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Madam Chair,
Distinguished Members of the Committee, 
Ladies and Gentlemen,
	On behalf of the Secretary-General of the United Nations, I am pleased to welcome you to Geneva and declare open the one hundred and thirty-fourth session of the Human Rights Committee. 
While the pandemic still casts a shadow over our operations, we at OHCHR are delighted that in-person sessions have resumed and that we are able to welcome members of the Committee and State party delegations on UN premises. This change reflects encouraging progress in moving towards normalcy for the Committee, and we greatly appreciate your flexibility and understanding during these challenging times. We thank you for your continued efforts given the increasing workload before you due to the backlog of both State party reports and individual communications. Your contributions will be valuable in ensuring that human rights considerations are prioritized as we move forward into the “new normal” concerning COVID-19.
 COVID-19 is a major reason, although not the only one, why there is tremendous uncertainty in the world, which looks considerably different from a year ago and even just a week ago. The expectation of uncertainty is almost built in the report of the Secretary General, Our Common Agenda. Among his various proposals, he suggests that the way forward will require stronger participation and new vision for the rule of law. The ongoing work of this Committee will be instrumental in this regard. Indeed, it is an essential way in which the United Nations remains vigilant about developments around the world because, sadly, as this Committee knows too well, regression in human rights guarantees is just too easy, democracies and democratic institutions are too fragile, and thus constant vigilance is of the utmost importance. 
	
Madam Chair, dear Members,
	The need for constant vigilance leads me to the treaty body strengthening process. At your last session, we updated you on the 33rd annual meeting of the Chairs of the treaty bodies which took place in June of last year. Since then, the Chair of the Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, who is the Chair of the Chairs’ meeting, has put on the table several comprehensive proposals, in consultation with her Committee. I understand that almost all Committees have provided their input by now, including this one. 
In November of last year, the High Commissioner met with the Chairs of treaty bodies to touch base on various issues, including the treaty body strengthening process. The Chairs outlined their respective proposals on the issues of (1) the development of a predictable review calendar that maximizes synergies and complementarities across the treaty bodies and ensures full reporting compliance, including the possibility of replacing every second review with a focused review; (2) the ongoing harmonization of working methods; and (3) the digital transition, including the use of new technological developments to increase efficiency, transparency and accessibility of the treaty body system. 
The High Commissioner conveyed her view to the Chairs that it was time for the treaty body system to come up with a consolidated and unified proposal, building on areas of commonalities in the three areas recommended by the TB review co-facilitators just outlined above. She encouraged them to develop a proposal that would be bold and creative, demonstrating the engagement of all Committees in order to further strengthen and rationalize the treaty body system, and attract the necessary support and funding from Member States. She was prepared to support them in any way she can, if and when consensus was reached, to take the issues forward. 
The next Secretary-General’s report on the status of the treaty body system is due to be submitted to the 77th session of the General Assembly. The Secretariat has already launched a call for contributions. This would be an excellent occasion for a comprehensive contribution of the treaty body system, which could be reflected as a proposal through the SG’s report and costed for the consideration by Member States. As the HC reminded the treaty body Chairs, a proposal which comes from all treaty bodies on a consensual basis is stronger and will have a wider reception and audience. 
I would like to recognize that you have been among the treaty bodies that have been more open to the proposals tabled so far – particularly with respect to the predictable calendar, your actions even preceded the current round of consultations. I thus believe that you have important lessons to share with the other treaty bodies, more of which are showing interest or commitment in such an approach, and hope you will actively do so. I would also like to stress that it is important for treaty body Chairs to arrive at the Chairpersons’ Meeting fully empowered to represent the views of their Committees so that those Meetings can make concrete progress year on year. 

Madame Chair, dear Members,
Turning to your work at the current Session, you will be meeting in person the delegations of a number of States parties while you will be connecting remotely with a few State party delegations and numerous other stakeholders. In this regard I would like to draw attention to the digitally-upgraded meeting rooms of Palais Wilson.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Over the past months, OHCHR and UNOG have made a significant investment to equip these rooms with high-standing digital technology that integrates interpretation and webcasting functions on the same digital platform. This will give meeting participants, whether present in the room or connecting remotely, a more inter-active and modern meeting experience. 
We must also highlight that, for now, the COVID-19 situation remains serious and all the persons present in this conference room, including members of the Committee and UN colleagues, need to comply strictly with epidemiological measures to limit the spread of COVID-19.  They include: the wearing of face masks in this conference room and all common areas in Palais Wilson, to be removed only when speaking; the observance of the physical distance requirements; respect for the maximum occupancies allowed in different spaces; and compliance with hand hygiene measures. Thank you for understanding the requirements we must all adhere to in these exceptional circumstances. 
As usual, you have four busy weeks ahead of you, consisting of an agenda with six States parties’ reviews, a considerable number of individual communications, as well as the consideration of follow-up reports to concluding observations and Views and the adoption of the annual report. I look forward to working with you more closely in the coming weeks. Once more, allow me to reiterate my appreciation, and that of the Office, for your unwavering commitment to fulfilling your mandate under the Covenant in these challenging times.
I wish you a successful session.
Thank you.
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