Openings statement minister Hirsch Ballin, Human Rights Committee, in Geneva, on 14 July 2009

Mr Chairman, distinguished members of the Human Rights Committee, ladies and gentlemen,

1. Introduction

I am honoured to address your Committee on the occasion of the consideration of the fourth periodic report of the Netherlands in pursuance of its obligations under the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. The Netherlands has high regard for the work of the Committee and my delegation is looking forward to a productive exchange of views. We are here to answer any questions you may have on the implementation of the Covenant to the best of our abilities.

I will be leading the Dutch delegation today and tomorrow morning. As you can see, the Kingdom of the Netherlands is represented by three delegations. After all, the Kingdom comprises three separate countries: the Netherlands, Aruba and the Netherlands Antilles. 

We appreciate this opportunity to exchange views with the Committee on the implementation of the Covenant. Since the last periodic session, we have continued to implement the rights arising from the Covenant. The recommendations of the Committee naturally played an important role in this context. The necessity to render account of the manner in which we safeguard the rights laid down in the covenant at the national level keeps us sharp Especially in a society that is subject to change, as is Dutch society. 

2. Diversity

Dutch society is characterised by a wide range of (religious) ideologies, beliefs, lifestyles and value patterns. This (social) diversity is seen as a great good in the Netherlands, as well as is seen that pluralism of values is an essential characteristic of our democratic state under the rule of law. Pluralism arises of necessity from the space for freedom which the democratic state under the rule of law and, in particular, the classic fundamental rights strive to create and have indeed established. Our government regards it as being in the interest of both individual citizens and society as a whole that citizens have the freedom to develop and uphold their own values within the confines of respect for our constitution and everyone’s fundamental rights. This is an important achievement of the modern, free and pluralistic society. It is therefore extremely important that the tensions that inevitably sometimes arise from this pluralism be seen against the background of the said fundamental rights, democracy and rule of law. These serve as the basis for guidelines on how to deal with them. The Dutch government is aware of the dilemma’s sometimes involved by changes in society. Therefore we have taken a wide range of measures to act upon indifference and to promote tolerance. This will help to achieve cohesion between people. We also disseminate the importance and values of the rule of law and mutual respect. An example is the focus on modern, shared citizenship in school curricula and civic integration courses.

The government also wants to build bridges among citizens. Mutual acceptance of cultural and religious differences is only possible if people get to know each other. Dialogue among individuals, cultures and religions will help to overcome polarisation of society. The Dutch government strongly believes that fostering real interaction will contribute to combating discrimination. 

3. Human rights: ongoing process

Human rights are not self-evident. In a changing world and society, they require a government that responds to those changes and, depending on the situation, sometimes adopts a cautious and sometimes an intervening attitude. The Netherlands has been confronted in the past years with some challenges in this field and some interesting examples of balancing human rights hace occurred. We attach great importance to the constructive dialogues with this Committee and to evaluate the Dutch laws and policy in the context of the Covenant. We will take full notice of your questions, remarks and suggestions. I hope we will have a fruitful dialogue with the Committee.

I would now like to give the floor to the delegation from the Netherlands Antilles.
