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Palais Wilson
Distinguished participants in the sixth Inter-Committee Meeting,  

Colleagues and friends,
On behalf of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, it is my pleasure to welcome you to this sixth Inter-Committee Meeting of human rights treaty bodies.  The High Commissioner wished to be with you herself, but she is currently with the fifth session of the Human Rights Council which is completing its important task of institution-building, including the shape of its universal periodic review.  She hopes, however, to have the opportunity to interact with you before the end of your meeting. 
Since 2002, the Inter-Committee Meeting has met on an annual basis, bringing together the chairpersons and two members of each treaty body. This year, we are pleased to welcome the Chairperson and the other two members of the bureau of the Subcommittee on the Prevention of Torture, established under the Optional Protocol to the Convention against Torture and Other Forms of Cruel, Inhuman and Degrading Treatment or Punishment, the newest human rights treaty body, which held its first session in January this year. We look forward to welcoming the two treaty bodies which are established under the International Convention for the Protection of All Persons from Enforced Disappearance and the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities adopted by the General Assembly last year, when these instruments enter into force. 

The Inter-Committee Meeting provides a framework in which the work of the human rights treaty bodies is discussed to ensure that the treaty body system is more effective, especially in the creation and maintenance of national systems of protection. Despite the different approaches of the various treaty bodies, their mutually-reinforcing nature is enhanced when their methods of work are harmonized to the greatest extent possible. Each of the treaty bodies is engaged in the task of monitoring the implementation of their respective instruments, which often overlap on substantive issues. Unnecessary procedural variations obscure their close linkages. Recognition of this fact by the Inter-Committee Meeting and the meeting of chairpersons, which is convened back-to-back with this meeting, has led to numerous recommendations for improved monitoring, and there has been good progress in their implementation.  Since its second meeting in 2003, this meeting has considered the various recommendations put forward by the Secretary-General, first in the 2002 reform report  ‘Strengthening the United Nations: an agenda for further change,’  and then in the 2005 report ‘In Larger Freedom’ directed towards encouraging  the treaty bodies to develop a more coordinated approach to their activities and, in particular, standardize their various reporting requirements so that they can operate as unified system.  This meeting has also considered the ideas of the High Commissioner for Human Rights presented in her Plan of Action in 2005, in particular the creation of a unified standing treaty body which she suggested as a means to provide a strengthened and more effective monitoring system to enhance the impact of the human rights treaty system, particularly at the national level.  Her proposal was elaborated in a concept paper which was presented to the fifth meeting of this body and the eighteenth meeting of the chairpersons of the human rights treaty bodies last year.
I would now like to provide you with an update on developments since your fifth meeting.  First, with regard to streamlined reporting requirements, you will recall that the guidelines for a common core document, which would constitute the common part of the report of each State party to each treaty body, were presented by a working group of a representative of each treaty body to this meeting and the chairpersons meeting last year.  These guidelines were accepted by both meetings, which recommended that the committees applied them in a flexible manner and review as appropriate their existing reporting guidelines for initial and periodic reports. The meetings also suggested that treaty bodies compile indications of any difficulties experienced in their implementation so that the experiences of each committee in their implementation could be reviewed by the seventh Inter-Committee meeting in 2008.  It was also recommended that consideration be given to the establishment of an inter-committee mechanism to keep the guidelines under review. The new guidelines have already proved their worth.  A number of States have followed or are following these guidelines in preparing their reports, and other States have been encouraged to do so through the concluding observations adopted by some committees at recent sessions.  In this context, I should mention that our efforts to streamline reporting requirements are also specifically supported by the Government of our host country.  We will hear more about this tomorrow morning, when Mr. Christoph Spenlé, an expert from the Swiss Department of Foreign Affairs, will present a newly developed web-based tool intended to facilitate the reporting process. Some treaty bodies have also begun the task of modifying their guidelines so that they are consistent with those for the common core document.  Discussions with States parties, including in a special briefing on the guidelines held in March this year suggest that States would be grateful to receive a formal indication recommending that the new guidelines – now included in the compilation of reporting guidelines before this meeting – should be followed.  The secretariat has accordingly prepared a draft note verbale for States on this issue for the consideration of this meeting and that of the chairpersons.  
The broader question of treaty body reform was considered at a brainstorming meeting held shortly after last year’s meeting, from 14 to 16 July, in Liechtenstein.  At that meeting, referred to as ‘Malbun II,’ in light of the 2003 meeting on treaty body reform also held in Liechtenstein, treaty body members, representatives of States parties, United Nations entities, national human rights institutions and non-governmental organizations considered the High Commissioner’s proposal for the establishment of a unified standing treaty body and the concept paper on that subject, as well as reform proposals put forward by individual treaty bodies.  Most participants expressed the view taken by this meeting last year favouring an approach that, at this stage, would focus on the harmonization of working procedures, rather than on more far-reaching and fundamental structural reforms.  The report of the Malbun II meeting, as well as a compilation of current views on treaty body reform expressed in writing by various stakeholders, has been made available to participants. 
With regard to harmonization, some progress has been made.   The working group on the harmonization of working methods of the treaty bodies, established on the recommendation of your fifth meeting with a mandate to discuss the various proposals for harmonizing the working methods of the treaty bodies, in particular those contained in paragraph 20 of the High Commissioner’s concept paper, met in November 2006 and April 2007.  The working group made a number of recommendations directed at exchange of information and cooperation amongst treaty bodies, and also requested the secretariat to prepare a number of studies relating to treaty body working methods and develop a dissemination strategy in respect of the work of treaty bodies.  The most important recommendation of the working group was the establishment of a mechanism to strengthen the coordination and harmonization and working methods of treaty bodies.  Two proposals for such a mechanism were put forward. First,  the creation of a working group consisting of one representative of each treaty body with flexible membership, depending on the items to be discussed, which would meet two or three times a year for an initial period of two years. The working group could be mandated to develop concrete proposals and recommendations with, and for, the consideration of the treaty bodies on various issues, such as the process of consideration of the reports of States parties, lists of issues, procedures for follow-up etc.  It would also reflect on the relationship between treaty bodies and the Human Rights Council and any new gender agency that might be created.  It would report to the ICM/CM which would meet more than once a year in order to reflect on the working group’s proposals and recommendations.  The second proposal is the creation of a body to coordinate harmonization of working methods which would be composed on the chairpersons and other representatives of each treaty body. It would be responsible for oversight of the harmonization of working methods, including with respect to reporting and communications.  The body would meet at least once a year, and could ultimately replace the ICM/CM.  If it were established, it should have a relationship with the Human Rights Council, including with respect to universal periodic review, as well as any new gender agency.  This meeting may wish to consider the merits of these proposals with a view towards making a final recommendation to the meeting of chairpersons.
Last year’s Inter-Committee Meeting made recommendations with regard to improved follow-up of concluding observations.  In this regard, the treaty bodies have continued to develop their methodologies, including formal follow-up monitoring procedures, in order to emphasize the ongoing nature of their dialogue with States. This has proven to be extremely useful for the identification of key priority concerns and has allowed rapid feedback on specific questions. Also, a number of successful national level follow-up workshops have again been held, as have workshops directed at increasing the capacity of NGOs, NHRIs and others to engage with the treaty body process, and further workshops are being planned.
A number of recommendations made last year were aimed at enhancing cooperation with specialized agencies, NGOs and NHRIs.  Most treaty bodies have now appointed rapporteurs or focal points to facilitate interaction with specialized agencies and developed methodologies to engage with them.  The question of effective interaction was also addressed at a seminar on recommendations of UN experts held here in Geneva in November 2006.   In that same month, an international roundtable on interaction with NHRIs was held in Berlin.  This roundtable, which had been jointly organized by the German and Danish Institutes for Human Rights and OHCHR, adopted a draft harmonized approach for treaty body engagement with NHRIs (contained in HRI/MC/2007/3).   Tomorrow, there will be an opportunity to further discuss aspects of cooperation directly with representatives of specialized agencies and NGOs at meetings scheduled for this purpose in the late morning (agencies) and the late afternoon (NGOs).   The International Coordinating Council of the NHRIs is currently meeting in Geneva, and NHRI engagement with the human rights treaty body system is an important part of its agenda.  The bureau of the ICC will participate in a discussion with you on interaction with NHRIs on Wednesday morning.  
Progress has also been made on the question of reservations.  The working group on reservations adopted a number of recommendations at its last meeting in December 2006, and had the opportunity to discuss these recommendations at a meeting with the International Law Commission here in Geneva last month.  Equally importantly, OHCHR has responded to a recommendation made by last year’s Inter-Committee meeting to undertake validation of agreed indicators to improve the analysis of statistical information presented in States parties’ reports.  For this purpose, expert consultations have been held between members of treaty bodies, special rapporteurs, specialized agencies and other UN entities as well as academics and NGOs.  During this year and 2008, OHCHR is organizing a series of country-level consultations and validation workshops in Asia and Africa and participating in regional workshops on the use of indicators in Latin America.  
Both the question of reservations and the proper analysis of statistical information are scheduled to form part of the discussion this afternoon. 
The reports before this meeting indicate that over the last year, the treaty bodies have continued to develop innovative working methods, drawing from each other’s experience in the process, with a view to ensuring that the treaty body system provides the best possible protection for rights-holders. There has been significant progress in the implementation of the recommendations adopted last year. Discussions this week will provide an opportunity to reflect on that progress and suggest further steps to be taken. Also during this meeting, you will have an opportunity to reflect on the theme of business and human rights, an area where a harmonized approach by each of your bodies could lead have a significant added-value.  Mr. John Ruggie, the Special Representative  the Secretary-General on human rights transnational corporations and other business enterprises has provided background note mapping the approach of seven of the treaty bodies to State responsibilities to regulate and adjudicate corporate activities and looks forward to discussing this with you.

Before I call for nominations for the chairperson of this meeting, let me conclude by indicating that my colleagues and I are at your disposal to assist you during these three days.  We look forward to you deliberations and wish you well. 
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