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Madame Chairperson, 
Distinguished Members of the Committee, 
Ladies and Gentlemen,

It is a privilege to welcome you to the one hundred and fortieth session of the Human Rights Committee. 

It is a particularly difficult time globally. The systemic problems that came to light under the Covid-19 pandemic have hardly been addressed. Multiple brutal wars rage on. Despite having more information at our disposal than ever before, it can seem as if the forces uniting humanity are simply no match for the rising hate speech and shrinking civic space we are seeing across the world. This year is particularly volatile, with over 60 countries representing almost half the world’s population heading into elections. 

In tumultuous times like these, it is useful to turn to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the human rights treaties as a roadmap on how to move forward. They define the red lines that humanity simply must not cross. 

The deep and abiding belief in human rights was the major takeaway from the high-level event held in December 2023 to commemorate the 75th Anniversary of the Universal Declaration. The Committee was well represented there by the Chair, Mme Tania Abdo Rocholl, as well as Mr Bacre Ndiaye and Madame Hélène Tigroudja. The enthusiastic participation of youth rekindled our hope for a better future, knowing that our future generations understand that they are born into a world where each individual is equal in dignity and rights, a truth that was not self-evident 75 years ago. 

The difference today is evident in the 770 concrete pledges received from 153 states, civil society, businesses and other actors. Among the issues addressed, many States committed themselves to ratifying the human rights treaties, including the optional protocols, to establish and strengthen national human rights institutions and to increase their capacity for the implementation of treaty body recommendations. Among them are pledges from all seven of the States parties under review at this session. 

In addition, it is my great pleasure to make an announcement that we do not have the opportunity to make often. Last month, South Sudan acceded to the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. It is the first addition to the Covenant’s list of State parties in nearly six years. And so we continue, as we must, to build the foundation of human rights protection, one brick at a time.

Mme Chairperson, Distinguished Members, 

I turn to the process of strengthening the treaty bodies. As you know, the High Commissioner convened an informal briefing on the treaty body strengthening process last November, attended by delegates in Geneva and New York, as well as by a considerable number of treaty body experts. The views expressed by States during that briefing indicated broad support for a predictable calendar of State party reviews, the harmonization of working methods and the increased use of digital tools, to be implemented based on the OHCHR Working Paper shared last year. The subsequent discussions among treaty body Chairs in December on the margins of the High-Level Event commemorating the 75th anniversary of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and our outreach to civil society further set the stage for action this year.

At the same time, the budgetary constraints coupled with a prolonged liquidity crisis that we are facing will have an adverse impact on the proper functioning of the treaty body system and risks further increasing the backlog of the treaty bodies. The urgency for States to provide the essential resources needed to overcome these challenges was underscored by High Commissioner at the informal briefing, when he stressed that the Office had reached a point where it has to align its deliverables with existing capacity.

Looking ahead, our shared strategic goal is to mobilize support from States for the strengthening and further harmonization of the work of the treaty bodies based on the Chairs’ conclusions and the Working Paper prepared by OHCHR. Decisions taken by States this year on the main pillars of the treaty body strengthening process (a predictable calendar of State party reviews, the harmonization of working methods and the increased use of digital tools), in particular on the issues requiring additional financial and human resources, will determine the future trajectory of the treaty body system. This process will culminate in the adoption of the biannual resolution of the General Assembly in December 2024, hopefully with a robust budget.

Mme Chair,

The Committee has been informed that effective from 22 January 2024, the United Nations Office at Geneva has ceased servicing hybrid or virtual meetings on any platform, system, or tool. This affects all meetings taking place at UNOG, including those of the treaty bodies, the Human Rights Council and the Universal Periodic Review. There is an exception for mandated hybrid meetings. In the case of the treaty bodies, the official dialogues with State party delegations would constitute such an exception. As they are mandated by General Assembly resolution 68/268 (A/RES/68/268, at para. 23), they may continue to be held virtually with full services. No other treaty body meetings will henceforth be serviced in hybrid mode.

As explained by UNOG, UN conference services, mandates and rules of procedure are built on the premise of in-person attendance. Hybrid and virtual services were exceptionally resorted to as a temporary business continuity measure in response to the COVID-19 environment. With the business continuity plan no longer in effect, hybrid meetings have now been discontinued. We are keenly aware of how disruptive this development will be on the work of the Committee. We deeply regret this situation and hope that the option of hybrid meeting with all our partners will be possible again in the future.

Distinguished Members,

I am aware that your programme for this session is as heavy as always. I therefore conclude here by wishing you a successful and productive session. 
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