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Distinguished members of the Committee,

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

On behalf of the Secretary-General, I declare open and welcome you to the one hundred and thirteenth Session of the Human Rights Committee. Allow me to congratulate and warmly welcome the six new members to the Committee, all of whom come with a wealth of knowledge and experience, which will greatly contribute to the Committee’s work: Ms. Cleveland, Mr. de Frouville, Ms. Jelic, Mr. Laki, Ms. Pazartzis, and Mr. Politi. I wish all the new members success and professional satisfaction in their new positions.  My colleagues and I will do our utmost to ensure that you are fully supported throughout your terms. 
“What will become of us, of our world, if we ignore our treaties and principles?” This was a question posed by the High Commissioner in his recent address to the Human Rights Council. He emphasized the need for States to uphold human rights and his hope that this will be a turning point in “our young and troubled century”.  As the custodians of the ICCPR, you are well placed to assist States in this regard. In his address on the state of the human rights in the world, the High Commissioner touched on many issues of relevance to your work.  I will highlight just two: freedom of expression and the death penalty.
Distinguished Members,

The High Commissioner is concerned that terrorist attacks on the media may have a chilling effect on freedom of expression. The attack which took place in Paris, since your last session, is a case in point. However, in the High Commissioner’s view, the major obstacles to freedom of expression are the restrictions placed on it by governments. He lists multiple countries, which employ multiple types of repressive measures, to shrink application of this right. At every session, you bear witness and seek to protect against such measures.  As recently as your last session, you highlighted concerns of counter-terrorism restricting freedom of expression; limited protection for journalists’ sources; failure to investigate and prosecute attacks against journalists; and heavy penal sanctions against the media for defamation. There are clearly synergies between your work and the views of the High Commissioner. 
The freedom to speak, however, is not unrestricted. The High Commissioner referred to the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination for the premise that “freedom of speech can be an incitement to action — in some cases, very violent and hateful action”. In the face of extremism, he pronounced, “it is vital that opinion-makers refrain from incitement to hostility or violence.” In your general comment on article 19, you confirmed that such acts, which are also addressed in article 20 of the Covenant, are all subject to restrictions under article 19 on freedom of expression and should be prohibited by law.
In addition, the High Commissioner expressed his regret at the renewed use of the death penalty in several States, which previously had a moratorium on this practice. He noted that there is ample evidence to demonstrate that the death penalty has no impact whatsoever in reducing crime and that no justice system, no matter how robust, can guarantee against wrongful convictions.  The Assistant Secretary-General also addressed the Council on this issue and recalled this Committee’s view that the death penalty for drug-related crimes does not meet the threshold of “most serious crimes” within the meaning of article 6 of the ICCPR. ‘Let us work together’, he said, ‘to improve efficiency of our justice system without resorting to the death penalty: an inhuman and outdated punishment’.
On a positive note, at the end of 2014, the death penalty was abolished in Madagascar and Chad. The latter is a success for the Committee, which you will recall recommended abolition in its March 2014 observations on Chad. Also, on 13 February, a moratorium on the death penalty was introduced in Pennsylvania in the USA, which reflects a decline in the use of the death penalty in the USA. Also, a record number of countries  - one hundred and seventeen - supported General Assembly resolution 69/186 calling for a moratorium on executions with a view to abolishing the death penalty; a dwindling minority remains.

A welcome development since the last session is the launch of the long-awaited online public database that contains all case law issued by the Treaty Bodies, including this Committee. As stated by the Director of the Human Rights Treaty Division, Mr. Salama, “this database is an important part of our efforts to make the work of the Treaty Bodies more visible and accessible, and we hope it will benefit a range of users all over the world”. I am sure you will find this database very useful in your work. Given that we continue to develop it your suggestions and comments on how to improve it would be very useful. 
Distinguished Members, 
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 some areas of your work could be strained.  We can only hope that the situation will improve in the future.
We welcome the efforts of the Committee to follow-up on the treaty body strengthening General Assembly resolution 68/268. We encourage the Committee to continue considering ways to harmonize working methods, including for example with respect to the development of the role of the rapporteur on reprisals.
We also encourage the Committee to consider how you will approach the General Assembly with regard to implementation of the Addis Ababa Guidelines.  As you are aware, the General Assembly requests all Chairs to keep States parties updated on the implementation of the Addis Ababa Guidelines on the independence and impartiality of treaty body members.  
Another issue in the resolution relates to 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,

Finally, allow me to express the appreciation of the Secretariat for the work of the outgoing Bureau of the Committee, led by the Chairperson Sir Nigel Rodley and supported by the three Vice-Chairs, Mr. Ben Achour, Mr. Vardzelashvili, and Ms. Waterval and the Rapporteur, Mr. Cees Flinterman, who has sadly left the Committee. The efficient work of this Committee over the past two years was a product of a strong and cohesive bureau.
Distinguished Members of the Committee

Ladies and Gentlemen,
In conclusion, allow me to wish you, on behalf of the High Commissioner, a very successful and productive session.
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