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Madam Chair,
Distinguished members of the Committee,
Ladies and Gentlemen,

	On behalf of the United Nations Secretary-General, it is an honour for me to open the eighty-eighth session of the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women.

Madam Chair,
Distinguished members,

This is the last time I have the privilege to address you, as I will retire next month. Over the past two decades, I have witnessed your vital contributions to progress on women’s rights. However, after decades of progress, women’s rights are now being undermined and reversed. In his remarks to the 68th session of the Commission on the Status of Women on 11 March, the Secretary-General identified two worrying trends in power relations. First, patriarchy is regaining ground. Autocrats and populists are attacking women’s freedoms and their sexual and reproductive rights, proclaiming so-called “traditional” values. And second, new technologies, in particular Artificial Intelligence, are dominated by men. There is evidence that when systems are designed by men, they result in biased algorithms, which could programme inequalities into activities like recruitment, credit rating, and medical imaging. The Secretary-General reiterated his call for a pushback against the pushback. He also called on governments, civil society, and the tech industry to help bridge the digital gender divide and join the Global Digital Compact that will be central to the Summit for the Future in September. 

The Summit for the Future is a chance to fight the feminization of poverty. Globally, women have less access to land, natural resources, and financial assets. They are disproportionately hit by climate change, the debt crisis, and food insecurity. Concerned that the Sustainable Development Goals are off-track, including Goal 5 on gender equality, the Secretary-General urged all States to support the SDG Stimulus endorsed by leaders at last year’s SDG Summit, which would invest 500 billion USD a year in affordable, long-term finance for developing countries to help turbocharge progress on SDG 5, and across the 2030 Agenda. Accelerating gender equality by tackling poverty requires women’s full representation in governments and financial institutions. It takes budgets and taxes that address the specific needs of women and girls living in poverty. And governments must recognize the key economic role of unpaid care work. 

To respond to rising conflict and crisis, with a devastating impact on women and girls, the Secretary-General has invited Member States to support the proposed New Agenda for Peace, which puts women’s leadership and participation at the centre of decision-making. He regretted that despite evidence that women’s full participation makes peacebuilding more effective, the number of women in decision-making roles is falling.

Madam Chair,
Distinguished members,

Your draft general recommendation No. 40 on the equal and inclusive representation of women in decision-making systems is a blueprint for addressing the concerns voiced by the Secretary-General. I commend you for this laudable work to advance parity in decision-making, focusing not only on public life but also on the private sector, with a focus on gender parity in economic decision-making. The draft general recommendation recognizes that women’s equal and inclusive representation in decision-making is vital to finding solutions to global challenges such as climate change, energy crises, armed conflict, terrorism, and democratic backsliding, as well as to meeting new developments such as the rise of artificial intelligence. I am pleased that the general recommendation, which was published in March, has generated strong interest among States parties, civil society and academia, as reflected by the 65 submissions received in response to the Committee’s call for comments.

I am also pleased that the elaboration of the general recommendation has been based on an inclusive and participatory process. Throughout 2023, together with partners from civil society and academia, you held several expert group meetings on issues of particular relevance for the general recommendation, including women’s equal participation in the development of artificial intelligence and in decision-making in international bodies and in the world of work. Last month, you held regional consultations in Istanbul, Cairo, Addis Ababa, Barbados and Bogota, thanks to the strong cooperation between OHCHR and UN Women. The regional consultations convened civil society and other experts, who discussed the draft general recommendation to ensure its relevance to the needs and priorities of each region.

At this session, you will brief States parties on, and hold the first reading of, the draft general recommendation scheduled to be adopted at your 89th session in October, shortly after the Summit for the Future. The Summit is a chance to drive progress, including on women’s equal representation in decision-making. I echo the Secretary-General’s call to use your strong voices to influence Member States to play their full part in the Summit, for the benefit of women and girls today and tomorrow.

Madam Chair,
Distinguished members,

This year, we commemorate the 30th anniversary of the International Year of the Family. In its resolution 54/17, adopted last October, the Human Rights Council recognized that the objectives of the International Year, especially those relating to family-oriented policies in the areas of poverty, work-family balance and intergenerational issues, with attention given to the responsibilities of all family members, can contribute to, inter alia, achieving gender equality and the empowerment of women and girls as well as eliminating all forms of violence, in particular against women and girls. The Council decided to convene, at its 57th session this fall, a panel discussion on the implementation of States’ obligations under relevant provisions of international human rights law on the role of the family in supporting the promotion and protection of human rights of its members, as well as an expert workshop before its 59th session. Later this week, on 15 May, the international day of the family, the High Commissioner will issue a statement to mark this important anniversary.

Turning to other recent developments, in a landmark vote, the Human Rights Council on 4 April for the first time adopted a resolution calling on Member States to combat discrimination, violence and harmful practices against intersex persons. The Council expressed grave concern about the violence and harmful practices that persons with innate variations in sex characteristics, including children, face in all regions of the world, including medically unnecessary or deferrable interventions, which may be irreversible, with respect to sex characteristics, performed without the full, free and informed consent of the person. It requested OHCHR to prepare a report and convene a panel discussion at its 60th session in September-October 2025 on discriminatory laws and policies, acts of violence and harmful practices against intersex persons, and their root causes, as well as best practices, such as legal protection and remedies. 

At its upcoming 56th session, on 28 June, the Human Rights Council will hold its annual full-day discussion on women’s rights. The two panel discussions will focus on the following themes: Economic violence against women and girls; and the human rights economy and women’s rights [tbc by OHCHR-WHRGS].

Madam Chair,
Distinguished members,

Since your 87th session, the work to obtain tangible results in the treaty body strengthening process has advanced.  OHCHR’s efforts to secure a General Assembly resolution – hopefully coupled with a solid budget – in December 2024 has continued with outreach to Member States in Geneva and New York to further garner support.

Treaty body Chairs and Vice-Chairs, with the support of the Human Rights Treaties Branch, have done their part at their informal meeting in Madrid in February of this year, which provided them with an opportunity to move ahead with the preparation of the 36th annual meeting of Chairpersons in June in New York. Their discussions focused on the mandate and modalities for the Committee coordination mechanism and other areas of simplification and alignment of the working methods of the Committees.

OHCHR has also updated its website on the treaty body strengthening process and published two new documents:
· The first is an Analytical summary of States’ preferences on the options contained in the OHCHR Working Paper regarding the treaty body strengthening process, based on the discussions at the informal briefing for States by the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights in November 2023.
· And secondly, OHCHR has updated its original Working Paper on options and guiding questions for the development of a plan to implement the conclusions of the 34th meeting of the human rights treaty body chairs, to reflect discussions during this briefing last November.

Madam Chair,
Distinguished members,

I take this opportunity to assure you that we share your concerns about the United Nations' current financial crisis, its consequences on the work of the human rights treaty bodies and the support the Office can provide in these circumstances. With the strong support of the High Commissioner, we have done our utmost to ensure the organization of treaty body sessions despite the heavy impact of the liquidity crisis on both staff resources and non-post expenditures.

We have been able to secure sufficient funding for all Committees to have their second sessions this year and also for the 36th annual meeting of Chairpersons to take place in New York during this crucial year of treaty body reform. By contrast, we have not, regrettably, been able to secure funds for pre-sessional working groups in connection with these second sessions, which has also directly affected your work. We hope that the third sessions can also be held this year, but this will depend on the forthcoming developments in relation to the liquidity situation.

The liquidity crisis is unpredictable and requires intensive management efforts. However, please rest assured that OHCHR does not leave any stone unturned to limit the impact of the liquidity situation on the treaty bodies as much as possible. The letter that the Chairs and Vice-Chairs sent to the President of the General Assembly at their informal meeting in Madrid – highlighting that the risk of suspension of treaty body sessions for the first time in their over six decades of history for financial reasons and of visits to prevent torture and other human rights violations, would cause concrete and irreversible harm – represents very welcome advocacy work and helps us with our efforts.

I am aware that you have a heavy programme ahead of you for the next three weeks, including notably constructive dialogues with eight States parties and the first reading of your draft general recommendation No. 40 on the equal and inclusive participation of women in decision-making systems. I therefore conclude by wishing the Committee a productive session and success in the challenging times ahead.

Thank you for your attention.
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