
MEETING OF THE CHAIRPERSONS OF THE HUMAN RIGHTS TREATY BODIES 
16th Session (Geneva, 23 to 25 June 2004)  
 
 
All seven Chairpersons of the human rights treaty-monitoring bodies, 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 Jakob Egbert Doek (Committee on the Rights of the Child); Mr Prasad 
Kariyawasam (Committee on the Protection of the Rights of all Migrant Workers and Members 
of their Families); Mr Fernando Mariño Menendez (Committee against Torture); and Mr Mario 
Jorge Yutzis (Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination) assembled in Geneva for 
the 16th session of this meeting. In accordance with the recent tradition whereby the Inter-
Committee and Chairpersons' meetings operate with common Chairpersons, Mr Kariyawasam 
and Mr Mariño Menendez continued to serve, respectively, as Chair and as Vice-Chair. 
 
1. Consultation with the African Commission on Human and Peoples' Rights  
 
The Chairpersons first invited Mr Kamel Rezag Bara, a Commissioner of the African 
Commission on Human and Peoples' Rights (ACHPR), to make a presentation on the main 
elements of the African system for the promotion and protection of human rights. This 
presentation was to be given with a mind to increasing co-ordination between the ACHPR and 
the treaty-monitoring bodies. Mr Rezag Bara briefly detailed the history and structure of the 
ACHPR and identified areas of recent progress. He stated that an increasing number of States 
submit reports to the ACHPR, enabling a dialogue between the country and the ACHPR on 
the evolution of human rights in that State. He further noted that, like the UN, the ACHPR 
has put in place special mechanisms, for example, the recent appointment of Commissioner 
Jainaba Johm as Special Rapporteur on Human Rights Defenders in Africa. He further 
mentioned the ACHPR's efforts to co-operate with National Human Rights Institutions 
(NHRIs). Moreover, several non-governmental organisations (NGOs) reportedly have observer 
status at meetings of the ACHPR. Mr Rezag Bara also informed the Chairpersons that the 
Protocol to the African Charter on Human and Peoples' Rights on the Establishment of an 
African Court on Human and Peoples' Rights entered into force at the beginning of the year 
and that he expected that the African Union (AU) would appoint 11 judges to this court at its 
next session 

The Chairpersons welcomed Mr Rezag Bara’s speech and the opportunity to 
collaborate with the central African human rights body. After some brief questions and 
comments, the Chairpersons agreed to draft a letter to the ACHPR extending the treaty-
monitoring bodies’ support and encouraging increased collaboration in the future.  
 
2. Recent developments in treaty-monitoring bodies 
 
Mr Kariyawasam began the discussion by introducing the work of his new Committee, the 
Committee on the Protection of the Rights of all Migrant Workers and Members of their 
Families, to the Chairpersons. The Chairperson asserted the growing importance of migration 
as a phenomenon, noting that the number of migrant workers worldwide currently totalled 
170 million and was growing. Thus, he requested help from all treaty-monitoring bodies in 
pushing for broader ratification of the International Convention on the Protection of the Rights 
of all Migrant Workers and Members of their Families. He also voiced concern that, as yet, all 
signatories to the Convention were generally countries of origin of migrant workers. He 
stressed the importance that countries of destination adopt the Convention as well. Mr 
Kariyawasam reported that the Committee recently held its first meeting, involving 10 
independent experts, representatives of States parties to the Convention and other 
specialised organisations. Moreover, the Chairperson stated that his Committee was awaiting 
the outcome of this year’s Inter-Committee and treaty body Chairpersons' meetings before 



Meeting of the Chairpersons of the Human Rights Treaty Bodies, 16th Session (Geneva, 23 to 25 June 2004) 
 

International Service for Human Rights 2

adopting formal reporting guidelines and therefore looked forward to the outcome of this 
session. 

Ms Acar from the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women then 
related the progress of her Committee’s recent informal session. Among the issues discussed 
were working methods in general and an upcoming general recommendation. Furthermore, Ms 
Acar reported that the Committee had considered meeting in parallel sessions to deal with the 
extensive backlog in assessing reports, but had ultimately decided against doing so. Ms Acar 
also informed that the Committee has requested additional funds from the General Assembly 
to allow for an additional week of meetings. The Chairperson also described some changes 
with respect to handling of periodic reports and refined practices for providing "lists of 
issues" to States appearing before the Committee. Moreover, she noted that the Committee 
had adopted the gradualist practice of increasing pressure and eventual punitive action 
against a non-reporting State. 

The Committee on the Rights of the Child, Mr Doek reported, has recently focused on 
two central issues: reporting and follow-up. He acknowledged the existence of a two-year 
backlog in consideration of States' reports and further noted that about 100 States’ reports 
are overdue by as much as five years. These two situations, he observed, obviously reinforce 
each other, in that treaty bodies’ "credibility is affected negatively by a situation in which 
States parties may feel that there’s no problem in not reporting because the reviewing 
committee doesn’t have the manpower…to look at the reports". Mr Doek informed that the 
Committee on the Rights of the Child now reviews 27 reports per year and in order to 
consider more, they have agreed to a trial period of meeting in parallel chambers. Regarding 
follow-up, Mr Doek noted that his Committee lacked the capacity to perform extensive 
checks on States’ follow-up procedures. However, he indicated that the Committee has 
engaged in a programme of workshops on follow-up to concluding observations. Mr Doek 
stated that one such workshop was held in Damascus in December and the Committee plans 
to convene others in Myanmar, Liberia, and elsewhere. 

Mr Mariño Menendez noted that he had only recently assumed Chairpersonship of the 
Committee against Torture. The focus of his presentation was working methods and follow-
up. Like the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women, the Committee 
requires additional funding for longer meetings and the Chairperson reported that this 
additional funding had been requested from the General Assembly. The Chairperson also 
detailed a similar procedure to that of the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination 
against Women, whereby it issues periodic warnings to non-reporting States and then 
considers the human rights situation in a country in the absence of a State’s report. Mr 
Mariño Menendez also noted that the Committee has considered holding thematic debates 
with other Committees on torture issues. On the topic of follow-up, Mr Mariño Menendez 
discussed the Committee's mechanism for investigating credible reports of systematic torture 
within countries. He also noted that as a ten-member Committee, the Committee lacked 
extensive resources to visit countries in person to assess the situation or investigate 
allegations. He indicated that presently resources permit the Committee to visit only two 
countries per year.  

Mr Yutzis affirmed that non-reporting also plagued the Committee on the Elimination of 
Racial Discrimination. He noted that of the 169 parties to the Convention, over one third is 
over five years late with submission of its initial report and six countries are over 20 years 
late. Mr Yutzis indicated that the Committee has also adopted similar procedures with non-
reporting that have achieved some positive results. He also expressed his belief that at times 
the treaty-monitoring bodies were "excessively patient" and therefore taken advantage of by 
States. Mr Yutzis also forcefully called for the institution of more effective early warning and 
prevention mechanisms. He voiced disapproval that many "so-called prevention" mechanisms 
always came too late, after tensions had escalated to violence in a region. He recalled 
disapprovingly how the Committees had said nothing concerning the former Yugoslavia 
immediately before its collapse and wondered how the treaty-monitoring bodies failed to 
detect the situation before it erupted. He further underscored the importance of thematic 



Meeting of the Chairpersons of the Human Rights Treaty Bodies, 16th Session (Geneva, 23 to 25 June 2004) 
 

International Service for Human Rights 3

debates in contributing to the treaty-monitoring bodies’ elaboration of human rights 
jurisprudence through general comments or recommendations. As an example, he pointed to 
recent productive debates held by the Committee on respecting lineage and non-citizens. 

Ms Bonoan-Dandan, Chairperson of the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights, focused on the Committee’s pre-sessional working group's procedures on "lists of 
issues". She informed that country rapporteurs were responsible for drafting tentative lists of 
issues for each State, which the Committee considers and adopts at the end of its five-day 
pre-sessional meeting. She believed that submission of these lists to States parties in advance 
of a consultation helped to structure dialogue, but felt concerned that States also felt 
overburdened when asked to submit written replies to lists of issues in addition to their 
reports. She also mentioned problems with last-minute requests for postponement, whereby a 
State whose report was to be considered at the meeting would withdraw after all 
arrangements had been made to have the meeting. On the issue of follow-up, Ms Bonoan-
Dandan reported that her Committee had not yet instituted a follow-up rapporteur, but was in 
the process of doing so. She also pointed to a collaborative effort on the right to education 
between a member of the Committee and the United Nations Educational, Scientific and 
Cultural Organisation (UNESCO), noting the "complementarity" of the two organisations’ 
work. 

Mr Amor of the Human Rights Committee reported that his Committee continued to 
pay sustained attention to the development of working methods. As with other Committees, 
Mr Amor simultaneously acknowledged a high number of late reports and admitted that the 
Committee would find itself in an "awkward position" were States suddenly to submit all 
their reports in a timely fashion. He agreed that the current practices concerning non-
reporting States worked reasonably well. He further stated that like the Committee on 
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, his Committee also uses a rapporteur and a working 
group to draw up lists of issues. The Chairperson also mentioned the potential role of treaty-
monitoring bodies in expanding on international human rights jurisprudence.  

Mr Doek responded to this comment by noting the relative obscurity of much of the 
jurisprudence of the treaty-monitoring bodies. He stated, for example, that few national 
courts employ this jurisprudence in making decisions. Nonetheless, he felt that the various 
treaty-monitoring bodies might make use of overlapping jurisprudence between Committees 
and that drawing up commentaries to treaty body jurisprudence might make it more useful to 
other parties. 
 
3. Meeting with specialised agencies 
 
The Chairpersons also consulted with representatives from the following UN specialised 
agencies: the Department of Public Information (DPI); the International Labour Organisation 
(ILO); the Office of the High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR); the International 
Organisation for Migration (IOM); the UNESCO; the World Health Organisation (WHO); and 
the United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF). A representative from the Inter-Parliamentary 
Union (IPU) also addressed the Chairpersons during this portion of the meeting. 

The UNICEF reacted positively to the Draft Guidelines on an expanded core document 
and treaty-specific targeted reports and harmonised guidelines for reporting under the 
international human rights treaties: Report of the Secretariat (HRI/MC/2004/3) (hereafter the 
"Draft Guidelines"), calling them a "good start". The UNICEF representative nonetheless 
cautioned the Chairpersons not to lose their "strong focus on the rights of children" in 
elaborating an extensive set of shared guidelines. She further expressed interest in 
contributing to the creation of the expanded document and advocated a "country team 
approach" whereby certain countries would implement the Draft Guidelines on a pilot basis 
and with assistance from local UNICEF field agents. 

The ILO representative voiced his agency’s willingness to make technical comments on 
the proposed guidelines. He mentioned, however, the ILO’s rising concerns about the value of 
their "considerable investment" in co-operating with treaty-monitoring bodies. He also noted 
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that because the ILO plans to move towards rights-based programming for development, 
treaty-monitoring bodies and the ILO would mutually benefit from a more concrete connection 
between their efforts (for example, through the results of the ILO's work being increasingly 
reflected in the jurisprudence of treaty-monitoring bodies). The representative therefore hoped 
that increased "tangible utility" in this interaction would follow from the meeting.  

The UNHCR shared others’ concerns that the Draft Guidelines would marginalise more 
specific issues. Moreover, the representative from the UNCHR echoed the ILO’s sentiments 
about the relationship between information submitted by the UNCHR to the treaty-monitoring 
bodies and the treaty-monitoring bodies’ general comments. The agency’s representative 
nonetheless noted approvingly some general comments produced by treaty bodies in co-
operation with the UNHCR, such as that of the Committee on the Elimination of Racial 
Discrimination on the rights of non-citizens. In this vein, he affirmed the UNHCR’s intent to 
support the Committee on the Rights of the Child in preparing its general comment on the 
treatment of unaccompanied and separated children. The UNHCR also advocated, with a view 
to enhancing the framework for technical co-operation, "the creation of a focal point for co-
operation with specialised agencies". 

The representative from the DPI primarily responded to the treaty-monitoring bodies’ 
concerns about the accuracy of press releases. She assured the Chairpersons that the DPI 
was making every effort to co-operate with the Committees and to cover every meeting as 
extensively and accurately as possible. Nonetheless, she stated, the DPI must contend with 
severe personnel and budgetary constraints and therefore requires assistance from treaty-
monitoring bodies in formulating reporting procedures "which are better targeted to major 
issues of concern for you". 

The IOM made a brief and quite irrelevant statement welcoming the International 
Convention on the Protection of the Rights of all Migrant Workers and Members of their 
Families as a "significant move in the protection and promotion of migrant rights" and 
outlining the IOM’s activities. 

The UNESCO also made a brief statement assuring the Committees of its continued 
co-operation and outlining its current initiatives (pursued jointly with the Committee on 
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights) on the right to education.  

The WHO welcomed the Committees’ increased harmonisation and the Draft 
Guidelines. The representative then introduced the WHO’s efforts to implement human rights 
treaties at the national level, including national workshops on health and human rights in 
general. The WHO particularly stressed the importance of capacity building at the country 
level to ensure effective implementation of recommendations. 

A representative from the IPU also addressed the Committees for the first time. After 
outlining the functions of the IPU, he provided a brief example of the IPU's co-operation with 
treaty-monitoring bodies, whereby South African parliamentarians worked to ensure that the 
Convention on the Rights of the Child, ratified during apartheid, maintained its legal status at 
the end of the apartheid era. He further expressed a desire to heighten co-operation between 
the IPU and treaty-monitoring bodies, suggesting that members might encourage their 
parliaments to adopt the Committees’ concluding observations.  

The Chairpersons then made brief responses to the specialised agencies’ 
presentations. Their comments included praise for agencies' efforts at the national level 
towards implementation of recommendations; disapproval that the DPI representative had left 
the meeting before they could question her; and special interest in learning more about the 
IPU with an aim to further co-ordination with that body. 
 
4. Co-operation with the Commission on Human Rights and Sub-Commission for the 
Promotion and Protection of Human Rights 
 
The consultation with specialised agencies was followed by a meeting with several members 
of the Commission on Human Rights and the Sub-Commission for the Promotion and 
Protection of Human Rights. Mr Michael Smith (Australia), Chair of the 60th Commission, 
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commenced the discussion by briefly recounting the major events of that session. As part of 
this discussion, he apologised that the three Chairpersons of treaty-monitoring bodies who 
attended the Commission were given strict time limits for their remarks, but explained that 
rigid time management had proved "absolutely critical" to the Commission’s completion of its 
agenda. He further observed that, although the treaty bodies have become "the vanguard of 
international human rights promotion in a way that was not true a decade or so ago", they 
still face the challenge of under-reporting and over-burdened agendas. He identified the 
problems most inhibiting treaty-monitoring bodies’ effectiveness as being: lack of consistency 
in working methods; a backlog of reports; reluctance to exploit advances in information 
technology; and irregularities in the handling of NGO materials. 

After this address, Mr Paulo Sérgio Pinheiro  (a member of the Sub-Commission) 
outlined some recent developments in the Sub-Commission. He informed the Chairpersons 
that the Commission has requested new special rapporteur positions on corruption, the 
human genome and approaches to effective universality of human rights treaties. He also 
drew attention to some current studies of interest on subjects such as human rights norms in 
the context of fighting poverty; the right to drinking water; and reservations to human rights 
treaties. Mr Pinheiro reported that the next session of the Sub-Commission has also 
scheduled an in-depth discussion of counter-terrorism measures. To enhance co-ordination 
between treaty bodies and the Sub-Commission, the representative advocated broader 
dissemination of the Sub-Commission’s working papers and mentioned that members of 
Committees had a "standing invitation" to meet with the Sub-Commission at the next 
meeting. 

During the time allotted for response, the Chairpersons affirmed the great value of the 
debates in the Commission, but voiced extreme frustration at the level of dialogue currently 
permitted to them in that forum. Many felt that an alternative approach was necessary, 
whether it means greater time allocation to each Committee or holding a meeting with treaty-
monitoring body chairs as a side event of the Commission. All Chairpersons reiterated the 
value of also increasing exchange of information between treaty-monitoring bodies and the 
Sub-Commission. In response to these complaints, Mr Smith appealed to the Chairpersons to 
utilise the Commission to transmit their messages to member States. Mr Smith stated that 
this transmission should take place beyond just making statements at the official podium. Mr 
Smith also noted that because the Commission is a "bazaar", it would make little difference 
whether each treaty-monitoring body had "seven or fifteen minutes" for a presentation. 
 
5. Consultation with States parties 
 
On the afternoon of 24 June, the Chairpersons convened a meeting with representatives from 
several States parties. Mr Kariyawasam updated the States on the progress of the Inter-
Committee and Chairpersons' meetings before opening the floor to comments from country 
representatives. State participants included Ireland, China, Switzerland, Chile, Canada, the 
Russian Federation, Finland, Argentina, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, the Democratic Republic of the 
Congo (DRC), the United States of America (USA), Japan, Armenia, Egypt and Mexico. 
States generally: recognised the value of the treaty-monitoring bodies’ work; approved of 
their efforts to make reporting easier; called for non-reporting States to submit reports; 
reacted to the Draft Guidelines; and voiced various other concerns.  

Ireland, speaking on behalf of the European Union (EU), welcomed the Draft Guidelines 
and requested additional information on the possible alignment of the reporting cycles. 
Switzerland mentioned that its Ministry of Foreign Affairs had undertaken a similar feasibility 
study and had produced an extensive document that they could supply to the treaty-
monitoring bodies. China, the Russian Federation, and the Congo, among others, worried that 
the Draft Guidelines might serve to increase the burden on countries. In this vein, Pakistan 
noted that research and reporting burdens fell quite differently on countries of varying wealth 
and size. The representative from the Congo also called for increased technical assistance to 
countries in need, stating that many African nations would be unable to meet their obligations 



Meeting of the Chairpersons of the Human Rights Treaty Bodies, 16th Session (Geneva, 23 to 25 June 2004) 
 

International Service for Human Rights 6

without substantial aid. The Finnish representative expressed hope that the treaty-monitoring 
bodies would take concrete steps to reduce their backlog. Chile, Japan and the Russian 
Federation disapproved of the quality of press releases on the treaty-monitoring bodies and 
the Russian Federation also criticised the increasing "politicisation" of treaty bodies, 
particularly with respect to their interaction with NGOs. Likewise, the USA reminded the 
treaty-monitoring bodies of the importance that their work remains "non-political". Egypt 
called for treaty-monitoring bodies to ensure the "accuracy and reliability" of all NGO reports 
under consideration. 

The Chairpersons answered by assuring the States parties that work on the Draft 
Guidelines would continue and would include substantial input from countries. They also 
expressed shared frustration with the quality of press releases and informed the States that 
the treaty bodies had prioritised the issue, although they had been unable to directly confront 
the DPI representative earlier in the week on this point. Mr Amor insisted that the treaty-
monitoring bodies operated as fully political independent entities. Furthermore, Ms Bonoan-
Dandan requested that NGOs and governments work to overcome their often-adversarial 
stance and to minimise the "negative terminology" used when speaking about each other. 
The Chairpersons also called on States who had not yet done so, to ratify each of the seven 
human rights conventions and their optional protocols. 
 
6. Agenda for next year/action 2 report  
 
The treaty-monitoring bodies also received the Secretariat’s progress report on work done in 
accordance with action 2 of the Secretary-General’s report on "Strengthening of the United 
Nations: an agenda for further change" (A/57/387) (which emphasises strengthening of 
human rights-related action at the country level). After welcoming the Secretariat’s efforts 
and a brief exchange of questions, discussion turned to the form and content of next year’s 
meeting of the human rights treaty bodies and the Inter-Committee Meeting. Comments 
centred largely on the division of time allotted to the two meetings respectively; ensuring 
integration of the agendas of the two meetings; and improving co-operation with the 
Commission and specialised agencies. 


