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Mr. Chairman,

It is a privilege and honour for me to lead the Indian delegation for presentation of India’s 2nd-5th periodic reports to the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. I would like to extend, on behalf of the Indian delegation, warm greetings to the members of the Committee. We look forward to a lively and productive exchange of views. 

2.
Allow me to introduce to you the distinguished members of the Indian delegation:
(i) We have with us the Dr. Pronab Sen, Chief Statistician of India and Secretary (Statistics) of Ministry of Statistics and Programme Implementation. A renowned statistician, prior to this appointment, Dr. Sen was Principal Advisor in the Planning Commission and headed the Perspective Planning Division and the Statistics and Surveys Division. Dr. Sen has wide experience with Government and International Organizations and his areas of specialization include Development Economics, Public Finance and Open Economy Macro-Systems. 
(ii) Mrs. Sangeeta Gairola, Additional Secretary in the Ministry of Social Justice and Empowerment which is entrusted with the welfare, social justice and empowerment of the disadvantaged and marginalized sections of society.

(iii) Mr. Mohinder Singh Grover is the Deputy Permanent Representative of India to the UN Offices in Geneva. 

(iv) Mr. Manjeev Singh Puri is Joint Secretary, heading the United Nations Division dealing with human rights issues in the Ministry of External Affairs. 

(v) Mr. Narinder Singh is Joint Secretary and heads the Legal and Treaties Division of the Ministry of External Affairs. He is also a member of the International Law Commission;
(vi) Mrs. Ruchira Pant is Joint Secretary in Ministry of Tribal Affairs which is the nodal Ministry for integrated socio-economic development of the Scheduled Tribes of India.
(vii) Mr. Rajiv Chander is Minister (Political & Economic) in the Permanent Mission of India, Geneva.  
(viii) Mr. Raj William is Counsellor in the Permanent Mission of India, Geneva.

(ix) Mr. Vijay Trivedi is Counsellor dealing with economic issues in the Permanent Mission of India, Geneva.

(x) Mr. Munu Mahawar is First Secretary dealing with human rights issues in the Permanent Mission of India, Geneva.
(xi) Dr. Kajal Bhat is Legal Officer in the Ministry of External Affairs.

(xii) Ms. Paramita Tripathi is Under Secretary in the UN Division of the Ministry of External Affairs.
3.
The Indian Delegation has been constituted keeping in mind the broad range of issues that may come up for discussion, given the diversity in our country and the size of our population. India is a country of over one billion people with unparalleled pluralism. It is home to almost all religions of the world. The Constitution itself recognizes 22 official languages. In terms of area, we are the seventh largest country in the world. India is also the largest democracy in the world as well as one of the most stable. To give an idea of the numbers involved, the electorate for the last national elections in 2004 exceeded 668 million, voting in 800,000 polling stations spread across the country. There are 604 districts and over 638,000 villages in India. The total number of elected local representatives exceeds 3 million of which over 1 million are women. This is by far the largest number of elected representatives ever in history, or anywhere in the contemporary world. 
4.
India’s is also a population under transformation. Ours is a young and growing population with more than 50% of it being below 25. India is projected to become the world's most populated country in the next few decades. Since its Independence in 1947 from colonial rule, India has come a long way. We have made significant progress over the last sixty years. We have put in place a strong institutional framework to support our democratic polity with an independent and impartial judiciary, free and independent press, a vibrant civil society and powerful and independent National Human Rights Commission. We have also been able to achieve considerable social and economic progress. India now has the fourth largest GDP in the world in terms of purchasing power. We have established ourselves as a confident and modern nation-state capable of pursuing with determination the welfare of its people and willing to engage more effectively with the world. We, nonetheless, remain conscious of the challenges ahead and recognize that much remains to be done before we can say with satisfaction that we have conquered poverty, ignorance and disease. There is still a large segment of population which has not adequately benefited from these developments. It is this second level of transformation to ensure income security, food security and social justice for our entire population, that has been the focus of our recent initiatives.

5.
Mr. Chairman, even prior to India’s accession to the Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights in 1979, the importance of economic, social, and cultural rights was recognised in our Constitution which contained a separate section on the Directive Principles of State Policy. At the broadest level, the Directive Principles call upon the State to strive to promote the welfare of the people by securing and protecting, as effectively as it may, a social order in which social, economic and political justice would inform all the institutions of national life. Over the years, in a series of landmark judgements, the Indian Supreme Court has ruled that the "Directive Principles" must be "read into" the Fundamental Rights, as the two sets of rights are complementary to each other. The Supreme Court also ruled that the right to life, enshrined in the Constitution, includes within it the right to live with human dignity and all that goes with it, including the necessities of life, such as adequate nutrition, clothing, shelter and basic education. This has enabled enhanced justiciablity for ESC rights in India. Further, the 86th Constitution Amendment Act, which makes free and compulsory education for children between the age group of 6 to 14 years a fundamental right, is a historic step towards the realisation of the right to education in India.

6.
India is committed to the realization of the right to development of its people and is conscious of the obligations for the State arising from it. The Government of India seeks to pursue this right by providing an environment for inclusive and accelerated growth and social progress within the framework of a secular and liberal democracy. Through a combination of offering entitlements, ensuring empowerment and stepping up public investment, the Government has sought to make the growth process more inclusive. All the major initiatives of the Government, in agriculture and rural development, in industry and urban development, in infrastructure and services, in education and health care and in every other facet of life, are aimed at promoting “inclusive growth”. 
7.
Mr. Chairman, for us “inclusive growth” also means empowering the disadvantaged. The Government has sought to achieve this through a variety of legislative interventions for empowering women, tribals and Scheduled Castes, the minorities and other backward classes. India has been deeply conscious of the need to empower the Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes and is fully committed to tackle any discrimination against them at every level. The Constitution of India abolished ‘untouchability’ and forbids its practice in any form. There are also explicit and elaborate legal and administrative provisions to address caste-based discrimination in the country. There are ministries for Social Justice and Empowerment and for Tribal Affairs as well as statutory bodies in the form of National Commissions. India’s affirmative action programme for the empowerment of weaker sections of society is without parallel in its scale and dimension. India has also taken an important initiative for the empowerment of women by reserving one-third of all seats for women in urban and local self-government, thus bringing over one million women at the grassroots level into political decision making.
8.
To give a new impetus to our efforts for the realization of the right to development for our people, India has launched several new, ambitious initiatives in the areas of employment, education, and health. I would name only a few of these schemes:

· With the enactment of the National Rural Employment Guarantee Programme, India has joined the select group of very few countries to have a nation-wide employment guarantee act. This Act envisages securing the livelihood of people in rural areas by guaranteeing 100 days of employment in a financial year to each rural household.  This would not only provide employment but also check distress migration and create productive assets for the community.  More than 30 million rural families already have a “job card”. One third of jobs are reserved for women, who currently represent 40 per cent of beneficiaries.
· To upgrade rural infrastructure, the Government has conceived Bharat Nirman, a four year time-bound business plan for achieving identified goals in six selected areas i.e. irrigation, rural water supply, rural housing, rural roads, rural telephony and rural electrification. 

· In the area of elementary education, which, as I mentioned earlier, has been declared to be a fundamental right, for the last seven years, we have implemented a novel and comprehensive educational programme known as Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan (Education for All).  The goal is to achieve 100% coverage in primary schools. We have implemented a Mid-day Meal Scheme which feeds more than 120 million children every day, probably the largest in the world. 
· The National Rural Health Mission (NRHM) was launched in 2005 to provide accessible, affordable and accountable quality health services to the poorest households in the remotest rural regions. A major exercise is underway to meet the health challenges of the urban population with a focus on urban poor living in slums, through the launch of the National Urban Health Mission. The Health Insurance Scheme for Workers in the Unorganised Sector has also been launched recently.
· A major step to provide relief to small farmers was recently taken by the Government in the union budget for 2008-09, under which it was decided to waive debts of small farmers. The total cost of the farm debt waiver scheme will be 600 billion rupees. This at nominal exchange rate is equal to USD 15 billion and will be much higher in purchasing power parity terms. As many as 40 million farmers with small landholdings will benefit from this decision. 
· Further, in order to ensure that benefits of these schemes reach the people, a major step for empowerment of people has been taken through the enactment of the Right to Information Act, which is a very potent tool available to the people to ensure accountability of the Government. The Act enables citizens to seek and demand information about the governmental officials and decision making with minimum exemptions. It has also imposed obligations on Government agencies to disclose information on their own, thus reducing the cost of access.  Overall, it has led to transparency, accountability and openness in the governmental process.  

Dr. Pronab Sen, in his presentation following my opening remarks, will provide further details on these initiatives.  
9.
India’s report, though regrettably late, is a comprehensive document, which seeks to provide an overview of our efforts for the realization of economic, social and cultural rights for all our people based on a culture of respect for diversity and pluralism. The report, which was submitted in 2006, presents in detail the Constitutional and legal framework in respect of each of the rights covered in the Covenant as well the steps taken by successive Governments in India for the realization of these rights. We have tried to be frank and objective in our presentation. We have also provided additional information sought by the Committee in respect of a detailed list of issues. While the Committee has already received our written responses to many of these issues, the remaining will be covered in the course of our presentations today and tomorrow. In these presentations, we will also bring to the Committee information on the new initiatives launched by India for the realization of ESC rights since the preparation of our report. 
Mr. Chairman,

10.
The presentation of our periodic reports to the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights follows a series of similar engagements that India has had with international human rights machinery over the last one-and-half year. India’s periodic reports were considered by the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) in January 2007 and by the Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination (CERD) in February 2007. Only last month, India was reviewed by the Human Rights Council at the historic first session of the Universal Periodic Review Mechanism. India has also been regularly receiving UN human rights Special Rapporteurs. In the area of ESC rights, the SR on the right to food visited India in 2005 and the SR on the right to health visited India recently in November 2007. We are committed to continue our engagement with the international human rights machinery in a constructive manner and hope that our discussions today and tomorrow will contribute towards our objective of seeking realization of all human rights for all our people. 

11.
I would now invite Dr. Pronab Sen to make his presentation.
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