[bookmark: _GoBack]Check against delivery


Committee on the Rights of the Child 
Online limited 85th session due to the exceptional circumstances of COVID-19 
14 September – 1 October 2020

[image: ]






Opening Address by
Mr. Mahamane Cissé-Gouro
Director 
 Human Rights Council and Treaty Mechanisms Division

Representative of the Secretary-General 







Interprefy videoconference
14 September 2020, 12 pm (Geneva time)




Mr. Chair,
Distinguished members,
Ladies and Gentlemen,

On behalf of the United Nations Secretary-General, it is an honour for me to open the online limited eighty-fifth session of the Committee on the Rights of the Child, convened in the exceptional circumstances of COVID-19. 
It is a pleasure for me to meet with you for the first time in my new capacity of Director of the Human Rights Council and Treaties Division, albeit only virtually. I am looking forward to meeting you in-person, hopefully in a very near future.
While I am new to this Division, I am familiar with the work of treaty bodies. Prior to this position, I was the Chief of the Africa Branch of OHCHR. Before that, I held different positions in the Office, in Angola, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, in Haiti and in the Regional Office in Dakar. There and in the field at large, I have seen the value and impact of the work of treaty bodies.
Mr. Chair,
At the outset, I would like to congratulate the Committee and its partners for a very successful eighty-fourth extraordinary session in Samoa last March, which was the first time a treaty body held a regional session outside of Geneva or New York to review multiple countries. While it was held in one of the most remote parts of the world, in the immediate aftermath of a tragic measles epidemic and two cyclones and just as the COVID-19 outbreak was beginning to unfold, a recent review by the Regional Rights Resource Team concluded that the session “was an unmitigated success” and “brought significant value to the treaty body process”. Not only it enabled the meaningful participation of 1,000 constituents of the Convention, but it also showed that a regional session can be done, and that it can be done very well.
Since March, the world has changed dramatically. The COVID-19 pandemic has transformed our way of living and working and continues to have negative repercussions on everybody, in all age groups. As you are well placed to know, the impact of COVID-19 on children cannot be understated. As UN Secretary-General António Guterres rightly stated, the pandemic has become a “broader child rights crisis”; all children in all countries are affected, and for many of them, the impact is not only catastrophic but likely to be lifelong.  

The immediate loss of income experienced by many families due to the pandemic is affecting children’s access to food, water, health care and education, and increasing their risk of exposure to violence, exploitation and abuse. Globally, the number of children living in poverty is expected to rise to more than 100 million by the end of this year, according to UNICEF statistics. While the current evidence suggests that the direct incidence on child health and mortality is limited, COVID 19 has a profound impact on children’s health and well-being. Threats to food security, strained health systems and disruptions to preventative interventions mean that hundreds of millions of children are missing out on life-saving vaccines and nutritious school meals, or are simply without food. Under-five child mortality is expected to dramatically increase in the coming months.

National school closures affected more than 1.6 billion children and youth. Before this crisis, almost one third of the world’s young people were already digitally excluded as reported by UNICEF. School closures and the inability of many to access remote learning raise the risk of dropouts and decrease the quality of learning. Moreover, we are seeing reports of increasing levels of violence against children, with lockdowns and stay-at-home orders disrupting the formal and informal protective systems that identify and respond to children’s risks. The United Nations Population Fund reports that the pandemic is also expected to result in millions more cases of female genital mutilation and child marriages over the next decade than would otherwise have occurred. 

These are only some of the risks that are disproportionally impacting children in the most vulnerable and marginalised situations, including the poorest, those with disabilities, those living in refugee camps or informal settlements, those deprived of their liberty, those in street situations, those for whom the home is not a safe place, or those in countries experiencing armed conflict. As the Committee highlighted in its statement last April [footnoteRef:1] , States should respect the rights of the child when taking measures to tackle the public health threat posed by the COVID-19 pandemic. [1: https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=INT/CRC/STA/9095&Lang=en. ] 




Mr. Chair,
Distinguished members,

All of this highlights the importance of your Committee’s continuing monitoring of children’s rights worldwide. I wish to recognize the significant work you did remotely, in the current challenging circumstances, to continue to implement your mandate and to make sure that children worldwide are not left behind. This includes working on individual communications, adopting lists of issues and advancing your work on a draft general comment on children’s rights and the digital environment, which was shared with States and other stakeholders in a public consultation.  As emphasized by the High Commissioner in her letter to the Chairs of Treaty Bodies of 7 September 2020, the Division and I reiterate the “continued commitment to take concerted action to sustain the treaty body system during these particularly difficult times”.

Mr. Chair,
Distinguished members,

Allow me to provide you with a brief update on the 2020 Review of the General Assembly’s resolution 68/268 on treaty body strengthening.  Over the past months, the co-facilitators, the Permanent Representatives at the United Nations in New York of Morocco and Switzerland, have held informal online consultations with States, Treaty Body experts and other stakeholders. They have also met with the High Commissioner for Human Rights and Member States to seek their contributions to the treaty body review. 
I am pleased to see that the co-facilitators have carried out the consultations in a transparent and inclusive way, as mandated by the President of the General Assembly.  In addition to the written contributions they sought from States and all stakeholders, including the Committees and experts – posted on the dedicated co-facilitators’ webpage of the Office, all rounds of informal consultations were on webcast. The meeting of treaty body Chairs made a comprehensive submission to the co-facilitators, including important issues for this Committee.  I hope that in speaking with one voice, the Chairs’ submission will help amplify the views of treaty bodies in this process.  We all look forward to an outcome of this process that leads to a greater recognition of your work, including through allocation of sufficient human and financial resources.
The co-facilitators are expected to submit the report on  their findings with recommendations, reflecting all positions made both orally and in writing, to the President of the General Assembly today (14 September). At their wrap-up meeting last Friday, they stated that there was general consensus that GA resolution 68/268 provides the appropriate framework and that, if fully implemented, it would allow the treaty body system to function effectively. The co-facilitators suggested that there was common interest to take the proposals further and that, in their view, the most appropriate way was to pursue the discussion on all the relevant topics  to build bridges, reduce gaps and find the common language to lead to a common consensual outcome. 

We all look forward to an outcome of this process that leads to a greater recognition of your work, including through allocation of sufficient human and financial resources.

Mr. Chair,
I will now recall recent developments regarding the rights of the child at the intergovernmental level.  On 1 July 2020, the Human Rights Council held the Annual full day meeting on the Rights of the Child, which focused on “Realizing the rights of the child through a healthy environment” and included the participation of child environmental human rights defenders.  The Human Rights Council Child Rights resolution, usually adopted during the March session, is expected to be adopted during the 45th session of the Council, which is also starting today.
In addition, pursuant to resolution 37/20 of the Human Rights Council, the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights will submit a report on children’s rights to the 2021 global review of the High Level Political Forum on Sustainable Development. The report will address the situation of children under the specific theme “Sustainable and resilient recovery from the COVID-19 pandemic”. OHCHR will be calling for inputs from partners for the preparation of the report.
Mr. Chair,
Distinguished members,
This will be a particularly challenging session for your Committee, also in view of the different time zones for the members of this Committee, spanning from Samoa to Venezuela. I sincerely appreciate the flexibility and receptiveness you are demonstrating in these exceptional circumstances, as well as the extraordinary efforts you are displaying to uphold your important mandate. 
I extend my best wishes to all of you for a successful and productive session. 
Thank you.
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