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Palais Wilson

Distinguished members of the Committee,

Ladies and gentlemen,

It is a pleasure to be with you for the opening of the fifty-eighth Session of the Committee and to welcome you on behalf of the Secretary-General. 
Since your last meeting, the special court in Senegal handed down its conviction of the former President of Chad, Hissène Habré, for crimes against humanity, summary executions, torture and rape.  This was a momentous event.  As the High Commissioner stated on 30 May, the verdict should be welcomed as historic after years of struggle to seek justice. It sent a clear message to those responsible for serious human rights violations around the world that nobody is above the law, and that one day, they may also face justice for their crimes.
This verdict also revealed the key role played by both the victims and this Committee.

First, victims played a significant role by filing the complaint against Hissène Habré in Chad, Senegal and in Belgium as well as before your Committee.  Victims also undertook a tireless campaign to raise awareness of the case with the public, the press, politicians and the international community as a means of bringing Hissène Habré to trial. This impressive struggle demonstrates the power of victims to combat impunity and achieve justice.

Second, this Committee played a meaningful role in asserting and guaranteeing the principle of universal jurisdiction. In a preliminary ruling in April 2001, the Committee called on Senegal to “take all necessary measures to prevent Hissène Habré from leaving the territory of Senegal except pursuant to an extradition demand. This call combined with the then Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s appeal to the President of Senegal to heed the Committee’s call, resulted in Hissène Habré remaining in Senegal to this day.
In a decision rendered on 19 May 2006 on the merits of the victims’ individual complaint, the Committee concluded that Senegal had violated the Convention against Torture by failing to prosecute or extradite Hissène Habré. You called on Senegal “to submit the present case to its competent authorities for the purpose of prosecution or, failing that, since Belgium has made an extradition request, to comply with that request, or should the case arise, with any other extradition request by another State, in accordance with the Convention”. You also noted Senegal’s obligation to “adopt all necessary measures, including legislative measures, to establish its jurisdiction” over Hissène Habré’s crimes. 

Since then, the Committee has been actively engaged in the follow-up to this decision with the Senegalese authorities. In August 2009, you undertook an official confidential follow-up mission to Senegal.

It is our hope that the May 2016 verdict will inspire others to pursue justice and combat impunity in spite of the many obstacles and the time and energy that it requires to do.  The case will help to guide victims in the use of relevant international human rights mechanisms such as the Committee against Torture.  The significance of this case should not be under-estimated.
Distinguished members of the Committee,

Ladies and gentlemen,

 Let me also refer to a development of interest to your work.
The 28th meeting of Treaty Body Chairpersons took place in New York from 30 May to 3 June and included meetings with the President and Secretariat of the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights and the Chair of the Global Alliance on National Human Rights Institutions (NHRIs).
The Chairs adopted key-recommendations, namely a) to inform the General Assembly of overdue reports to the treaty bodies, with the request to incorporate an item on this subject in the agenda of the Assembly; (b) to ensure adoption and implementation by all treaty bodies of the San Jose Guidelines; (c) to closely follow the accountability framework for the implementation by States of the commitments made in the 2030 Sustainable Development Agenda; (d) to consider a common treaty body approach to engagement with NHRIs; and (e) to continue dialogue and exchange of views on practices and jurisprudence on remedies.
I am sure that the Chairperson of the Committee will fully debrief you on his participation to this meeting and his assessment.


To conclude, I wish you a fruitful and successful session for a full realization of the Convention against Torture.
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