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The neeting was called to order at I1.10 a.m

OPENI NG OF THE SESSI ON

1. The TEMPORARY CHAI RMAN decl ared open the fifty-third session of the
Conmi ssi on on Human Ri ghts.

2. He said he would |ike to begin by paying a tribute to the five nenbers
of the Human Rights Field Operation in Rwmanda assassinated in February 1997
during the exercise of their duties and to extend his sincere condol ences to
their famlies. 1In the nanme of the Commi ssion, he strongly condemed t hat
hei nous cri me.

3. At the invitation of the Tenporary Chairman, the nmenmbers of the

Commi ssi on observed a mnute of silence in nmenory of M. Graham Turnbull

M. Sastra Chim Chan, M. Jean Bosco Miunyaneza, M. Ainable Nsensiyumvu and
M. Agripain Ngabo.

4, The TEMPORARY CHAI RVMAN recalled that, during its fifty-second session

t he Comm ssi on had spoken of the need to inprove its working methods in order
to pronote dial ogue, cooperation and consensus and to avoi d excessive
politicization. Al though, despite all efforts, it had not been possible to
reach a comprom se on a new agenda, he hoped that the consultations held since
then with the Friends of the Chair would | ead to sone progress, especially in
reduci ng the nunber and |l ength of resolutions. He stressed that the Charter
of the United Nations and the various human rights instrunents required al
countries to encourage respect for human rights, and therefore to cooperate in
earnest with the mechani snms and procedures established by the Comm ssion

5. Pursuant to the resolutions adopted at the fifty-second session, he
announced t he appoi ntment of M. Rajsooner Lallah as Special Rapporteur on the
situation of human rights in Myanmar. After consultations with the different
groups, he had al so appointed the nenbers of the Wbrking Goup on the Right to
Devel opnent .

6. The current session narked the fiftieth anniversary of the Comm ssion on
Human Ri ghts, which, through its role in pronoting and protecting human rights
and in supervision, assistance, cooperation and standard-setting activities,
was recogni zed as the principal organ of the United Nations in the field of
human rights. The Conmi sison had devel oped nany nmechani sns and procedures to
consi der issues and situations. But it could not acconplish its mission

wi t hout adequate resources and staff. In that connection, he particularly
conmmended the efforts of the High Conmi ssioner for Human Rights, M. José
Ayal a Lasso, whose departure he regretted, to adapt the structure of the
Centre for Human Rights to new needs and to obtain resources.

7. He thanked all del egations for their confidence and support.
MESSAGE FROM THE SECRETARY- GENERAL
8. M. AYALA LASSO (United Nations H gh Conm ssioner for Human Ri ghts) read

out a nessage to the Conmission fromthe Secretary-Ceneral, M. Kofi Annan.
The Secretary-GCeneral expressed his intention to be a chanpion of human rights
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and to ensure that human rights were fully integrated into the action of the
United Nations in all domains. Although the Conm ssion on Human Rights stil
had many chal | enges to neet, much had been acconplished since 1948, when the
nobl e principles enshrined in the Universal Declaration of Human Ri ghts had

become a point of reference for all future efforts in that area

9. The end of the cold war, the Wirld Conference on Human Ri ghts and the
creation of the post of Hi gh Commi ssioner for Human Rights had revitalized the
human rights work of the United Nations. As a result, a growing alliance of
efforts was taking hold within the United Nations system and anong
Governnents, regional and national organizations and non-governnent a

organi zati ons (NGOs) worldwi de for the realization of basic rights and
fundanmental freedons.

10. The human rights programe of the United Nations rested on very solid
foundations as a result of the |eadership of the first Hi gh Comm ssioner for
Human Rights, M. José Ayal a Lasso, who had not only given it new and nore
action-oriented directions - particularly in responding to energenci es and
conducting preventive action in the field of human rights - but had al so begun
a reformprocess at the Centre for Human Rights. Those reforns, which the
Secretary-Ceneral would be reflecting shortly in a new Organi zati onal Mnual
had al ready begun to bear fruit. They were anong the inportant results

al ready achi eved whi ch had pernmanently inproved the ability of the

United Nations human rights programre to carry out its mandated activities and
to nmeet the expectations of all defenders of human rights.

11. As the fiftieth anniversary of the Universal Declaration of Human Ri ghts
approached, he called on all nenbers of the Commi ssion to renew their
determination to give concrete nmeaning to human rights, thus contributing to
the United Nations efforts towards the realization of the Charter's vision of
soci al progress and better standards of life in larger freedom

STATEMENT BY THE UNI TED NATI ONS HI GH COVM SSI ONER FOR HUMAN RI GHTS

12. M. AYALA LASSO (United Nations H gh Conmmi ssioner for Human Ri ghts) said
it was not without regret that he would be | eaving a post the creation of

whi ch had marked a new stage in the work of the United Nations to protect and
pronmote human rights and had rai sed high hopes. |In three years the post had
been consi derably strengthened, and the restructuring of the Centre for Human
Ri ghts, which had been given strong support by the Secretary-Ceneral of the
United Nations and was nearing conpl etion, was beginning to produce results.
Consi derabl e progress had been achieved in recent years in the field of human
rights, which were receiving growing recognition frominternationa

organi zations, States, national organizations and society at large as a vita
basis for life in every nation, but also as an indispensable priority of the
i nternational community, for although States bore the primary responsibility
for protecting them human rights could not be considered a matter of interna
conpet ence al one.

13. From t he begi nning of his mission, he had endeavoured to establish an
at nrosphere of trust, which he deened indi spensable both to achi eve universa
political support, establish his authority and develop his capacity for
action, using dial ogue and cooperation wherever possible. He believed he had
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attained his objective, by enabling the H gh Commr ssioner to confer with
governmental authorities at the highest levels, which would facilitate the
wor k of his successors. The nmin aspects of that work, in his view, were
respondi ng effectively to energency situations; acting preventively to avoid
human rights tragedies; cooperating with States to help them strengthen their
nati onal denocratic institutions; giving priority to protection of the
fundamental rights of particularly vul nerable groups such as women, children

i ndi genous popul ations and nminorities; tirelessly conbating discrimnation and
raci sm which appeared to be resurgent everywhere, particularly in Europe; and
pronmoting the achi evenent of the right to developnment. He noted in that
connection that nunerous United Nations Conferences had recogni zed econom c
social and cultural rights, including the right to devel opnent, as

i ndi ssociable fromcivil and political rights.

14. The pragmati c and universal approach he had just described were
reflected in field activities, which were always conducted under a specific
agreement with the State concerned, and were of two distinct types: pronotion
of human rights under technical assistance programres and protection
activities, which took the form of observation m ssions. The opening of
offices in various countries and regions, in full cooperation with those
concerned, had enabl ed the H gh Conmmi ssioner to work directly at the |oca

| evel, even if that had not always been without risk, as attested by the
recent martyrdom of the five nenbers of the Human Rights Field Operation in
Rwanda.

15. Experience gained not only in Rwanda but also in Burundi, Canbodi a,
Bosni a and Herzegovina, Croatia, the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia and Zaire
showed that, if the success of such operations was to be guaranteed, it was
essential to provide themw th the nmeans, especially the financial neans,
needed to function for a mninmumof six nmonths, in order that they mght plan
their activities better; the logistical aspects mght be entrusted to a
United Nations technical office; coordination anmong the various United Nations
departnents and bodi es needed further inprovenent, and they nust not compete
wi th each other but concentrate on specific action and continue to plan
coordi nated actions with NGOs. In any event, if Menber States decided to
establish a field operation, they were inescapably bound to provide it with
the neans to fulfil its nandate.

16. The forthcom ng opening of the first human rights office in the Western
hem sphere, in Colonbia, as a result of his policy of cooperation with that
country since Decenber 1995, showed what coul d be achi eved when, on the one
hand, a Government genuinely wi shed to correct m stakes and progress in the
field of human rights, and, on the other, the international conmunity was
determ ned to support those objectives. The Bogota office should help inprove
one of the nost serious human rights situations on the continent.

17. The bulk of field activities were in the area of pronmotion. For that
reason, priority in the last three years had been given to technica
assistance, a particularly effective instrument with which the

CGeneral Assenbly had provided the Hi gh Comn ssioner. Thus, technica

assi stance activities had risen from2 in 1989 to over 400 in 1996, and a
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regi onal progranme that took into account the experience gained in Gaza,
Mongol i a and especially Malawi was being prepared for southern Africa, in
cl ose cooperation with other United Nations bodies.

18. Techni cal assistance consisted principally of cooperating with the State
concerned to help it develop its own capacity for pronoting and protecting
human rights by establishing the appropriate policies and institutions. Wth
the hel p of a recognized international expert, therefore, his office had
carried out a nunmber of programes establishing or strengthening, in al
continents, but particularly Asia, national institutions such as Orbudsnen,
Peopl e' s Advocates and national comm ssions. Technical assistance had al so
made it possible to establish firmties with other United Nations bodies. Al
those achi evenents reflected an increasingly constructive spirit and a decline
in the antagonistic attitudes of the past, a trend he hoped woul d be
confirmed.

19. To provide the Centre for Human Rights with the tools for attaining the
obj ectives of the human rights programe, he had decided to restructure the
Centre without delay. The Secretary-Ceneral hinself encouraged that decision
since, as his nessage to the Commi ssion indicated, he wanted the restructuring
to be brought to a successful conclusion, confirmed the authority of the

Hi gh Commi ssi oner and acknow edged that extra economic resources would have to
be sought in support of the human rights cause.

20. He was convinced that the irreversible reforns already achi eved had made
it possible to recast a new, nodern and efficient institution. He also w shed
to make it clear that that result was al so due to the experience and

extraordi nary powers of analysis of M. Ibrahima Fall, as well as the serious
and selfless work perforned by his staff in Geneva, New York, and other

regi ons and countries where the Centre was present. He regretted the fact
that some staff nenbers, who precisely because of their efficiency had had to
shoul der increasingly heavy workl oads while al so being affected by the genera
crisis in the United Nations, had met with a curious |ack of understanding.
Once the restructuring of the Centre was conpl ete, work woul d begin on
adapting the conponents of the human rights programe, which no | onger matched
current realities.

21. The Commi ssion on Hunman Rights, which was the cornerstone of that
programe, nust continue to reformits methods and replace ritualismwth
efficiency if it was to neet the new chall enges highlighted at the Vienna
Conference. It should not expect spectacular results at the outset, but
shoul d act in the know edge that reform would be easier and nore vi abl e when
States or groups of States began to back up their arguments by setting an
exanpl e thensel ves. On another point, human rights issues should never be
politicized. It was a matter of priority for the H gh Comr ssioner, the
Conmi ssion on Human Rights and the entire international community to comnbine
and intensify their efforts to teach human rights, conbat racism racia

di scrim nation and xenophobia, pronote the rights of wonen, children and

i ndi genous popul ations, etc., by strengthening the dialogue initiated at the
Vi enna Conference between the NGOs and his Ofice.

22. On the eve of the twenty-first century, with all the renewed hopes it
brought, he would |ike to believe that mankind was noving in the direction of
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greater humani sm and deeper universal concern for people's welfare. The

com ng century would be the century of human rights, and the future of the
United Nations, which represented world opinion, was closely |linked to the
progress that would be nade in that area. For that reason, it was everyone's
duty to build or strengthen nechanisns that would enable the United Nations to
rise to the challenge. The H gh Comm ssioner had a crucial role to play and
must be given the capacity to fulfil his indispensable duties properly. For
three years he had devoted hinself entirely and in all sincerity to that task,
and had achieved at |east a few of the objectives he had set hinself. He
woul d have liked to do still nore, but as he returned to his country he was
convinced that he had perforned to the best of his ability. Back in his
country, he would tirelessly continue the work he had begun in pronoting and
protecting human rights and fundanmental freedons. The huge and conmpl ex task
that awaited the man or worman who would foll ow himwas al so a necessary and
urgent one. He fervently hoped that the post of Hi gh Comm ssioner would
become an i nexhausti bl e source of hope for everyone who believed in justice
and fought for human dignity. He called on the entire international human
rights community, and in particular the Conm ssion on Human Rights, to join
forces to pursue and strengthen the work acconplished together

23. He said he would like to take the opportunity to introduce to the

Conmi ssion M. Ral ph Zacklin, who would be in charge of the Ofice of the High
Commi ssioner/Centre for Human Rights as from 15 March. M. Zacklin had been
serving the United Nations for 24 years, and as assistant to the Legal Counse
had been the person principally responsible for the | egal aspects of

Uni ted Nati ons peacekeepi ng and good of fices m ssions. He had taught
international law, in particular at The Hague Acadeny of International Law,
and woul d be bringing considerabl e know edge and broad experience to the human
rights progranme in the current tine of crisis. The Secretary-Genera
unreservedly supported M. Zacklin and had explicitly asked himto continue
all the activities undertaken by the O fice of the Hi gh Comm ssioner/Centre
for Human Rights, in particular the reformand restructuring process.

M. Zacklin would certainly also be able to count on the cooperation of

all the menbers of the Conm ssion pending the appointment of a new High
Conmi ssi oner for Human Ri ghts.

24. He concl uded by inviting the Conmi ssion to base its work on the

par amount concept set forth in article 1 of the Universal Declaration of Human

Ri ghts:
“Al'l human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights. They
are endowed wi th reason and consci ence and shoul d act towards one
another in a spirit of brotherhood.”

ELECTI ON OF OFFICERS (item 1 of the provisional agenda)

25. The TEMPORARY CHAI RVMAN i nvited nom nations for the office of Chairnan.

26. Ms. KOVALSKA (Ukraine), speaking on behalf of the Eastern European
Group, nominated M. Sonol (Czech Republic).

27. M. LINDGREN ALVES (Brazil), speaking on behalf of the Latin Anerican
and Cari bbean G oup, M. BAI CHOU (Mauritius), speaking on behalf of the
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African Goup, M. HOYNCK (Germany), speaking on behalf of the Western
Eur opean and Gthers Group, and M. HAM DON ( Mal aysi a), speaking on behal f of
the Asian G oup, supported the nom nation

28. M. Sonmpbl (Czech Republic) was elected Chairnman by accl anation.

29. M. Sonpbl (Czech Republic) took the Chair.

30. The CHAIRMAN i nvited nom nations for the three offices of Vice-Chairnan.

31. M. MBA ALLO (Gabon), speaking on behalf of the African G oup, nom nated
M. Zahran (Egypt).

32. M. HAM DON ( Mal aysi a), speaking on behalf of the Asian G oup, nom nated
M's. Bautista (Philippines).

33. M. HOYNCK (Gernany), speaking on behalf of the Western European and
O hers Group, nomnated M. Strohal (Austria).

34. Ms. Bautista (Philippines), M. Strohal (Austria) and M. Zahran
(Egypt) were elected Vice-Chairnen by accl anation

35. The CHAIRMAN invited nom nations for the office of Rapporteur

36. M. VERGNE SABO A (Brazil), speaking on behalf of the Latin American and
Cari bbean Group, nom nated Ms. Escobar L6pez (El Sal vador).

37. Ms. Escobar Lépez was el ect ed Rapporteur by accl anmti on.

STATEMENT BY THE CHAI RVAN

38. The CHAIRMAN, after paying a tribute to his predecessors, in particul ar
t he outgoi ng Chairnman, M. Vergne Saboia, for their work, said that he hinself
had not had | engthy experience in the field of human rights. Perhaps that

m ght prove to be an advantage, enabling himto question certain practices of
the Comm ssion which no | onger corresponded to the current situation and to
put forward new ideas for rationalizing its work.

39. In recent years there had been enornpus political changes throughout the
world, in both a positive and negative sense. Some very positive changes had
taken place at the beginning of the 1990s, inter alia, in the Czech Republic.
Al'l those events had influenced the field of human rights, but the politica
climate was still not conpletely favourable to the protection and pronoti on of
human rights throughout the world.

40. Because of the different legal, political, econonm c and soci al
conditions in individual countries, there were differing approaches to the
protection and pronotion of human rights and fundanental freedons and the
fulfilnment of obligations under the international instrunments. Looking for

a comon m ni rum standard of hurman rights acceptable to all countries, the

i nternational comunity had, since 1945, been el aborating a conpl ex network of
i nternational conventions and treaties. It was for the Conm ssion on Human
Rights to evaluate the way in which States nmet their international obligations
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and encourage States to respect them In his view, the role of the Comm ssion
was not sinply to criticize shortconmi ngs, but also to stinmulate efforts to

i nprove the human rights situation throughout the world, and to offer

i nternational assistance in that field to countries that were willing to
cooperate with the international community. The role of the H gh Comnr ssioner
and the Centre for Human Ri ghts continued to be essenti al

41. Concerni ng net hods of work, the question of politicization of the

Commi ssion's work frequently arose. It was obvious, however, that the

Commi ssion could not conmpletely cut itself off fromthe internationa

political situation. It could only do its best to avoid highlighting the
political aspect of the issues considered, and attenpt to keep to rea
situations and substantive argunments and to understand its partners

positions. It nust accept the fact that the situation of human rights in many
countries was influenced by factors which would not di sappear inmediately, yet
not accept those factors as excuses for a policy of disregard for or neglect
of human rights.

42. In resolution 50/227, the General Assenbly had requested the Econonic
and Social Council to rationalize its work and that of its subsidiary bodies.
The new Secretary-General, M. Kofi Annan, was sparing no effort to nake the
United Nations stronger and nore dynamc as the twenty-first century
approached, and it was inportant for everyone to contribute actively to that
goal. It was his intention to participate in that process and tackle once
agai n sonme sensitive issues discussed during past sessions or in inform
consul tati ons.

43. The fifty-third session was taking place in the year of the fiftieth
anni versary of the Commi ssion, and one item of the agenda concerned the
preparations for the celebration of the fiftieth anniversary of the Universa
Decl arati on of Human Rights. He hoped those events would | ead to concrete
results rather than just speeches. The Vienna Declaration and Progranme of
Action provided the Comm ssion with a good basis for its work.

44, He promi sed to work very closely with the Bureau, regional coordinators,
i nterested Governnent representatives and NGOs. As the Comm ssion had a very
heavy agenda, he invited nenbers, representatives of NGOs and all participants
to be punctual, not to exceed their allotted speaking tinme and to nake every
effort to avoid wasting tine, which would result in a better use of the
financial resources of the United Nations.

ADOPTI ON OF THE AGENDA (item 2 of the provisional agenda) (E/CN.4/1997/1 and
Corr.1, E/CN. 4/1997/1/Add.1 and Corr.1)

45. The CHAI RMAN drew attention to the provisional agenda (E/ CN. 4/1997/1)
prepared by the Secretary-Ceneral pursuant to rule 5 of the rules of
procedure, and invited any del egations that had conments to comuni cate them
to one of the nenbers of the Bureau; the Bureau would consider all such
conments at its first neeting.

The neeting rose at 12.35 p. m




