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Madam Chairperson, 

Distinguished members of the Committee,
Ladies and gentlemen,

It is with great pleasure that I welcome you to Geneva on behalf of the High Commissioner for Human Rights on the occasion of the fortieth session of the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women. I am privileged to open this session as it is the first time that the Committee meets formally in Geneva with the substantive and technical support of the OHCHR.  

As you know, the High Commissioner is committed to ensuring that the Convention and the Committee enjoy the highest status, visibility and authority. Your presence in Geneva will greatly contribute to the strengthening of the treaty body system, and the current endeavours towards a harmonized, well-coordinated and integrated approach. We believe that your Committee will also push the entire human rights agenda forward by prioritizing women’s rights and gender mainstreaming, in particular through your future relations with the Human Rights Council.  The High Commissioner regrets that she is unable to be here today to open the session herself, but greatly looks forward to an opportunity to meet with you during the course of this session.
I would like to renew the assurances that I have given you, during your sixth informal meeting, in October last year, that this Committee will continue to receive the expert support that it has received in the past, so that it builds on the outstanding role that it has played in encouraging the implementation of the equal rights of women at the national level.
We are profoundly conscious of the Committee’s achievements, and the expert substantive support it has enjoyed from the Division for the Advancement of Women, and particularly its Women’s Human Rights Section, and we will ensure that a strong link is maintained between the Division and the Committee.  We will also seek to ensure that the Committee’s work is integral to any new structure within the United Nations that would be entrusted with the promotion of gender equality.  At the same time, I would be grateful for your understanding during this transition period as we work to provide you with optimum support.
Before turning to your programme of work, allow me to highlight some major developments that have taken place since your thirty-ninth session.
Adoption of the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples


On 13 September 2007, after more than two decades of negotiations among Member States, with the active participation of indigenous peoples from all over the world, the General Assembly adopted the Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. The Declaration addresses individual and collective rights, cultural rights and identity, as well as other rights such as education, health, employment and linguistic rights. It prohibits discrimination against indigenous peoples and promotes their full and effective participation in all matters concerning them, and explicitly encourages harmonious and cooperative relations between States and indigenous peoples.

The adoption of the Declaration is a step forward in the consolidation of the international human rights system, with the High Commissioner stating that it will provide an impetus for renewed international efforts to address the pressing concerns of the world’s 370 million indigenous people. It is also a key development in the protection and promotion of women’s rights, as indigenous women and girls are often victims of multiple discrimination, and I am sure it will be of great interest to the Committee. 

Human Rights Council and treaty bodies 

Since your last session, the Human Rights Council held its sixth session from 10 to 28 September and from 10 to 14 December 2007, and completed its task of institution-building.

As you will remember, on 18 June 2007, the Human Rights Council, by resolution 5/1, established the Universal Periodic Review (UPR) mechanism and specified the basis of the review, its principles and objectives, the periodicity, order and modality of the review, as well as its outcome and follow-up procedure. At its sixth session, by its decision 6/102 of 27 September 2007, the Council adopted general guidelines for the preparation of information to be used for the UPR. 

A welcome decision reached by the Council was to feed the outputs of the treaty bodies – concluding observations and views on individual complaints and inquiries – into the UPR process. At the same session, the Council selected the countries to be considered by the Working Group on the UPR during the first cycle 2008 – 2011. In order for all 192 States to be reviewed over a four year cycle, 48 countries should be reviewed each year. In that regard, the Working Group on the UPR will hold three sessions per year and 16 countries will be considered at each session. The first States to be reviewed in 2008 are: Bahrain, Ecuador, Tunisia, Morocco, Indonesia, Finland, United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, India, Brazil, the Philippines, Algeria, Poland, the Netherlands, South Africa, the Czech Republic and Argentina.  You will note that several of these States will be considered by the Committee during this year. In this regard, it will be useful for the Committee to reflect on the implications of the UPR for its work, as well as how it might best use the inputs into and output of this process.
As I indicated during your informal meeting, the Council’s discussion on mainstreaming a gender perspective into its work which took place on 20 and 21 September 2007 was extremely successful, with delegations stressing the importance of systematic and effective gender integration into the work of the Council and the special procedures, with some querying whether there were specific issues that could be included in the UPR process that could indicate the level of equality achieved in practice. During its resumed sixth session in December, the Council adopted a resolution on integrating the human rights of women throughout the United Nations system which recognized the important work of this Committee and the Commission on the Status of Women in promoting equality between women and men and in fighting discrimination against women, and inter alia called on States to implement their treaty obligations addressing the human rights of women and girls and encouraged all entities of the United Nations system, as well as Governments and intergovernmental and non-governmental organizations, in particular women’s organizations to pay full and systematic attention to the Committee’s recommendations.

By the resolution, the Council also decided to incorporate into its programme of work sufficient and adequate time, at minimum an annual full-day meeting, to discuss the human rights of women, including measures that can be adopted by States and other stakeholders, to address human rights violations experienced by women. While no dates are set yet,  the first meeting could take place in the first half of 2008, and include a discussion on violence against women, as mandated by the General Assembly. In addition to deciding to include women’s human rights in its programme of work, the Human Rights Council also decided to hold an annual discussion on the integration of a gender perspective throughout its work and that of its mechanisms, including the evaluation of progress made and challenges experienced. It is critical for the Committee to follow the implementation of this resolution.
Active approach of the Committee to its own work and within the treaty system
This Committee continued to be active in efforts to enhance the human rights treaty body system. As you know, the Sixth Inter-Committee Meeting and the Nineteenth Meeting of Treaty Bodies’ Chairpersons recommended that the Inter-Committee Meeting meet twice annually, with the participation of the chairpersons of treaty bodies as ex officio members. The Inter-Committee Meeting will be tasked to coordinate and make recommendations for the improvement and possible harmonization of working methods of the human rights treaty bodies. All recommendations of the Inter-Committee Meeting will be developed in consultation and with the approval of all treaty bodies. The Office is currently planning to convene an organizational session of the Inter-Committee Meeting in the first part of 2008 to identify areas requiring harmonization.
I would also like to inform you that our Office sent a note verbale to all Permanent Missions recommending that the approved harmonized guidelines on reporting under the international human rights treaties, including guidelines on a common core document and treaty-specific documents, should be used by States parties when submitting a report to any human rights treaty body. Briefings with States parties to further disseminate these guidelines, and to clarify issues related to their implementation, are currently being planned by the Secretariat. In addition, our Office has provided technical assistance to several States parties with regard to the common core document. Australia, Timor-Leste and Turkey have already submitted their common core documents, and other States are currently finalizing theirs. The Committee on the Rights of the Child, whose forty-seventh session is taking place simultaneously with your session, will be considering the report of Timor-Leste, and it will be of great interest to reflect on its experience in relation to the common core document. 

As you were informed during your informal session, in August 2007, the Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination adopted revised reporting guidelines for CERD-specific documents, and the Committee on Economic Social and Cultural Rights is well advanced in its revision of its treaty-specific guidelines, as is this Committee.  The Human Rights Committee has entrusted a member with the task of reviewing its own reporting guidelines and compiling information of any difficulties experienced in the implementation of the revised harmonized guidelines. 

Promoting the work of the Committee

Challenges persist in making the treaty body system more visible and accessible and the Office will continue its work to enhance awareness and understanding of the treaty body system, as well as to facilitate the implementation of treaty body recommendations at the national level. 

In conformity with this objective, training workshops on the work of treaty bodies, and on the different ways in which key actors, such as national human rights institutions, non-governmental organizations and the media, can contribute to the reporting and implementation process, are being conducted regularly. Our technical cooperation capacity is also strengthened by different tools that have been developed or are being created, such as DVDs and CD-ROMs, training and reporting kits, updated fact sheets on the treaty system, including in electronic format, and new compilations and analyses of concluding observations and other outputs that are accessible on-line. Improvements are also being made to treaty body web pages and database, and I would welcome any comments that you may have on these. Examples of good practices at the national level in the implementation of human rights treaty provisions and of treaty body recommendations are also being gathered.  A web-page containing this information and on activities to follow up the recommendations of treaty bodies in the context of report consideration, petitions and inquiries is also being created.
The sixty-second session of the General Assembly

As you will be aware, the sixty-second session of the General Assembly was very busy, with numerous issues relating to your work being discussed.  Most importantly, the Assembly’s resolution 62/218 on the Convention was adopted on 21 December 2007 by a recorded vote of 154 in favour and one against and no abstentions, with separate votes being held on several operative paragraphs before action on the resolution as a whole. The key outcome of the resolution for the Committee is the Assembly’s approval of extension of its meeting time in 2008/9 to five sessions, three of which would be held in two Chambers, with one of its sessions annually during this period being held in New York.  The resolution also grants the Committee three sessions annually from 2010. The Committee should now consider how it wishes to arrange its sessions during this biennium to take full advantage of the Assembly’s decision.

Among the other resolutions of specific relevance to the Committee were those on women and development, violence against women migrant workers, intensification of efforts to eliminate all forms of violence against women, eliminating rape and other forms of sexual violence in all their manifestations, including in conflict and related situations, UNIFEM, the improvement of the situation of women in rural areas and follow-up to the Fourth World Conference on Women and the outcome of the twenty-third special session of the General Assembly. Also of interest are a number of resolutions relating to children’s rights, including on supporting efforts to end obstetric fistula, the girl child and the rights of the child.   It is to be noted that the latter resolution recommends that the Secretary-General appoint a special representative on violence against children, for a period of three years, to act as a high-profile and global advocate for the prevention and elimination of all forms of violence against children. 
Present session of the Committee

Let me now turn to the work of the Committee during this session. As usual, you have a very busy agenda, examining the reports of Bolivia, Burundi, Saudi Arabia, France, Lebanon, Luxembourg, Morocco and Sweden. You will consider your draft CEDAW-specific reporting guidelines and continue work on your general recommendation on migrant women, as well as on article 2.  You will discuss the outcome of the Working Group on Communications, and consider modalities for cooperation with national human rights institutions. In addition, reflective of the importance of the Committee and the interest its work generates, there will be informal meetings with United Nations bodies and specialized agencies, other intergovernmental bodies and national and international non-governmental organizations.  
Looking ahead to the future, the Committee will certainly continue to face a heavy workload, particularly as the UPR process is likely to encourage submission of reports to human rights treaty bodies and as capacity building activities of the Office and others generate more communications. Your sustained efforts to enhance your working methods are therefore highly appreciated. Let me assure you of the full support of our Office and the services of the Secretariat in assisting you to fulfil your mandate. 

Madam Chairperson, distinguished members of the Committee,

I wish you a most fruitful and successful session. I hope to be able to meet with you again during this session and in future sessions and sincerely look forward to developing a close working and personal relationship with all experts. 

Thank you for your attention.
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