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Madam Chair,
Distinguished members of the Committee,
Ladies and Gentlemen,
On behalf of the United Nations Secretary-General and the High Commissioner for Human Rights, it is an honour for me to open the seventy-sixth session, the first-ever remote session of the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women. I am pleased to be here at the opening, which is also webcast.
Since your last session in February, your Committee has demonstrated how treaty bodies can advance their crucial work through creative working methods despite the challenges posed by the COVID-19 crisis. CEDAW members participated in the regional online consultations for Latin America and for Sub-Saharan Africa on your draft general recommendation on trafficking in women and girls in the context of global migration, organized by the OHCHR Regional Offices in Panama City and Addis Ababa, respectively, in cooperation with other UN resident agencies. CEDAW also co-facilitated webinars together with OHCHR and Religions for Peace on topics such as “Confronting COVID-19 from the prism of faith, gender and human rights”, using the Faith for Rights Toolkit.
The COVID-19 pandemic has had an impact on the work of all ten human rights treaty bodies. More importantly, it has had an impact on human rights and, in particular, women’s rights. As you rightly pointed out in your Guidance note on CEDAW and COVID-19 adopted in April this year, confinement and other restrictions on freedom of movement have exposed women and girls to an increased risk of domestic, sexual, economic, psychological and other forms of gender-based violence by abusive partners, family members, and care persons, and in rural communities. The COVID-19 crisis adversely affects women in low-paid jobs and in informal, temporary or other precarious forms of employment, with no or limited access to social protection. School closures have negatively affected girls’ continued education and relegated many women and girls to stereotyped roles in domestic work. In addition, overburdened health systems and reallocation of resources have undermined women’s and girls’ access to sexual and reproductive health services, to name but a few examples.
CEDAW has addressed these challenges in its “Call for joint action in times of the COVID-19 pandemic”, which you formally submitted to the 2020 High-Level Forum on Sustainable Development. Your Guidance note seeks to provide States with the necessary tools to uphold women’s rights in their COVID-19 response and post-crisis recovery plans. By holding this digital session, you continue to discharge your mandate as efficiently as possible to ensure that there is no protection gap for women and girls during the COVID-19 crisis.
Review of the human rights treaty body system
At a time when the relevance of multilateral institutions is being questioned by the rise of nationalism, populism and a rapidly evolving global humanitarian and human rights crisis, it is crucial to strengthen the UN human rights treaty body system. The 2020 review of the treaty body system was launched on 2 June, by the co-facilitators, the Permanent Representatives of Morocco and Switzerland to the United Nations in New York, appointed by the President of the General Assembly, the Permanent Representative of Nigeria. The High Commissioner participated in the launch and highlighted the opportunity of using the 2020 review to draw on the many proposals already put forward, including by the Chairs themselves in their vision agreed at their meeting in 2019. She also highlighted the need for better digital tools to strengthen the accessibility of treaty bodies, including for persons with disabilities. She stated that the COVID-19 pandemic presents an opportunity to add to the toolbox available to treaty bodies and find new ways to advance your work on-line, while addressing the need for interpretation and other challenges.
The treaty body Chairs and focal points participated in informal online meetings on 15 and 16 April, co-organized by the Geneva Academy of International Humanitarian Law and Human Rights and the Human Rights Institute of Columbia Law School, and from 2 to 5 June to discuss the 2020 review of the treaty body system and innovative working methods. At the second meeting, organized by OHCHR, they also discussed substantive input of treaty bodies in relation to COVID-19. The High Commissioner opened the meeting, acknowledging the extraordinary work accomplished by the treaty bodies during the COVID-19 crisis to implement their mandates to the maximum extent possible by working remotely despite significant challenges. She encouraged the treaty bodies to seize the crisis as an opportunity to rethink and expand working methods to have more impact and visibility on the ground. The Chairs agreed that the innovative approaches and the partial digital shift achieved by treaty bodies in the COVID-19 context are a positive response dictated by necessity. A number of creative working methods could remain beneficial for the future provided that the necessary prerequisites for online meetings can be met, such as an online platform with simultaneous interpretation and the provision of accessibility for persons with disabilities such as captioning and sign-language interpretation. In this regard, I wish to thank our colleagues at UNOG Conference Services, who made it possible to be able to benefit from simultaneous interpretation services for most of your session using the secure Interprefy platform.
On 4 June, OHCHR organized an online technical and informative briefing for Member States on the 2020 review. You, Madam Chair, as well as the CAT Chair made presentations, outlining the Chairs’ vision for the treaty body system, including the establishment of predictable review cycles by all Committees to facilitate regular engagement with all States parties as provided for in the treaties. They also stressed the importance of a more realistic and sustainable allocation of secretariat resources that matches the workload of the treaty bodies. OHCHR presented challenges facing the treaty body system and reiterated the need for a forward-looking formula for the allocation of resources to implement the predictable review calendar and a number of key mandated activities, including confidential inquiry visits, which have not been adequately funded under GA resolution 68/268.
[bookmark: _GoBack]The co-facilitators, in their letter of 11 June 2020, have indicated the timeline for the review. They will seek written contributions from Member States and hold informal consultations in July in New York and Geneva. They will also hold dialogues with OHCHR, treaty bodies, civil society, National Human Rights Institutions and other stakeholders to seek their contributions. This will be an opportunity for the voice of treaty bodies to be heard, including on the issue of adequate financial resources for you to be able to carry out your mandated activities. A non-exhaustive list of issues that can be used as a guide in formulating the submissions has already been sent to stakeholders. The co-facilitators are planning to draft the report and outline recommendations to the current President of the General Assembly during the month of August.
Forty-fourth session of the Human Rights Council

Madam Chair,
Distinguished members,

Let me now turn to the 44th session of the Human Rights Council, which is due to start tomorrow as a hybrid session combining virtual and physical meetings, as Missions have delegates in Geneva with no need to travel. The two panels of the annual full-day discussion on the human rights of women, if confirmed, will be held virtually on 13 and 14 July. The first panel will focus on “Accountability for women and girls in humanitarian settings” and the second one on “COVID-19 and women’s rights”.

The first panel takes into account that conflict and climate change, uncontrollable infectious diseases and economic distress are likely to increase humanitarian needs in the coming years. It will address the challenges in ensuring accountability and effective remedies for violations against women and girls in humanitarian settings, including the collapse of institutions, inadequate State infrastructure and limited capacity and disruption of services due to the emergency or crisis. The panel will discuss that rights-based accountability goes beyond punishing perpetrators and involves meaningful engagement of women and girls in identifying and determining needs, priorities for funding and crisis responses.

The second panel will not only look at how the COVID-19 pandemic has compounded gender inequalities and disproportionately affected women who are at the frontline of COVID-19 responses as health workers, cleaners, unpaid care or domestic workers and women human rights defenders and are underrepresented in local, national and international COVID-19 policy spaces. It will also explore how the pandemic has offered new opportunities for gender equality and women’s rights, including flexible ways of work and re-thinking of distribution of work at home, and reflect on how to “build back better” the post-COVID-19 society, while promoting and protecting gender equality and women’s rights. Your COVID-19 Guidance note forms part of the background documentation of the panel.

Treaty body sessions in 2020

Madam Chair,
Distinguished members,

Due to the health risks and travel restrictions related to the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, OHCHR, in coordination with the United Nations Office at Geneva, has announced that physical meetings requiring the travel of participants will be suspended until the end of this summer. Despite some positive developments in parts of Europe and some other parts of the world, the pandemic is likely to persist and there is a possibility of a second wave of COVID-19 during the second half of the year. As it cannot be predicted how the situation will evolve, the treaty bodies have to be prepared for all possible scenarios, including the worst-case scenario that no more in-person meetings can be convened this year.

In addition, the current liquidity crisis facing the United Nations is likely to exacerbate this situation. The persistent late and underpayment of assessed contributions has reached the stage where the continuation of activities is being disrupted by the lack of resources. In this regard, I wish to thank you for your genuine commitment to keep the treaty body system functioning by working on as many of your mandated activities as possible during this online session, and your Working Groups on Communications and Inquiries, respectively, in order to avoid a protection gap for women and girls. The pandemic should not paralyze the treaty body system when it is needed most.

As is the case for all treaty bodies, the quality of the work of CEDAW is rooted in the quality of its membership. Later this year, the States parties to the Convention are due to elect new CEDAW members to replace those whose mandate will end on 31 December 2020. The Office encourages States parties to continue their efforts to nominate candidates of high moral standing with expertise and competence in the field covered by the Convention. I would also like to express our support to open and transparent processes for the nomination of candidates, with a view to ensuring diverse membership that meets the highest criteria of professionalism and independence.

Dear Members, you have two hectic weeks ahead of you, which will be all the more challenging given that you are working in different time zones, spanning 14 hours. You will therefore have only three hours per day to discuss and adopt crucial recommendations and decisions on individual communications, inquiry proceedings, working methods, and follow-up to concluding observations, as well as to consider the draft general recommendation on trafficking in women and girls in the context of global migration. In addition, you will have a briefing for States parties on the draft general recommendation on trafficking on Tuesday, 7 July, and will continue your work in thematic working groups.

I wish you a successful, productive and innovative online session and look forward to engaging with you during this session.
Thank you.
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