
MEETING OF THE CHAIRPERSONS OF THE HUMAN RIGHTS TREATY BODIES 
15th Session (Geneva, 23 to 27 June 2003) 
 
 
This year, the Chairpersons of the six human rights treaty bodies1, Ms Ayse Feride Acar 
(Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women), Mr Abdelfattah Amor 
(Human Rights Committee), Ms Virginia Bonoan-Dandan (Committee on Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights), Mr Peter Thomas Burns (Committee against Torture), Mr Ion Diaconu 
(Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination), and Mr Jacob Egbert Doek 
(Committee on the Rights of the Child), convened for their 15th session in Geneva, from 23 to 
27 June 2003. Mr Doek was elected Chairperson of the session with Mr Burns as Vice-Chair. 
 
Opening statement 
 
The Acting High Commissioner for Human Rights, Mr Bertrand Ramcharan, opened the 
meeting of the treaty body Chairpersons with an encouraging statement, recalling what the 
treaty bodies had achieved so far, thanking the members of the different bodies for their 
valuable work, and outlining the challenges that the treaty bodies are facing. In particular, he 
stressed the collaboration and co-operation between the treaty bodies themselves and other 
UN organs, specialised agencies, States parties, and NGOs. This collaboration underscores 
the "holistic nature of the human rights treaty frameworks and the universality, indivisibility 
and interdependence of human rights". 

The Acting High Commissioner laid much importance on the Secretary-General’s 
second reform report of last September. According to this report, the overall aim of the 
reform is to support the implementation of human rights norms by member States, which is 
the "role of the human rights machinery in the United Nations". 

Mr Ramcharan welcomed efforts by the treaty bodies to submit detailed overviews to 
the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) on the issue of new 
streamlined reporting procedures. Referring to the brainstorming meeting in Malbun in early 
May and the second Inter-Committee Meeting (18 to 20 June 2003), he stressed some "key 
insights" and points of agreement, calling them "a solid basis for reflections" of this 
chairpersons’ meeting. He urged the chairpersons to "build up ideas in a practicable manner," 
since the outcome of this meeting would further shape the High Commissioner’s response to 
the Secretary-General due in September this year and would also constitute a report to the 
General Assembly. 
 
Review of recent developments 
 
Each Chairperson discussed the developments within their committee over the last year. 
Emphasis was generally placed on the respective reactions to the Secretary-General’s reform 
proposals as well as the issue of backlogs. 

According to Mr Amor, the inter-committee dialogue should be continued and further 
developed in order to resolve common concerns through increased co-operation. As to the 
Secretary-General’s reform ideas, he supported the view that improvements and progress are 
necessary and possible, but believed that a single reporting procedure would be "legally 
indefensible and politically inopportune". All efforts of co-ordination and possible 
harmonisation should be undertaken with due respect to each committee’s competences as 
laid down in the respective conventions. Mr Amor also expressed frustration regarding 
difficulties with respect to translation, especially for non-English languages. 

The Human Rights Committee's working methods have greatly improved through the 
creation of "task forces", which prepare specific questions before a country situation is to be 
                                                           
1 A seventh treaty body is in the process of being established to monitor the International Convention on the 
Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of their Families which has come into force on 1 July 
2003. 
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examined. It has further introduced a procedure to address the problem of non-reporting by 
States that allows the Committee to examine the country situation even without the report. 
This is not meant to threaten in any way but rather to encourage States to hand in their 
reports on time. 

The Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights shares the Human Rights 
Committee's view that a single report would not be beneficial, but concedes that the reform 
proposals merit some consideration in the future. Ms Bonoan-Dandan said the idea of having 
a "common core" and then treaty-specific issues would need more elaboration because there 
is an urgent need for more harmonisation amongst the treaty bodies. She announced that a 
General Comment on Article 3 (the equal right of men and women to the enjoyment of all 
economic, social and cultural rights) is to be ready in November this year and that another 
one on Article 6 (the right to work) is due to be elaborated. In May 2003, the Committee has 
had for the first time a joint expert group meeting with the United Nations Educational, 
Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) in Paris (with two representatives from each 
side) and in order to continue the co-operation, a next meeting is already scheduled for 
November in Geneva.  

Speaking on behalf of the Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination, Mr 
Diaconu was pleased to say that when country situations are discussed, the States parties 
are more often sending representatives from the ministerial level (Ministers of Justice, etc.). 
After consultations with NGOs and members of the Sub-Commission, the Committee has 
adopted a General Recommendation (No. XXIX) on descent-based discrimination. In August 
2003, a meeting with States parties to the International Convention on the Elimination of all 
Forms of Racial Discrimination will discuss improvements of working methods, including the 
Secretary-General’s proposals. In Mr Diaconu’s view, dialogue with NGOs and governmental 
organisations must be improved.  

The Chairman of the Committee against Torture, Mr Burns, mentioned in particular the 
problem of backlogs, which is exacerbated by the small size of the Committee's membership 
(10 members). In order to address the problem, small working groups were created (one on 
complaints and one on non-reporting). Furthermore, the Committee is elaborating ways to co-
operate effectively with the future sub-committee, which will monitor the new optional 
protocol once it enters into force… 

The Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women's biggest problem 
is also backlogs. In 2002, an exceptional session helped reduce the amount of reports to be 
examined; nonetheless, many initial and periodic reports are more than five years overdue. 
The Committee is currently elaborating ways to assist States in the reporting process, based 
on an analysis of the root causes on State non-reporting. It also intends to improve the 
collaboration with the Division for the Advancement of Women, the OHCHR, and other inter-
governmental organisations. Ms Acar also noted an increasing number of higher-level 
delegations sent by States. Currently, a five-member working group is preparing a background 
paper on issues arising out of the optional protocol, especially the problem of overlapping 
issues. 

Mr Doek also mentioned the issue of backlogs as a main concern for the Committee on 
the Rights of the Child. The prospect of receiving approximately 100 reports by the end of 
the year was rather worrying because the problem would still remain even if committee 
membership were increased from 10 to 18 members. In an effort to improve efficiency, the 
Committee is considering the possibility of parallel working groups or "parallel chambers". 
While non-reporting remains a problem, it seems that the practise of sending letters to States 
reminding them of their obligations is having some positive results. The Committee would like 
to see more corporate representatives in the future. Like other committees, it does not believe 
that the single report proposal is feasible for the moment. It would be better to focus on 
improving current working methods and increasing collaboration between committees. Mr 
Doek also requested advice from the Human Rights Committee on how to improve the 
prioritisation of recommendations. 
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Update on the status of the Annual Appeal and Programme to Support Human Rights Organs 
and Treaty Bodies 
 
The Secretariat, represented by Ms Morales, stated that the 2003 annual appeal included 4 
million USD to support the treaty bodies, however, in reality the funds are not anywhere 
close to that (at approx. 2.6 million USD). Ms Morales informed the meeting that the 
European Commission has launched activities to support the national implementation of treaty 
body decisions. 

Furthermore, the meeting was informed that in order to make it possible for all 
chairpersons to attend the Commission on Human Rights, funding has now for the first time 
been included in the regular budget.  
 
Issue of reservations by States parties to human rights treaties 
 
A discussion was held by the chairpersons on how to treat reservations. Whereas the 
Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination has a special provision on this issue in 
the Convention, the other Committees do not. Some Committees, such as the Committee 
against Torture, indicated that they would refer to the Vienna Convention on the Law of 
Treaties when faced with an inconsistent reservation. However, Mr Amor was reluctant to 
adopt the Vienna Convention approach. Mr Doek urged the Committees to reconsider this 
issue with the view of adopting a joint statement on reservations by all treaty bodies so as to 
ensure that human rights treaties are all applied in the same manner. 
 
Strengthening support to, and enhancing the effectiveness of the treaty bodies 
 
The two main issues discussed under this agenda item were greater continuity of the 
secretarial staff and capacity building. Regarding the new "pooling system" currently being 
put into practise by the OHCHR, the Chairpersons stressed the crucial importance of having a 
constant, well-informed and trained staff with at least a few core permanent members.  

As to capacity building, Mr Diaconu identified three aspects of the problem: capacity 
building within the UN, on the national level, and at the international level. He requested that 
the UN develop a system to help strengthen the national level, which could include the 
establishment and training of a special reporting unit in every State. Mr Doek referred to the 
Swiss example of developing an electronic system of data collection, which could, in 
principle, be used for many treaty systems; however, the effectiveness of this system still 
remains to be demonstrated.  
 
National level implementation of treaty body recommendations 
 
a) Open discussion with NGOs 
 
In addition to the topic of the implementation of treaty body recommendations on the national 
level, the Secretary-General’s reform proposals were also a dominant part of the discussion 
with NGOs. The Chairpersons’ attention was raised to the "NGO Non-Paper" of 24 June 
2003 on the treaty body reform, which is supported by 11 international NGOs. 

Human Rights Watch (HRW) criticized the proposals for being too narrowly confined to 
the reporting system, whereas the whole system would need to be reformed. However, HRW 
agreed that some approval with the single reporting procedure would be possible in 
exceptional circumstances (e.g. for micro-States) whilst generally supporting the idea of a 
core document in case this is well responded to and periodically updated. The organisation 
urged all treaty bodies to set up procedures of follow-up mechanisms in which NGOs are to 
be systematically included, a call that was echoed by Amnesty International which 
furthermore advocated the greater involvement of parliaments, national human rights 
institutions and judiciaries in order to maximise the impact on the national level. Amnesty 
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International also asked the OHCHR to do more user-friendly publicising work. A general 
concern of NGOs was the issue of counter-terrorism and the International Commission of 
Jurists (ICJ) demanded that all Committees have a common approach, possibly in the form of 
a joint statement on the matter.  

The treaty body Chairpersons were very open to react to the NGOs' opinions and 
always stressed the valuable work done by them. The question of counter-terrorism is 
eventually going to be the topic of general discussion at next year’s joint meeting with the 
special mandate holders of the Commission. Moreover, Mr Amor insisted that NGOs also 
issue statements on the matter of reservations. 
 
b) Open discussion with UN partners 
 
Present at the meeting were representatives of the International Labour Organisation (ILO), 
United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF), World Heath Organisation (WHO), United Nations 
Population Fund (UNFPA), UNESCO, Office of the High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), 
United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS), and Department of Public Information 
(DPI). Each organisation issued statements on how they view their co-operation with the 
treaty bodies, how they are working to improve national level implementation, and what they 
would like to see improved in the future. 

The ILO co-operates actively with the treaty bodies by submitting country-specific 
information to each Committee session (except the Committee against Torture). As they are 
relatively satisfied with the current working arrangement, they support some moderate 
adjustments, but no major changes. 

The UNICEF, apart from its primary involvement with the Committee on the Rights of 
the Child, "modestly" co-operates with the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination 
against Women. It is very active in encouraging States to act upon the recommendations of 
the treaty bodies and often works in collaboration with the media. 

The WHO considers its essential role to be in the reporting and monitoring process and 
offers technical support for dialogue between Committee members and State parties. It 
encourages more consistent follow-up by all Committees and asks for the format and content 
of General Comments to be standardised. WHO requests a closer linkage between the treaty- 
and the charter-based bodies with the aim of receiving consolidated lists of recommendations 
per country, which would greatly facilitate the national level implementation processes. 

The UNFPA believes that collaboration with the treaty bodies needs to be increased 
but to do so, feedback from the treaty bodies is necessary.  

The UNECSO’s co-operation has greatly improved over the past years, especially with 
the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights and the Committee on the Rights of 
the Child. Its strategy lies in the mainstreaming of human rights, in a more active contribution 
in human rights research and in human rights education. The UNESCO plays an essential role 
in the dissemination of treaty body conclusions. 

The UNHCR works closely with the Committee against Torture and the Committee on 
the Rights of the Child, but requests more concrete comments by the Committee on the 
Elimination of Racial Discrimination. The UNHCR requires more consistency on specific 
countries by all treaty bodies in order to make sure that standards set by the UNHCR on one 
hand, and the treaty bodies on the other, do not conflict. The UNHCR also urges the treaty 
bodies to address the situation of not just refugees, but also internally displaced people, etc. 

The UNAIDS feels that the human rights response to AIDS is not at all correlated to 
the seriousness of the problem. Treaty bodies are not doing enough on the issue of AIDS and 
they should hence make use of the resolutions and work of the charter-based bodies, which 
are much more advanced in the HIV area. The UNAIDS regrets that the normative work is 
also very slow by the treaty bodies with only the Committee on the Rights of the Child having 
issued a General Comment on HIV. It intends to continue providing briefing notes to selected 
committees. 

Unfortunately, there was no time left for the chairpersons to react.  
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Co-operation with the Commission and the Sub-Commission 
 
Present at this meeting were all treaty body Chairpersons, the Expanded Bureau of the 
Commission, and the Chairperson of the Sub-Commission, Mr Paulo Sérgio Pinheiro. 
Unfortunately, time constraints severely limited the meeting’s scope.  

The President of the Commission, Ms Najat Al-Hajjaji, reiterated the importance of the 
involvement of the treaty bodies in the Commission, especially in light of the binding nature 
of treaties and the crucial role played by the Committees. 

Mr Diaconu emphasised that the Commission and the Sub-Commission on the one 
hand, and the treaty bodies on the other, complement each other, and that both sides should 
make use of the other’s work. He called for greater co-operation of the special rapporteurs 
with the treaty bodies. 

Members of the Commission urged the treaty bodies to take into account the true 
intentions and motivations of Governments. The Vice-President of the Western Group, urged 
Committee members to look at what the Government was "trying to do". He also encouraged 
the treaty bodies not to merely repeat criticisms of the Government or listen to NGOs without 
cross-checking, or the result will be that the Government will easily dismiss the 
recommendations.  
 
Joint meeting with the special procedures of the Commission  
 
a) Presentation by the Independent Expert on the UN study on violence against children 
 
Mr Pinheiro, the expert on the study of violence against children, informed the meeting that 
his study would give special consideration to different groups of vulnerable children and 
children in the South. He hoped that the outcome would not be merely a report but, rather, 
concrete and practicable recommendations. An internet page will very soon be established 
and regularly updated. He offered to update the treaty bodies, the Commission and the Sub-
Commission on his work whenever possible.  
 
b) Discussion on globalisation and its impact on the mandates of special rapporteurs and 
treaty bodies 
 
In order to have a basis for the discussion, the secretariat had prepared an informal paper on 
the topic, which was briefly presented at the outset. The discussion was quickly expanded to 
the effects on the human rights situation in the world after "9/11". An issue of concern was 
the increasing effect of militarisation, the attitude of the United States of America (USA), and 
the fact that the right to protest had been hampered. Another point was made on the crucial 
importance of recognising different cultural and spiritual beliefs in different regions. 

Mr Diaconu attempted to lead the discussion to more practicable aspects by raising 
the question of what can really be done to improve the human rights situation. He stated that 
companies should systematically introduce human rights provisions in their governing 
regulations. He furthermore requested a study to be made by a special rapporteur of the 
International Law Commission on the impact of globalisation on human rights and called for 
more attention to be paid to the World Conference against Racism, Racial Discrimination, 
Xenophobia and Related Intolerance of 2001 and its follow-up. 

Finally, the topic for next year’s meeting was selected: counter-terrorism, the rule of 
law, states of exceptions and human rights. 
 
Informal consultation with States 
 
The consultation with States was scheduled for an entire day this year, having as its topic of 
discussion treaty body reforms. 
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As an initial matter, the Chairpersons each outlined their Committees’ views on the 
reform proposals as well as the specific problems faced by each of them respectively. 
Backlogs were again discussed by several of the Committee members, and the Chairpersons 
expressed their disapproval of a single report. Ms Bonoan-Dandan noted that a single report 
would only be appropriate if the UN were to establish a single committee. Mr Diaconu said 
that the Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination would prefer for reports to 
focus more on the specific questions raised by the Committee. He also asked States to 
support the establishment of a pre-sessional working group of the Committee on the 
Elimination of Racial Discrimination in the General Assembly. Mr Amor suggested keeping the 
initial report and the first periodic report; later reports would consist of answers to a list of 
questions sent to the respective States by each committee. 

States generally seemed to agree with the treaty bodies’ views on the reform 
proposals. The European Union (EU) read a statement (also co-sponsored by several non-EU 
members) emphasising harmonisation of reporting guidelines and technical co-operation 
programmes. The EU also urged treaty bodies to discuss the areas upon which States should 
focus in advance, in order to allow for more focused reports. Additionally, the EU urged, if 
major changes had taken place, then the Committees should request an additional report. The 
EU further emphasised the crucial nature of the work of the treaty bodies, and pressed for 
increased funding for their work. 

The representative of Australia (who was subsequently joined by several other State 
representatives) urged the treaty bodies to carefully cross-check NGO information, give 
States a chance to respond to the information presented by NGOs in "shadow reports", and 
place more weight on the reports of States than on those of NGOs. He also regretted the 
frequent inaccuracy of press releases and requested that recommendations be more focused 
and constructive. 

The delegate from Thailand also criticised the treaty bodies for their collaboration with 
NGOs. She said that Thailand did not appreciate the treaty bodies communicating with NGOs 
"behind the country’s back", and that such behaviour would only serve to undermine the 
credibility of the treaty bodies. 

Many States requested elaboration on the details of the proposed expanded core 
document.  

The delegate from Egypt urged the Committee bodies to bear in mind the fact that 
many countries who have the political will to report are unable, not unwilling, to do so. 
Therefore, he encouraged the OHCHR to provide technical assistance. Similarly, the delegate 
from Estonia supported the consolidated report proposal, since preparing several reports can 
pose a substantial financial burden to smaller countries.  

The Chairpersons seemed to understand the States’ concerns and to affirm that their 
views would be taken into account. Mr Doek, however, regretted that no progress was made 
on the backlog issue. The Chairpersons welcomed the fact that the States called for more 
financial resources to be allocated to the treaty bodies and simultaneously reminded the State 
representatives that it was their responsibility to follow through. 
 
 

NGO meeting with the special procedures 
 
The 10th annual meeting of special rapporteurs, representatives, independent experts and 
chairpersons of working groups ("special procedures") of the Commission took place in 
Geneva, from 23 to 27 June 2003. Elected as Chair was Ms Hina Jilani. Although most of 
the session was closed, agenda item numbers VI: Co-operation with the human rights treaty 
bodies (see above: Joint meeting of the special procedures of the Commission) and III: 
Consultations with NGO representatives, were open sessions. The latter agenda item was 
originally scheduled for a two-hour slot on 24 June; however, due to an overwhelming desire 
to extend the consultation, an additional meeting was held on 26 June. 
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At the consultation, the representative from Amnesty International stressed the need 
to increase the use of media by special procedures, especially press releases. Mr Arjun 
Sengupta responded by pointing out that, because governments are currently responding 
negatively to the UN, perhaps NGO’s should take the initiative in influencing public opinion 
through the media.  

The representative from the International Federation for Human Rights (FIDH) was 
concerned about the lack of State co-operation; thus, he suggested that countries refusing to 
co-operate be listed publicly, in an automatic procedure. However, Mr Louis Joinet pointed 
out that one must be careful with this "blacklist," in order to avoid punishing those States not 
behaving in bad faith. The FIDH also suggested the creation of an institutional framework for 
following up and implementing recommendations. Mr Sengupta suggested that special 
procedures publicise requests to visit countries so that civil society would know when 
requested visits were refused.  

With regard to the special procedures themselves, some NGOs stressed the need for 
further reform. The representative from Human Rights Watch (HRW) noted that the current 
system of appointment, whereby only country-backed candidates are supported, might be 
counterproductive. The representative from the International Women’s Rights Action Watch 
(IWRAW) suggested the use of more consistent approaches by the special procedures, 
including common agendas, joint interventions, and joint statements. The representative from 
the Quaker UN Office suggested that reports be done in a more thematic format. Other NGOs 
urged more focus in specific areas, such as the rights of indigenous peoples, the poor, and 
discrimination based on gender or sexual orientation. The representative from Earthjustice 
urged the special procedures to be more vocal in soliciting NGO assistance. Both NGOs and 
the special procedures were concerned about threats to country-specific mechanisms and 
urgent actions. 

Some of the special procedures also had advice for NGOs. For example, Mr Joinet 
regretted that NGOs often do an enormous amount of work initially, and then fail to follow 
through with it. Several of the special procedures urged NGOs to pay more attention to 
economic, social, and cultural rights. Mr Miloon Kothari noted that NGOs were not adequately 
taking advantage of special rapporteur urgent actions. Ms Fatma Zohra Ouhachi-Vesely 
stressed the need for trustworthy data. Additionally, some of the special procedures were 
troubled by recent backlashes against NGOs, particularly by critics in the USA. Lastly, many 
NGOs believed that counter-terrorism measures should remain high on the agenda, a 
sentiment emphatically agreed with by the special procedures. 


