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Thank you Mr. Chairperson, 

Mr. Chairperson, 
Distinguished participants, 
Colleagues and Friends,

I am very pleased to be with you today to discuss the Secretary-General’s ideas on strengthening the human rights treaty body system, most recently put forward in his report, ‘In larger freedom,’ where he calls for a unified treaty system, as well as the ideas that I have laid out in the ‘OHCHR Plan of Action: Protection and Empowerment,’ which the Secretary-General called for in his report.  I apologize for not being able to be with you for the first two days of your meeting, but I know that my colleagues have told you that this week is extremely busy.  On Monday, the Human Rights Commission held informal consultations to discuss the human rights component of the Secretary-General’s reform package, which, as you know, proposes the replacement of the Commission with a ‘Human Rights Council,’ which would be a standing body, elected by the General-Assembly, situated higher in the United Nations’ structure.  
The Secretary-General has proposed that the Council, which would be located in Geneva, would exercise universal scrutiny of the implementation by all Member States of their human rights obligations through a peer review mechanism, which would not duplicate or replace the treaty body reporting system, and which would be based on fair, transparent and non-selective procedures. The Council would also serve as forum for human rights dialogue, conduct normative work, respond to crises and promote technical assistance.  In addition to these informal consultations of the CHR, the special procedures mandate holders are conducting their week long meeting, and yesterday they met with Member States and NGOs to discuss ways and means to enhance the effectiveness of their work.
Both the Secretary-General and I consider the human rights treaty system as the cornerstone of the United Nations framework for human rights. We believe that the reporting system, in particular, has proven positive and successful and has been key in stimulating the creation of constituencies to promote implementation of human rights.  Increasingly, also, your work is seen as providing direct input to the development of new laws, policies and programmes at the national level, while national and regional level courts refer more and more to the jurisprudence developed by your committees through the consideration of individual complaints and reports. The process of reporting provides a platform for national dialogue on human rights among the various stakeholders, and an opportunity for public scrutiny of government policies, while the views expressed in the concluding observations or recommendations may provide a framework for joint action by Governments, United Nations entities, civil society and others. 
The treaty body system also provides a sound foundation for country engagement, a concept which constitutes the flagship proposal of my Plan of Action.  Increased country engagement will greatly enhance OHCHR’s capacity to support Governments and national stakeholders to report and participate in the entire reporting process, in particular follow-up of recommendations at the national level.  I commit myself in the Plan to providing greater support to treaty bodies so that your work can play an even more significant role in the process of human rights reform at the national level. 
In particular, by enhancing country engagement, OHCHR will be better able to ensure that you have accurate and relevant information from the national level to be used in your dialogue with States parties and consequently enable you to formulate specific concluding observations that are locally implementable.  It will also enable OHCHR to build strategic and sustainable partnerships with stakeholders at the national level to pursue necessary follow-up activities and ensure implementation of human rights obligations. This is in line with the discussion you had yesterday with the specialized agencies, which re-emphasized the importance of concrete, country-specific information in carrying out your work, the need for specific and practical concluding observations and recommendations to facilitate follow-up and the need for concerted efforts and common strategies at the national level to ensure follow-up and implementation.
However, the system faces significant challenges, not least because many States parties fail to report in a timely fashion, or at all, and the committees themselves, as part time bodies with unremunerated, but highly dedicated, members,  are unable to keep up with the volume of important work that is before them.  As a result, reports may sometimes not be considered for at least two years after submission.  Similarly, it may be several years after submission that treaty bodies with competence to consider petitions are able to take up complaints.  Finally, despite innovations introduced by treaty bodies, the gap persists between the recommendations of treaty bodies and their implementation at the national level.
Action to address these issues has so far focused on coordinating the working methods and activities of your committees, and streamlining your various reporting requirements. Emphasis has been put on expanding the content of the ‘core document’ to include information of substantive rights congruent to all or several treaties, as well as other information of relevance to all committees, which would then be submitted to the relevant committee together with a targeted treaty specific report.  All of your respective committees have discussed guidelines for the expanded core document since you last met, and I understand that this meeting is considering a modality for their finalization, a conclusion advocated by the Secretary-General in ‘In larger freedom.’  Meanwhile, OHCHR has been providing assistance to Angola and Timor Leste which have decided to pilot the guidelines, and Afghanistan and Burkina Faso will also soon begin using them, while other States parties are also experimenting with this approach.   

It is my view that streamlined reporting to all treaty bodies will inevitably strengthen the system and will enable the seven committees to function in a strong, unified manner. But streamlined reporting will not by itself address all the challenges that the system faces.  In fact, the situation will worsen if, as I sincerely hope, universal ratification is achieved, a goal which I intend to pursue through a dedicated campaign.  In the long term, I am convinced we must find means to consolidate the work of the existing treaty bodies – and those which may be created, for example in the development of the normative instrument on the human rights of persons with disabilities - so that they can function as a unified body.  
Accordingly, the Plan of Action indicates my intention of developing proposals for a unified standing treaty body, which will be considered by an intergovernmental consultation of States parties in 2006.   In the meantime, as a unified treaty body system would only be possible if all committees were able to function in partnership, thereby ensuring an holistic approach, jurisprudential coherence and increased visibility, I also suggest that consideration be given to transferring the responsibility for supporting the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women, the only human rights treaty body supported outside of OHCHR, to my Office.

I am aware that although these ideas are not new, they require serious discussions by committee members, States parties, United Nations system entities, non-governmental organizations and other parts of civil society, such as national human rights institutions.  Your role in these discussions is pivotal, as you are the bodies with the experience and insight that I will need to rely on throughout. To assist in this process, my Office will prepare a concept paper, which will take into account the current human and financial resource requirements of the present system of seven treaty bodies with a combined membership of 115, which meets for a total of 57 weeks each year.  It will also take into account the backlog of reports awaiting consideration, as well as the number of petitions awaiting review, and suggest modalities for a permanent standing body, which could meet in chambers, and consist of properly remunerated qualified members, most likely elected by States parties.  The concept paper will also reflect on modalities for consideration of reports, including civil society interface, and the possibility that the standing body could engage in missions at the national level.   
It is my intention that the concept paper be available in early 2006, and be circulated to treaty bodies, States parties, United Nations system partners, NGOs, and others for comments.  Both the concept paper and the comments might be considered at an informal brainstorming meeting, in which representatives of all stakeholders, most importantly your committees, would participate, which would be convened in May 2006.  Following the fifth inter-Committee meeting and eighteenth meeting of chairpersons of human rights treaty bodies in June next year, I would convene a two-day intergovernmental consultation, possibly in July 2006, to discuss options for reform.

I know that there are many important issues, including legal and procedural ones, that arise as we consider the possibility of a unified standing treaty body.  I am convinced that it is important to begin the process of discussions about such a body, as it clearly would have many advantages.  These include authority and visibility, potential for prioritization of action needed at country-level to comply with human rights obligations, more efficient use of financial and human resources, and greater coherence and consistency of legal interpretation and working methods. There may also be potential risks, and I am open to hearing what these might be.

I am of course very eager to hear your initial reactions.  Let me assure you, however, that the entire process of these proposals will be conducted openly and transparently, and I renew my commitment to providing the best support possible to ensure that the treaty body system continues to be effective as it constitutes the bedrock of the human rights framework of the United Nations.  

Thank you.
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