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Dear Chair,
Distinguished Members of the Committee, 
Ladies and Gentlemen, 
On behalf of the Secretary-General and the High Commissioner for Human Rights, it is an honour for me to open the eighteenth session of the Committee on Enforced Disappearances. 
Today’s opening is significant.  It is the first time in the history of Treaty Bodies that a Committee holds a session online. The importance is not the format of the meeting, but the message sent by the Committee through this action. By taking this step, despite the huge efforts and concessions it has required, the Committee is demonstrating that the Convention remains a reality for all States and for all victims of this heinous crime, whatever the circumstances.    
The Convention is clear: no exceptional circumstances may be invoked as a justification for enforced disappearance. This principle obviously applies in the context of COVID-19. The ongoing occurrence of enforced disappearances over the past weeks in some parts of the world is of particular concern. By no means can COVID-19 be an excuse for disappearing people.      
The Convention is also clear when it states that the search and investigation of disappeared persons should be carried out without delay, whatever the circumstances. As soon as the competent authorities become aware that a person has been subjected to disappearance, they should begin the search immediately and expeditiously, even when no formal complaint or request has been made.  Even if COVID-19 raises serious challenges for State authorities to take action, States must nonetheless take immediate measures to enable their competent authorities to comply with this obligation.  Every day that passes puts a victim at further risk of mistreatment and death.  
States also have the obligation to ensure that the recovery, identification, reporting and return of the remains of deceased persons to their families is carried out in a scientifically rigorous, dignified and respectful manner. Again, these principles must be respected, even in the context of COVID-19.   
These are only three examples of the principles enshrined by the Convention that continue to apply, in spite of COVID-19. There are many others.  Undoubtedly, the role of this Committee remains crucial: to provide guidance to States, to victims and to the organizations that accompany them; and to ensure constant respect for the Convention’s principles.  
This means we need to think in a creative, innovative and flexible way to do the best we can now, with what we have.  I would therefore like to recognize your efforts in holding the 18th session by videoconference, without interpretation, and after long hours of preparatory work through email. I also want to highlight your permanent daily work on an increasing number of Urgent Action requests.  
I am pleased that other treaty bodies are also taking innovative steps to adapt to COVID-19. The Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities gathered its pre-sessional Working Group virtually to adopt lists of issues in private meetings. The Human Rights Committee finalized its 128th session online, with the adoption of decisions through a silence procedure, and recently adopted a Statement on States of Emergency remotely.  And on 26 March, the Subcommittee for the Prevention of Torture adopted in a very efficient way “Guidelines on the management of the pandemic in places of detention”.  All Treaty Bodies, together with the Secretariat, are taking steps to avoid that the spread of the pandemic creates a   protection gap.  
In this context, the United Nations is seeking solutions to the challenges facing remote work, in particular interpretation. Various options are currently tested and we hope to find a secure and adapted solution soon. 
Dear Chair, Distinguished Members of the Committee, Ladies and Gentlemen, 
The 2020 Review of the General Assembly’s 2014 resolution on treaty body strengthening indeed remains a priority. This work is also progressing on line through our contacts with the newly nominated co-facilitators and the office of the PGA.  We all hope this will bring the necessary adjustments to resolution 68/268, including the needed resources to be able to respond to the challenges facing the system. 
As you know, the third Secretary-General’s report on the status of the treaty body system (A/74/643 and 23 statistical annexes) is now available. The report provides information on the progress achieved in implementing resolution 68/268. It identifies remaining challenges, including those that you know too well, related to the urgent need to provide regular budget funding for all the mandated activities of the treaty bodies, in particular the required meeting time and staff resources.
 The report also describes emerging ideas and proposals, including the Chairs’ vision, and the suggestions submitted by States, civil society and academia. I hope that the 2020 review process will take on board the contributions of all relevant stakeholders.
The formal annual Chairs’ meeting from 1 to 5 June 2020, most probably to be held e virtually, is essential in this context. The chairs of treaty bodies had a very successful informal online preparatory meeting on 15-16 April 2020, focusing on the operationalization of their vision agreed in June 2019. The June meeting will aim at identifying additional proposals and recommendations, but also at enabling the chairs, member states and co-facilitators to have a dialogue on the optimum results of the 2020 review. 
In this connection, I am glad to inform you that on 8 April, the President of the PGA has appointed the Ambassadors of Morocco and Switzerland as co-facilitators to undertake informal consultations and report back to him by September. OHCHR already started supporting their work, including by facilitating interaction between the Geneva-based expertise of treaty bodies and delegations and decision-making in New York.
Chair, distinguished Members, 
[bookmark: _GoBack]
Allow me to conclude by echoing the words of the Secretary-General when he said “By respecting human rights in this time of crisis, we will build more effective and inclusive solutions for the emergency of today, and the recovery for tomorrow”.   Your commitment to continue your work during this time of crisis plays its role in ensuring the human rights can be respected in these challenging times.

I extend my best wishes to all of you for a successful and productive session.

Thank you.
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