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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-fourth Session of the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights.  And I would like to extend a warm welcome to the three new members of this Committee: Shiqui Chen, Olivier De Schutter and Rodrigo Uprimny Yepes.  You bring a wealth of experience which I am sure will be of great benefit to the Committee. My colleagues in the Secretariat and I wish you the very best as you embark upon your first Session with the Committee. 
Distinguished members, allow me to provide you with an update of recent events related to the Covenant since we last met in December.
First, I am pleased to announce that South Africa ratified the Covenant on 12 January.  It is encouraging to see South Africa, which has been such a leader in the field of economic, social and cultural rights, demonstrating ongoing commitment to these rights by becoming a State party of the Covenant.  This latest ratification brings the number of States parties to 163.  

It is also good to see that the Optional Protocol has 18 States parties, and several other States have expressed their intention to do so in the future.  We all look forward to the jurisprudence this Committee will develop through its consideration of individual communications under the Optional Protocol.  This will be a significant contribution to clarifying the scope of these rights and offering further guidance to States parties and national courts on remedies. 
We believe our activities in Cape Verde, Costa Rica, Gabon and Niger have contributed to ratification or accession of these States to the Optional Protocol in the course of 2014.   The Office is continuing to work to encourage further ratifications of both instruments with a focus on Africa and Latin America.  Our New York Office works closely with the States’ Group-of-Friends of the Optional Protocol as well as the NGO coalition to promote ratification.  
A less welcome development has been the budget crisis facing OHCHR.  As you remember from your previous session, we witnessed a significant cut in OHCHR’s extra-budgetary resources at the end of 2014. This cut affected all parts of the organization and the Human Rights Treaties Division was not spared.  In this constrained financial environment, and in line with General Assembly resolution 68/268, OHCHR will focus its support in 2015 on assisting each Committee to reach the targets set out in the resolution in terms of numbers of lists of issues, concluding observations and communications.  Our potential to support other areas of your work, such as general comments, will be particularly strained.  We can only hope that the situation will improve in the future.

Chairperson, distinguished Members,

This year will see the beginning of full implementation of General Assembly resolution 68/268 on treaty body strengthening.   As you know, implementation of the resolution involves tracking our progress.  The General Assembly has requested that the Secretary-General submit a report on implementation of the resolution every two years. OHCHR has started collecting data and tracking progress specifically for this purpose. Importantly, the report will review efforts to reduce the backlog and to harmonize working methods.

We welcome the efforts of the Committee to follow-up on the resolution. We encourage the Committee to continue considering ways to harmonize working methods, including for example with respect to the process of developing general comments. 
Tracking progress of implementation of the resolution also includes a review of the application of the Addis Ababa Guidelines on independence and impartiality of members of the human rights treaty bodies.  Specifically, the General Assembly requests all Chairs to keep States parties updated on their implementation.  In preparation for such reporting, you might wish to consider how you will approach the General Assembly’s request in this regard. 

I would also like to raise another issue in the resolution, namely the choice of three standing languages of the Committee.  A Committee may request translation or interpretation into a fourth language exceptionally when necessary to facilitate communication among members; however resolution 68/268 makes only limited provision for exceptional languages and such provision must be stretched to meet the needs of all Committees.  Conference Services are doing their best to meet the exceptional needs of the ten treaty bodies.  We encourage you this session to identify any exceptional language needs for the next sessions so that we can communicate these to Conference Services.  In this regard, we urge you to exercise moderation in the number of meetings and documents for which you seek an exceptional language so that limited resources can meet the needs of all Committees.  We look forward to working with you to find solutions.

Members of the Committee,

I take this opportunity to provide updates on two important thematic issues related to the Covenant.  First of all, in September this year, the General Assembly will adopt the Sustainable Development Goals, and much is happening in the lead up to this important event.  I am pleased that the Secretary-General has called for a universal, human rights-based development agenda in his Synthesis Report released last December.  In this regard, it is encouraging to see that the draft sustainable development goals include references not only to economic, social and cultural rights but also civil and political rights.  This is a significant step towards a balanced and transformative agenda that addresses freedom from fear as well as freedom from want.  
The recent informal meeting of Chairpersons adopted a joint statement on the post-2015 development agenda in which they strongly urged Member States to maintain - and, indeed, strengthen - consistent alignment with, and references to, human rights.  The statement recommends a technical review of the proposed development Goals to ensure that they are aligned with international treaties. We will of course keep you updated on the development agenda throughout the year.
Second, this month will see several events to promote the social protection floors initiative.  In this regard, I would like to draw to your attention to a recent report of the Secretary-General to the Human Rights Council which focuses on social protection floors for the realization of economic, social and cultural rights (A/HRC/28/35). The report outlines the main characteristics of social protection floors and how they can contribute to ensuring the enjoyment of minimum essential levels of economic, social and cultural rights, reducing poverty and inequality. It is no surprise that the report refers extensively both to the Covenant and to the work of this Committee, and notably your general comments, in particular to general comment no. 19 on the right to social security.
You might also be interested to know that a lunchtime event on "Social Protection Floors and Human Rights" will be organised on the side-lines of the 28th Session of the Human Rights Council, on 6 March – and therefore during your session. The event is one in a series of events supported by the members of the Social Protection Floors Coalition, and aims to reinforce the understanding of the link between social protection floors and human rights obligations of States.  I understand Ms Bras Gomes was invited to participate in the event. We all look forward to the further contribution of this Committee to supporting important work done on social protection floors, highlighting the link to the Covenant, particularly article 9 and general comment 19 on the right to social security. 


Finally, allow me to express my appreciation for the work of the outgoing Bureau of the Committee, led by the Chair Mr. Zdzislaw Kedzia (Dzidek) and supported by the three Vice-Chairs, Mr Chandrashekhar Daspupta; Mr. Azzouz Kerdoun, Mr. Renato Ribeiro Leao, and the Rapporteur, Ms Virginia Bras Gomes, whose terms of Office have come to end after two years. It has been a privilege to work with such experienced and committed members through these past two years which were crucial for the work of the treaty bodies. 
Before turning to that  agenda item, may I invite the distinguished new members of the Committee to pronounce their solemn declaration in accordance with Rule 13 of the rules of procedure [the new members will have the text of rule 13 before them],  

Mr. Chen, you have the floor (……), 

Mr. De Schutter, I now give you the floor (………….), 

Mr. Uprimny Yepes, you have the floor (………..).  

Thank you, I wish you all the best in the discharge of your important duties.

I would like to turn to item one of the Provisional Agenda and Annotations, the Election of the Chairperson and other officers of the Committee. 

I will now proceed with the election of the CESCR Chair, and then you will follow with the election of the Vice-Chairs and Rapporteur. As you know, according to Rule 46 of your rules of procedure, you would endeavour to make decisions based on reaching consensus, and we would encourage you to proceed in such a spirit. 

Thank you.
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