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The neeting was called to order at 10.35 a.m

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

1. Ms. ROBINSON (United Nations Hi gh Comm ssioner for Human Ri ghts)

wel coned the opportunity to address the Conmittee on Econom c, Social and

Cul tural Rights, which played a |leading role in pronoting and protecting human
rights in the United Nations and had pioneered the devel opnent of procedures
and wor ki ng nethods to render the human rights treaty system nore effective.
She reaffirmed the priority she attached to the work of the Conmittee, which
served not only to prompote the inplenentation of the Covenant, but also to
underscore the significance of the slogan adopted for 1998, which narked the
fiftieth anniversary of the adoption of the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights: “All human rights for all”.

2. She paid tribute to the outgoing Chairperson, M. Alston, who had

hel ped to enhance the effectiveness of the human rights system as a whol e,

t hrough his study on the treaty bodies - one of the sem nal docunents of the
Worl d Conference on Human Rights (Vienna, 1993) - and his leading role in
nmeetings of the chairpersons of international human rights treaty bodi es.
Thanks were al so due to the other outgoing Commttee nmenber, M. Adekuoye, for
his contribution to the work of the Committee over the years.

3. The Universal Declaration of Human Ri ghts had laid the groundwork

for human rights standard-setting activities and their nmonitoring and

i mpl ementation in the last half century, and the human rights treaty system
was at the core of the United Nations human rights programme. |Its role was
becom ng nore inportant as the nunber of accessions to and ratifications of
human rights instruments increased. The International Covenant on Economi c,
Soci al and Cultural Rights was a good exanple of that trend: approximtely
three quarters of the world's nations were party to it. Mreover, steps had
been taken to encourage ratification by another Menber State, China, during
her recent official visit to that country.

4, However, although human rights were now nore wi dely recogni zed, nmassive
vi ol ati ons causing intense human suffering still prevailed. Thus, when
comrenorating the fiftieth anniversary of the Universal Declaration of Human
Ri ghts and assessing the achi evenents since the adoption of the Vienna

Decl aration and Programe of Action, the international comunity nust confront
the chall enge of effectively ensuring respect for all human rights. The draft
Optional Protocol to the Covenant was an appropriate and tinely response to

t hat chal | enge

5. The Committee's day of general discussion on the right to education had
been well prepared for, in particular through the production of nine
background papers by | eading experts on the subject and the Comrittee's
commendabl e initiative of inviting the cooperation of other human rights
mechani snms, nanely the Commr ssion on Human Rights and the Sub- Comm ssion on
Prevention of Discrimnation and Protection of Mnorities.

6. She hoped that the day of general discussion would provide guidance to
the Commi ssion's Special Rapporteur on the right to education and m ght be a
starting point for the preparation of a general comment on the subject by the
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Committee; such a docunent would enhance the inplenentation of the right to
education at national |evel worldw de. The need for urgent action in that
area was evident, as stated in the United Nations Secretary-Ceneral's nessage
on the occasion of International Literacy Day. Since there was nanifestly a
long way to go before the twin goals of universal literacy and equal access to
educati on were attained, and since the gains achieved could be jeopardi zed by
econom c crises or natural disasters |ike the recent Hurricane Mtch, she
appreciated the Comrittee's decision to focus on that issue.

7. She was glad to report that the process of selecting and recruiting a
staff menber under the Plan of Action to Strengthen the Inplenmentation of the
I nternational Covenant on Economi c, Social and Cultural Rights was nearing
conpletion. It had been nade possible thanks to contributions fromthe
Governnments of France, Cyprus, the Netherlands and Portugal. She renewed her
appeal to Menber States of the United Nations and ot her potential donors to
follow suit.

8. I n conclusion, she thanked nmenbers of the Conmittee for their commit nent
to human rights, wi shing thema successful session. Notw thstanding the
possi bl e i nconveni ence caused by its recent nmove to new prem ses in the

Pal ais Wlson, her Ofice would do its utnost to assist the Cormittee
efficiently in its work.

9. The CHAI RPERSON wel comed the Hi gh Conmi ssioner's reaffirmation of

the inportance she attached to the work of the Conmittee, as well as the
strong position she had taken on human rights vis-a-vis the General Assenbly
and other United Nations organs. There could be no doubt that since the

H gh Conmmi ssi oner's appoi ntnent, econom c, social and cultural rights had
enjoyed a higher profile, which augured well for future progress.

ADOPTI ON OF THE AGENDA (item 1 of the provisional agenda) (E/ C. 12/1998/9)

10. The agenda (E/C.12/1998/9) was adopted

ORGANI ZATI ON OF WORK (agenda item 2) (E/ C 12/1998/L.2)

11. The progranmme of work (E/C.12/1998/L.2) was adopted

RELATI ONS W TH UNI TED NATI ONS ORGANS AND OTHER TREATY BODI ES (agenda item 5)

12. The CHAI RPERSON drew attention to a recent publication by the

Uni ted Nations Devel opment Programe (UNDP) Overcom ng Human Poverty, which
coul d have been of interest to the Conmttee were it not for a nunber of
shortcom ngs. For instance, the report failed to nention that poverty had
been recogni zed as a human rights concern by Governnents since the adoption of
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Furthernore, although the
publication touched upon many issues relevant to the work of the Comittee,
such as the need for national strategies on poverty, the enpowerment of the
poor, and poverty monitoring at national level, it established no link with
the work of the Committee or the obligations of States parties under the
Covenant. The tinme had conme for United Nations bodi es and Governnments to
recogni ze that national strategies on poverty served to pronote and i npl enent
econom ¢ and social rights and that enmpowering the poor could not be done by
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bureaucratic or technocratic neans. Moreover, poverty nonitoring should focus
on the way in which Governnents di scharged their obligations under the
Covenant .

13. Anot her recent devel opnment worthy of note was the adoption by the

I nternational Labour Organization (I1LO) of its Declaration on Fundanenta
Principles and Rights at Work, which focused on a nunber of issues pertinent
to the work of the Committee. |Its purpose was to set up nechani sns for
putting pressure on Governnments that had not yet ratified rel evant
conventions. The Declaration provided an ideal opportunity for cooperation
between the Committee and the ILO and he appealed to the latter to consider
possi bl e ways of bringing that about.

14. He wel coned Amesty International's |latest annual report, which finally
recogni zed the inportance of economi c, social and cultural rights and
acknow edged that it had sonewhat negl ected such aspects in the past. It was

i nperative for Amesty International and other |eading human rights
organi zations to nmake it clear in their future pronpotional activities that
civil and political rights represented only half of the human rights picture.

15. As out goi ng Chairman, he took the opportunity to reiterate the political
view that the United States remained the single nost inmportant obstacle to the
acceptance of economic, social and cultural rights as a human rights concern
in the United Nations system The consistently negative stance adopted on
such matters by United States representatives in the CGeneral Assenbly and
other international forums was a serious brake on progress, for, given the

wei ght carried by the United States in the international arena, nmany countries
were hesitant to endorse a concept that is deened controversial or political.
The United States nust conme to understand that such a position constituted a
rejection of half the rights enshrined in the Universal Declaration of Human
Ri ght s adopted by Governnents al nost 50 years previously.

16. Turning to nore positive matters, he wel comed the announcenent by the

H gh Conmmi ssioner that an additional secretariat post would shortly be
established to assist the Committee in its work. He urged the secretariat to
ensure that the incunbent's work plan was thoroughly discussed with the
Committee's officers, and in particular with the rapporteur and

vi ce-chai rpersons, once the appoi ntmrent had been made

17. The situation with regard to the optional protocol to the Covenant
proposed by the Cormittee had reached a stalenmate. For the past two years the
Commi ssion on Human Rights had been calling on States to submit comments on
the protocol; yet only a very few conments - nost of them unhel pful - had been
received, and there seened to be little will in the Conmm ssion to ensure that
t he proposal was taken seriously. Unless the Conmmi ssion took steps to
establish a working group to devel op a text acceptable to Governnents, the
initiative was likely to cone to nothing. States should carefully consider
the inplications of such a developnent: for it was hardly consistent with the
enphasis placed on the indivisibility of all human rights in their fiftieth
anni versary year that the first proposal for a conplaints procedure made by
the Conmmittee should be permitted sinply to wither away.
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18. At its eighteenth session the Comrittee had adopted a bal anced but
strongly worded statenent in response to the report of Nigeria, in which it
concl uded that the situation in that country was di sastrous. Subsequent
events had fully confirmed that conclusion. The strength and commitnent of
the Cormittee's response to events in Nigeria had thus been fully vindicated;
and the |l esson to be | earned was that the Comrittee m ght be perceived by
Governnments as weak and irrelevant if it failed to adopt a conparably forceful
approach to any sinmilar cases that mght arise in the future.

19. At its current session the Committee would consider a series of mgjor
reports, three of which - those of Switzerland, Canada and |Israel - were of
particul ar significance in that they had been preceded by | engthy exchanges
between the Committee and the State party. |In that connection, he drew
attention to an article witten earlier in 1998, in which Ms. Anne Bayevsky,
currently working with the H gh Conmm ssioner on a study of the treaty bodies
funded to the tune of nore than US$ 1 million by the Ford Foundation, had

all eged that “the Economic Committee (sic) has now focused on Israel for nore
than a year, under conditions that have not been applied to any other State
party. This Commttee has permtted NGO oral criticismof Israel at the |ast
two sessions on non-Covenant subjects such as the inplenmentation of the Gslo
Agreenents, in the absence of having schedul ed a dialogue with the State party
or the consideration of a State report”

20. He wished to put it on record that that statenent was wong on every
count. The report of Israel had been treated in precisely the same way as the
reports of other States. NGOs had specifically addressed issues of direct

rel evance to the work of the Conmmittee, and had focused very little on the
OGsl o Agreenents, to take that exanple. The Commttee had not focused on the
situation in Israel in the absence of a dialogue with the State party; it had
been in contact with the State party in witing for well over a year, and had
at all tines followed the procedure used in relation to other States. He was
particularly sensitive to that criticism because he believed that |srael had
i ndeed at tinmes been subjected to double standards in other internationa
forums, and that it was thus particularly inmportant that the Comrittee on
Economi ¢, Social and Cultural Rights should be objective and even-handed in
its treatnment of that country.

21. M. SADI, endorsing the Chairperson's comments about the need to

hei ghten UNDP's and I LO s awareness of the Cormittee's work, said that the
Comrittee should appeal to all the specialized agencies to take fuller account
of the Covenant. Referring to the Committee's recent general comrent on the
sanctions regime, in which it called upon the Security Council to be nore
aware of the potential inmpact on econonic, social and cultural rights when
appl yi ng sanctions, he asked whether there had been any reaction fromthe
Security Council in that connection. Wth regard to the negative attitude of
the United States towards the Covenant, he wondered whether the Conmittee was
enpower ed col lectively to call upon the United States to reconsider its
position. Lastly, he asked whether it would be possible for the Conmittee
itself to establish a working group on the adoption of an optional protocol
in order to avoid any | oss of nonentum

22. M. TEXI ER endorsed the Chairperson's conmments regardi ng the unequa
wei ght accorded to civil and political rights on the one hand, and to
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econom ¢, social and cultural rights on the other. Despite the |ip-service
paid to the notion, the indivisibility of human rights was a myth, and in the
prevailing climte of neo-liberalism poverty and inequality were actually on
the increase. Recent calls by the United States - the world' s nost polluting
econony - for Third World countries to reduce their greenhouse gas em ssions
were a further illustration of that trend. The Commttee should seize the
opportunity provided the by celebration of the fiftieth anniversary of the
Uni versal Declaration of Human Rights to issue a strongly assertive - rather
than nerely commenorative - declaration on the inportance of econom c, socia
and cul tural rights.

23. M. RIEDEL said that the indivisibility of human rights was a concept

that had gained particul ar significance now that the International Bill of
Human Rights had to all intents and purposes becone part of customary
international law. In the context of the fiftieth anniversary cel ebrations,

the Committee should come up with a declaration specifically relating the
provi sions of the Covenant to the actual practice it had encountered.

24, The CHAI RPERSON said that the Conmittee's general comment on sanctions
had been conmmended by the Secretary-General of the United Nations in his

| atest report on the work of the Organization (A/53/1), but that he was not
aware of any specific reaction to it by the Security Council. Nonethel ess,
the general comment had had a significant inpact in a wi de range of other
contexts, as well as influencing the general thinking on the issue of

sancti ons.

25. He wel coned the proposal to adopt a strongly worded statenment on the
occasion of the fiftieth anniversary of the Universal Declaration, and
expressed his readiness to collaborate with coll eagues in preparing it. In

his view, it would not be appropriate for the Committee as such to single out
the United States - which was in any case not a State party - for criticism

A better approach would be for himto deliver a strong statenment on the
gquestion at the end of the session, in his capacity as an individual nmenmber of
the Conmmittee. The United States adm nistration had recently appointed a new
Assi stant Secretary for Human Ri ghts, Denocracy and Labour Rights, who was
known to be a strong human rights advocate. The Comrittee should use a public
statenent as a neans of strengthening that official's capacity to put economnc
ri ghts back on the United States' domestic agenda.

26. As for the optional protocol, the work of the Comrittee was now
complete. A draft text had been submitted to the Conm ssion on Human Ri ghts,
and it was to be hoped that the Conm ssion would nove swiftly to set up a
wor ki ng group, which could then enbark on what was likely to be a fairly
protracted process.

SUBSTANTI VE | SSUES ARI SI NG I N THE | MPLEMENTATI ON OF THE | NTERNATI ONAL COVENANT
ON ECONOM C, SOCI AL AND CULTURAL RI GHTS (agenda item 3)

Heari ngs of non-governnental organizations

27. The CHAIRPERSON invited the Comrmittee to proceed with the hearings of
NGCs.

The di scussion covered in the summary record ended at 11.40 a.m




