 2030 Agenda and the Covenant, and stresses that States will be able to strengthen their ability to realize the SDGs and fulfil their pledge by complying with the normative obligations of the Covenant. The statement further notes that national action plans for the implementation of the 2030 Agenda should take full account of the recommendations contained in the Committee’s concluding observations, advice that is even more pertinent today, as the lingering socio-economic impact of the COVID-19 pandemic and multiple and overlapping crises are pushing millions of people further behind. 

With only seven years left before reaching the 2030 deadline for achieving the global goals, we find ourselves significantly behind. Progress is stalled or even reversed in many areas, and we are even witnessing once again a rise in  extreme poverty. The Secretary-General deplored the retreat we are seeing on the implementation of the SDG’s. In his words, “Inequality defines our time. From cities where skyscrapers tower over slums; To countries that are forced to choose between serving their people, or servicing their debts. Today, Africa spends more on debt interest than on healthcare…. 1.2 billion people still live in acute poverty, and hunger is at levels not seen since 2005.” 
The Secretary-General stressed the need for an urgent, significant and sustainable transition in six critical areas to meet the global challenges we are facing today, namely in food, energy, digitalization, education, social protection, jobs, and biodiversity. To do that, he called for at least $500 billion a year to be invested in sustainable development in developing countries. And he suggested that it is time to redesign the international financial architecture so that it becomes truly universal and serves as a global safety net for developing countries in trouble. 

The accelerated efforts he called for, if they are to be successful, need to fully integrate a human rights-based approach and be grounded in efforts to implement the obligations set forth by human rights treaties, including ICESCR. It is in this context that we look forward to the forthcoming work of this Committee on its draft general comment on sustainable development and the ICESCR, following the day of general discussion held in February of this year. 

Distinguished Members of the Committee,
The calls of the Secretary-General, which were echoed by many participants at the SDG Summit, are in certain ways reinforced by the Human Rights 75 Initiative – a year-long initiative to commemorate the 75th Anniversary of the UDHR, with a specific human rights issue or range of issues spotlighted each month. During this month, September, the focus is on social protection, sustainable development and right to development. 

In highlighting this focus, we draw significantly from general comment no 19 of this Committee on the right to social security (2008), which has enhanced understanding of the full scope of article 9 of the Covenant, and its interlinkages with other rights. Social security is a human right that gives tangible meaning to the concept of the dignity that belongs to everyone, without discrimination, by protecting people when they might have otherwise been defeated by major life events such as accidents, unemployment, illness, disability, loss of the family breadwinner, pregnancy, or simply old age. Social security systems contribute to eradicating poverty and inequality and promote social inclusion – a key to achieving the SDGs. We look to this Committee to be the “champion” of the right to social security.

Distinguished Members, 
On the agenda of the ongoing 54th Session of the Human Rights Council are a number of reports of interest to you and your work, of which I will mention only a few: the report of the High Commissioner on The rights of the child and inclusive social protection (A/HRC/54/36) as well as the Study by the Expert Mechanism on the Right to Development on Inequality, social protection and the right to development (A/HRC/54/83), both of which are closely related to the monthly spotlight mentioned earlier.
 In addition, the report of the High Commissioner on the Vision of the OHCHR for reinforcing its work in promoting and protecting economic, social and cultural rights within the context of addressing inequalities in the recovery from the COVID-19 pandemic (A/HRC/54/35) is also before the Council. I trust you will find the report, which draws on the work of this Committee, to be of interest. Also closely related to your work is the OHCHR Report on the Human Rights Challenges in addressing and countering all aspects of the world drug problem (A/HRC/54/53), yet another area of keen interest to this Committee. It goes without saying that the Committee is encouraged to follow the discussions on these important reports at the Council, as well as the resolutions that will result from them.

Distinguished Members of the Committee,

Turning to other aspects of your work, I would like also to share with you that OHCHR continues to actively promote efforts to strengthen the treaty body system. We are confident that the conclusions adopted by the Chairs of the treaty bodies on the basis of the extensive OHCHR Working Paper in June 2023 at their 35th annual meeting have the potential to significantly improve your work and that of the treaty body system as a whole. 
The Chairs “welcome[d] the Working Paper as an important step to guide the consultations towards the implementation of the Chairs’ conclusions, with a view to providing possible elements for the next biennial General Assembly resolution on the human rights treaty body system in December 2024.” In New York in June, the Chairs focused their discussions on the harmonization of working methods and agreed, among other things, to establish a coordination mechanism for genuine and sustainable alignment of the Committees’ working methods and substantive coordination on common intersectional issues. 
The Chairs also considered the options for the 8-year predictable review calendar, including intermittent follow-up reviews, and stated that they are in line with the conclusions drawn at their 34th annual meeting in 2022. The Chairs confirmed that any of the options for the introduction of an 8-year predictable schedule of reviews and the further digitalization of their work must be supported by the necessary human, technical and financial resources. We realise that this Committee would require additional meeting time – and additional staff resources – to deal with such an increased workload. Key decisions on these issues remain in the hands of Member States. However, the Secretary-General, the High Commissioner for Human Rights and the Assistant Secretary-General for Human Rights have expressed their firm commitment to continue to support the treaty body strengthening process. 
The High Commissioner will convene an informal briefing with Member States on 1 November 2023 in Geneva, and in the Spring of 2024 in New York, in order to solicit the views of Member States on the options and guiding questions in the OHCHR Working Paper. We believe that the discussions both in Geneva and in New York will facilitate the development of the next biennial General Assembly resolution on the human rights treaty body system in December 2024.

Despite our continued efforts through the treaty body strengthening process, advocating with Member States to ensure an effective functioning of the treaty body system, an imbalance persists between existing resources and the needs of treaty bodies’ work. Not only is the work increasing in quantitative terms, but also in its substantive scope. The staffing shortage significantly impacts on your work, but also has a detrimental effect on the work-life balance of each staff member in the Branch. We all know that colleagues regularly go beyond the call of duty, be it Programme Management staff, Human Rights Officers, Secretaries, or colleagues in management positions. As we are working on the same topics towards the same goal, although our respective roles and responsibilities are different, it is essential that we join hands in making the limitations of the system visible, particularly to Member States who created it to serve a purpose, that is effectively delivering in the interest of the people we serve.
Distinguished Members, 

As we continue our order of business today, I turn to item 1 of the Agenda, Election of the Chair and other officers of the Committee.
[ conduct of elections of Chair and other officers]
I will conclude here by wishing you all the very best for a successful and productive session.  Thank you. 
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