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Madam Chairperson, 

Distinguished members of the Committee,

Ladies and Gentlemen,

It is with great pleasure that I welcome you to the forty-eighth session of the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women. Let me seize this opportunity to convey to you my best wishes for the New Year, in particular continued success in your demanding work which is essential to ensure greater protection of women’s rights at the national level. It is a particular pleasure for me to meet all of you as I have just joined the Office as the Chief of the Women’s Rights and Gender Section. That being said while I am new to the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights I am not new to the issues. A lawyer by profession and of Sierra Leonean origin, I have devoted most of my professional life to the promotion and protection of women’s rights, both at the national and international level, most recently as Gender Advisor for DPKO in Darfur. The work of the CEDAW Committee has been a tool of great value in all my endeavours and will continue to be so.  

Before turning to your work during this session, allow me to highlight some new and important developments of interest to the Committee that have taken place since your last session and also note upcoming events that relate to your work.

Treaty-Body Strengthening
2011 will be a challenging year for treaty bodies, as it will be for the Office of the High Commission for Human Rights.  Following the High Commissioner’s call in the autumn of 2009 to treaty body experts, States parties, civil society actors and other stakeholders to initiate a process of reflection on ways and means to strengthen the treaty body system, a series of events have taken place, and others are scheduled in the coming months.  These events aim at bringing together individual groups of stakeholders to solicit their views and concrete suggestions on strengthening the working methods of the treaty bodies and making them more efficient and effective for rights holders worldwide.

The Dublin Statement, adopted in November 2009, paved the way for current treaty body strengthening process.  As you know, it was followed in June 2010 by the Marrakech Statement containing recommendations for an enhanced cooperation between national human rights institutions and treaty bodies.  Last September, the Poznan Statement was adopted.   The consultation phase of the process continued with a meeting of the working group on follow-up from 12 to 14 January 2011 in Geneva attended by Ms. Bailey and Ms. Patten from the CEDAW Committee, which focused on the follow-up procedures relating to concluding observations, decisions on communications, visits and inquiries, including an assessment of their effectiveness.  A consultation for States parties is scheduled for May in Sion.  Consultations for United Nations entities and civil society actors are planned during the spring.  Finally, a meeting is expected to close the consultative phase in Dublin next autumn.  


The Office is also organizing a series of one-day consultations which bring together two treaty bodies.  The objective of these retreats is to provide opportunities for members of the treaty bodies to discuss in advance topics selected for the next Inter-Committee Meeting in June; and to provide a space for creative thinking with a view towards strengthening their working methods.  It is my understanding that CEDAW and CRC will be meeting on Saturday, 29 January 2011 in this respect.  

I am pleased to advise that the High Commissioner is very much encouraged by the commitment expressed by all Chairpersons to bring the treaty body strengthening process forward and is committed to, inter alia, strengthening the reporting procedure; enhancing the constructive dialogue and building a stronger treaty body system, including resource requirements.    

Security Council

Turning to the Security Council, the Council held an open meeting in December to discuss sexual violence in situations of armed conflict and expressed deep concern that such violence continued to occur, becoming in some situations “systematic and widespread, reaching appalling levels of brutality”.  The Council also unanimously adopted resolution 1960 which allows the Secretary-General to supply it with detailed information on parties credibly suspected of responsibility for patterns of sexual violence during armed conflict.  The Council expressed its intention to use such list of perpetrators as a basis for action, including the consideration of sanctions and other targeted measures.  In her statement to the Council, the Special Representative of the Secretary-General on Sexual Violence in Conflict, Ms. Wallstrom, stated that the resolution “…will help ensure that mass rape is never again met with mass impunity.”  The report of the Secretary-General forming the basis of the deliberations of the Security Council was to a large extent informed by the results of monitoring by human rights components of peace-keeping missions of trends and patterns of sexual violence.  
General Assembly

The General Assembly met on 21 December 2010 and adopted various resolutions and decisions adopted by the Third Committee, including on the advancement of women.  The General Assembly, in its resolution A/65/449, inter alia, recognized that violence against women and girls persists in every country in the world as a pervasive violation of the enjoyment of human rights and a major impediment to achieving gender equality, development, peace and the internationally agreed development goals, in particular the Millennium Development Goals.   It also recognized and welcomed the efforts and important contributions at the local, national, regional and international levels to eliminate all forms of violence against women, including by the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women and the Special Rapporteur on violence against women, its causes and consequences.  
Human Rights Council
With respect to the work of the Human Rights Council, as you recall, the Council adopted a resolution in October 2010 establishing a new mechanism, in the form of a Working Group on the discrimination against women, in law and in practice, and which called for close coordination with CEDAW, the Commission on the Status of Women, and UN Women.  In this regard nominations have been received for members of the Working Group, which will have one independent expert from each United Nations region.     Members will be appointed during the sixteenth session of the Human Rights Council in March.   My understanding is that Ms. Jane Connors will update the Committee further on this matter at this session, pursuant to an invitation by the Committee at its 47th Session.  

International Day for the Elimination of Violence against Women
The High Commissioner also issued a statement on the occasion of the International Day for the Elimination of Violence against Women, which was commemorated on 25 November.  The statement underscored the shocking prevalence of violence against women, including sexual violence, and more specifically that physical, psychological and other forms of abuse of women on a huge scale, continue to be hidden, ignored or silenced. Figures released by the United Nations suggest that in some countries close to 60 percent of women may be subjected to physical violence at least once in their lifetime.  
In conjunction with the International Day for the Elimination of Violence against Women, the Office also organized an expert workshop on violence against women, mandated by the Human Rights Council, with the participation of 17 experts from all parts of the world. The workshop discussed specific measures for overcoming obstacles and challenges that States may face in preventing, investigating, prosecuting and punishing the perpetrators of violence against women and girls, as well as identifying measures for providing protection, support, assistance and redress for victims. The result of the workshop together with the Office’s mandated compilation of good practices on prevention of violence against women will be presented to the Human Rights Council in June. 

UN Women

With respect to UN Women, Ms. Michelle Bachelet, the Head of the new entity which has now officially began its work, is preparing a vision paper which will be presented to the UN Women Executive Board in January.  The final Strategic Plan will be presented to the Board in June.   The strategic plan will take into consideration input from UN entities relating to future collaboration with UN Women.  

I am aware that the Committee and UN Women have already begun setting the ground work for future collaboration.  An informal meeting took place at the last session regarding the elaboration of a general recommendation on women in armed conflict and post conflict situations, and another informal meeting has been scheduled for 22 January between Ms. Lee Waldorf of UN Women and Committee Members.  The High Commissioner and her Deputy have met with Ms. Bachelet on a few occasions since her appointment to discuss the nature of future interaction and cooperation between the two entities.  In this context, joint support for implementation of the Committee’s concluding observations has been reiterated by both parties as a common priority.  
Mme Chairperson,

Distinguished members of the Committee,

May I draw attention to some practical issues relating to the servicing of the Committee.  The Office has noted the rightful concerns of the Committees about servicing levels.  OHCHR works closely with all the relevant units of the UN Office in Geneva to ensure that the highest possible level of servicing is provided to the treaty bodies.  Unfortunately, however, the demands on the conference servicing units in Geneva have grown tremendously in recent years, not least due to the explosive growth of documentation needed by the Human Rights Council, the increase in the number of treaty bodies, as well as their evolving reporting and follow-up procedures.  While demands have grown tremendously, resources have not.  OHCHR and the chairs of treaty bodies have worked to sensitize the General Assembly about the need to ensure that additional human resources are provided as required for any request for additional meeting time or for new treaty based requirements.
In this regard, we welcome the call by the ICM for all treaty bodies to enforce page limitations set in the harmonized and treaty-specific guidelines.   At the same time, it is also true that States parties face difficulties in focusing their reports or replies to list of issues, when recommendations in concluding observations or the list of issues themselves are not as focused as they could be. The efficiency of the follow-up procedure relating to concluding observations must also be examined in light of the extra strain that it places on resources and the States parties.  States parties have commented on this issue and have also questioned the legal basis for the procedure since follow-up is not explicitly referred to in the Convention.   
However, the news is not all so stark. The Office of the High Commissioner made great advances last year in stabilizing the staffing for the treaty bodies. In the Human Rights Treaties Division, we are pleased to have now in place a solid team to service CEDAW following the difficult transition experienced last year from the many changes in staffing. You are by now well familiar with your “new” Secretary, Mr. Bradford Smith, and Mr. Jakob Schneider, whom you know from your last session. They are in good company with our new arrivals: Ms. Georgina Mendoza, Ms. Janna Iskakova, and Ms. Astrid Abecassis, who together will bring to the Committee regional, linguistic, and not least, gender diversity.
This Committee session will again be a busy one with 7 reports, many of which are combined reports, several draft general recommendations, and 8 lists of issues set for adoption during the pre-sessional working group, continued work on follow-up, and the communications and inquiries under the Optional Protocol that you will be reviewing. This session is also notable for its connection with the Committee on the Rights of the Child. In addition to the joint meeting on 29 January, you will also examine and hopefully adopt an outline for a draft joint general recommendation or comment on harmful practices. I very much look forward to seeing this endeavour come to fruition, given the many ways in which violations of women’s rights continue to be justified by tradition and practice.  

Thus, not wishing to keep you further from the formidable workload before you, allow me to conclude by wishing you, on behalf of the High Commissioner, a very successful and productive session. Thank you for your attention.
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