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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-seventh session of the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women. I wish you all the best for a healthy, productive and hopefully more peaceful new year.


Madam Chair,
Distinguished members,

We just commemorated the seventy-fifth anniversary of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. At the same time, we continue to witness a backlash on women’s rights across the globe. In this regard, I wish to echo the High Commissioner’s appeal during the High-Level Event marking the 75th anniversary of the Universal Declaration “to rekindle the spirit, impulse and vitality that led to the Universal Declaration” and “strive [together] for solutions to the most pressing challenges of our time”. 

Women’s rights were a strong element of last year’s Human Rights 75 Initiative, with the monthly thematic spotlight of February focusing on “Care and support systems”, which for too long have relied on women’s and girls’ unpaid or low-paid work to provide care to sustain families, communities and societies; and the monthly spotlight of June highlighting the need to bolster “Women’s participation in public and political life”. The latter featured, among others, the joint event of the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights and the Inter-Parliamentary Union, held on 22 June 2023, on “Parliaments and women’s rights: Implementing the CEDAW Convention, realizing the Universal Declaration of Human Rights for all”, in which Nicole Ameline participated, and included the launch of the second revised edition of the CEDAW Handbook for Parliamentarians, in four languages, jointly published by the IPU and OHCHR.

The Human Rights 75 High-Level Event was convened by OHCHR on 11 and 12 December and co-hosted by the Government of Switzerland. During these two days, Heads of State and Government, Parliamentarians, cities of local governments, United Nations agencies, civil society organizations, human rights defenders, academics, experts, young people and artists participated in panels on the future of human rights and peace and security, digital technologies, development and the economy, and the environment and climate, among other events. Your colleague Nahla Haidar participated in the panel on the future of human rights and the environment and climate. In addition, speakers shared human rights stories showcasing the power of the Universal declaration to uphold people’s rights.

We also witnessed the birth and growth of our pledging tree, a live embodiment of all the pledges received from Member States announcing tangible commitments to advance human rights protection at the national, regional or global levels. With 56 pledges, women’s rights and gender equality received the largest share of the 157 pledges made by States. These pledges ranged from general measures to eliminate all forms of gender-based violence and discrimination against women, to increasing women’s participation in the labour market and leadership roles, introducing quotas for women in parliament, strengthening feminist foreign policies, increasing donor funding on gender quality, and addressing inequalities and discrimination in the context of broader gender identity perspectives. Pledges were also made by UN entities and IGOs, NHRIs, CSOs, businesses and other actors.

Your Committee can help translating these pledges into concrete action, though your constructive dialogues with States parties, but also through the guidance you will provide in your General Recommendation No. 40 on the equal and inclusive representation of women in decision-making systems, currently under preparation, towards reaching parity between women and men by 2030. To reach this goal, it is also crucial for women’s rights to figure prominently in the work leading to the Summit for the Future and the resulting Pact for the Future.


Madam Chair,
Distinguished members,

The Office of the High Commissioner continues to support the strengthening of the treaty bodies. An integral part of the progress made last year were the publication of the OHCHR Working Paper in May 2023, the conclusions of the 35th annual meeting of Chairpersons of the human rights treaty bodies in June, and the informal briefing on the treaty body strengthening process convened by the High Commissioner in November, attended by 118 States in Geneva and New York as well as by a considerable number of treaty body experts. The views expressed by States during the informal briefing indicated broad support for a predictable calendar of State party reviews, the harmonization of working methods and the increased use of digital tools, to be implemented based on the OHCHR Working Paper. The subsequent discussions among treaty body Chairs in December on the margins of the High-Level Event commemorating the 75th anniversary of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and our outreach to civil society further set the stage for 2024.

Yet, the budgetary constraints coupled with a prolonged liquidity crisis that we are facing will have an adverse impact on the proper functioning of the treaty body system and risks further increasing the backlog of the treaty bodies with 364 State party reports pending review as of 30 November 2023, 1,971 registered individual communications awaiting examination, 255 unregistered communications pending pre-screening analysis, and 957 open urgent actions. The urgency for States to provide the essential resources needed to overcome these challenges was underscored by High Commissioner at the informal briefing in November, when he stressed that the Office has reached a point where it has to align its deliverables with existing capacity.

Looking ahead to 2024, our shared strategic goal is to mobilize support from States for the strengthening and further harmonization of the work of the treaty bodies based on the Chairs’ conclusions and the Working Paper prepared by OHCHR. Decisions taken by States this year on the main pillars of the treaty body strengthening process (a predictable calendar of State party reviews, the harmonization of working methods and the increased use of digital tools), in particular on the issues requiring additional financial and human resources, will determine the future trajectory of the treaty body system. This process will culminate in the adoption of the biannual resolution of the General Assembly in December 2024, hopefully with a robust budget.


Madam Chair,
Distinguished members,

I wish to inform you that effective from 22 January 2024, the United Nations Office at Geneva has ceased servicing all hybrid or virtual meetings on any platform, system, or tool. This affects all meetings taking place at UNOG, including those of the treaty bodies, the Human Rights Council and the Universal Periodic Review. An exception exists for mandated hybrid meetings, such as the official dialogues with State party delegations which may continue to be held virtually with full services as mandated by General Assembly resolution 68/268 (A/RES/68/268, at para. 23). No other treaty body meetings will henceforth be serviced in hybrid mode.

As explained by UNOG, UN conference services, mandates and rules of procedure are built on the premise of in-person attendance. Hybrid and virtual services were exceptionally resorted to as a temporary business continuity measure in response to the COVID-19 environment. With the business continuity plan no longer in effect, hybrid meetings have now been discontinued. We realize how disruptive the sudden announcement has been for your work, which we deeply regret, and would like to thank you for your understanding.

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 adoption of an inquiry report. I therefore conclude by wishing you a successful and productive session.

Thank you for your attention.
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