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Overview

The Human Rights Council (the Council) convenedritsspecial session on 22 May 2008 in Geneva. This
meeting was called for by Cuba to discuss ‘the tregampact on the realization of the right to fooflthe
worsening of the world food crisis, causeter alia by the soaring food prices’.

This meeting was notable in several respects. &rdtforemost, this was the first special sessilutessing a
thematic issue, as opposed to a country situakonthermore, the dedication of the first themapecal
session to the right to food reflects an advanceénrerthe Council’s treatment of economic, sociat an
cultural rights. Second, Cuba’s call for this spé&ession was supported by an unprecedented nushber
States, including an overwhelming majority of the Coung@ll out of 47 members). The number and range
of States that took the floor was impressive. Thihgre was a conscious effort by some Statesftoedine
role of the Council in mainstreaming a human rigiggproach in the response of the United Nations)(tdN
the current world food crisis. This has interesimglications for the institutional developmenttbis body.

! cubars initiative was co-sponsored by a total bfS#ates.



At the same time, there were two areas in which@bancil’'s action was unsatisfactory. The firsttioése
was the weakness of the actual content and outodithe sessiof. The majority of States that took the floor
merely reiterated the fundamental importance ofridplet to food, gave its take on the causes andatgoof

the current world food crisis, and urged concentgernational action. Moreover, although the narfoaus

and undemanding provisions may have allowed forrédselution to be adopted by consensus, the Council
missed an opportunity to declare its position om world food crisis and assert its role within tUB’s
response to it. The other disappointment was ther pmme management by the President of the Council,
Ambassador Doru-Romulus Costea, and its consequienceon-governmental organisations (NGOs). In
brief, NGOs were only given the floor at the endhs# session, after the resolution had been addptede
Council.

Background to the session

The call for a special session of the Council tdrads the global food crisis originated from Mrv@r de
Schutter, the recently appointed Special Rappoeauhe right to food. In a background note reldase 2
May 2008° Mr de Schutter placed the crisis in the contexthef right to food and highlighted its causes,
consequences, and the policy responses that hadtéleen thus far. He noted the complete absenae of
human rights dimension from the debates thus fad, @alled upon the Council ‘to convene in a special
session, in order to explore the steps which shbaldaken to respond [to] the current situatiomscsient
with the right to adequate food’. Many of the peimaised by Mr de Schutter in his background nateew
echoed during the special session.

On 8 May 2008, Cuba, a staunch supporter of thedatarof the Special Rapporteur on the right to feook
the initiative to call for the special sessionaticompanied this call with a brief draft resoluti@uba’s
proposal was widely supported, as was its dralugen. In the week preceding the special sesdioa,
Cuban delegation held two informal consultationstloe draft, during which numerous additional clause
were proposed.

Overview of the proceedings

The Council welcomed three guests at the specssi@® — Ms Louise Arbour, UN High Commissioner for
Human Rights, Mr de Schutter, and Mr Eibe Riedlepenber of the Committee on Economic, Social and
Cultural Rights representing this body at this messThese three speakers reminded States of ldgait
obligation to provide access to adequate food &medsed the need for international cooperationctoeze
this goal. They encouraged States to take two tgpestion — urgent emergency assistance to addness
immediate crisis and longer-term measures to erikarprotection of the right to food.

The majority of States gave their view on the cauxfehe world food crisis, emphasising differeleneents
or combinations thereof. Trade distortions, climek@nge, biofuels, and the high price of oil werestm
commonly raised. At the same time, some delegafomsted out that although the soaring food priaes
unprecedented, the actual causes of the crisiscneew. The national and international impacttefworld
food crisis were also touched upon, with Statesesging concern about the political unrest caugeitsbas
well as the regression in the attainment of Miliemm Development Goal 4.In discussing responses to the
crisis, three clear points were raised. First, takiterated Mr de Schutter’s call for the inttigraof a

2 Oral statements can be accessed on the OHCHRhekathttp://portal.ohchr.ordfill out the form on
www.ohchr.org/english/bodies/hrcouncil/form.htoreceive user name and password). An audiovagaive of all public
meetings of the Council (‘webcast’) is availablevatw.un.org/webcast/unhrc/index.asesolution A/HRC/S-7/L.1/Rev.1, 22 May
2008, is also available on the extranet.

3 Available atwww?2.ohchr.org/english/issues/food/docs/SRRTFnat@éoisis. pdf

* The eradication of extreme poverty and hunger,iamrticular the objective of halving the propontof people who suffer
from hunger by 2015.




human rights perspective in the UN response tocti®s. Second, States emphasised the necessity of
international cooperation and assistance. Fin#llg, necessity to prioritise needs of the most valole in
society was repeated throughout the session. Sjatesexamples of national and regional effortscimbat

the soaring food prices. A number of delegationsk tthis opportunity to call upon Myanmar to allow
unhindered access to humanitarianaid.

The importance accorded to this special sessionreféected in the scale of the participation. Theer
number of delegations that took the floor on thisasion was impressive — 41 member States, 32w@rser
States, eight international organisations, five bdties, and 13 NGOs. The range of speakers was alsc
notable, with the participation of many States thamot often make statements at the Cotn@lven this
number and range of participants, one would hayeti®o see more substantive contributions.

At the same time, there were some noteworthy dewedmts during this special session. This was tis¢ fi
time that Mr de Schutter addressed the Councilesive assumed his mandate of Special Rapporteureon t
right to food. It was also the first time that fRelivarian Alternative for the People of Our AmexiCALBA)
made a statement as a grdupn interesting point was that the Organizatiotthef Islamic Conference (OIC)
made two separate statements, one by Pakistanhaif bé the group, and another by a representativtbe
organisation.

NGO participation

From the beginning of the session, the PresidettiefCouncil appealed to speakers to keep thdgmtnts
within the time allocated to them (5 minutes formfxers, 3 minutes for observers). Neverthelesshéyend

of the morning, it was apparent that time was mgrshort. Given the frustration of certain Statesua the
slow progress of the discussions and the logistiitatulties involved in re-convening the followgmrmorning,

15 minutes before the scheduled end of the sestienPresident proposed that the Council proceed to
discussing and adopting the draft resolution, &adl the remaining speakers — the NGOs — be givefidbr
thereafter. This suggestion was accepted withoyodiections. Thus, by the time the NGOs were gitren
floor half an hour later, the Council had alreadppted a resolution, interpretation was no longeilable,

and State delegations were leaving the room.

The statements by the NGOs, made in English, Spaaisd French, presented the multiple causes of the
world food crisis, reminded States of their obligas with respect to the right to food, and urgédative
action. Amnesty International and Indian Movemenpdj Amaru expressed their regret about the maeklit
that had been adopted at this session with regaf5O participation. The latter argued that theselalfities
violated Council regulations.

Resolution A/HRC/S-7/Rev.1

Resolution A/HRC/S-7/Rev.1, drafted by Cuba, was co-sponsored by 78 Statelsiding 28 Council members.
The final resolution reflects proposals that weadmduring the informal consultations held by Cpbar to
the special session.

The original draft resolution contained five opemtclauses, concerned mainly with the participaid all
relevant stakeholders, including the Special Raeporon the right to food, in thidigh-level Meeting on
World Food Security and the Challenges of Climate Change and Bioenergy, organised by the Food and

® Slovenia (on behalf of the European Union), Unit&dgdom, Netherlands, Canada, New Zealand. Amnesgynational also
mentioned this in its statement.

® For instance, Holy See, Iceland, Maldives, CongazBaville, Madagascar.

" Venezuela spoke on behalf of this grouping, witichsists of Cuba, Venezuela, Nicaragua, Bolivig, Rominica.



Agriculture Organization (FAJ). The final draft submitted to the Council at theapl session maintains a
lot of emphasis on the FAO meeting, but expandsidpe clauses in the original draft, and most $icgmtly,
includes specific reference to State obligatidns.

Cuba presented its resolution as an ‘opportuneoresgp of this body [the Council] to a tragedy ofhbglb
proportions’, and praised the first special sessiora thematic issue as a success. Canada, th&tatby/to
make a statement explaining its vote before the,wmiticised the resolution for its disproportitmamphasis
on international cooperation rather than on Stateations. It also expressed its disappointmeat tieither
reference to safe and unhindered access to humanitaid nor language on non-discrimination were
included. Canada nevertheless refrained from biackhe consensus on the resolution, &edolution
A/HRC/S7/Rev.1 was adopted without a vote.

Although the final version of the resolution is ratisfactory than the original version, it is fiaom the
vision contained in the institution-building packagvhich stipulates that ‘A special session shoube...
results-oriented and geared to achieving pracboétomes, the implementation of which can be moadito
and reported on at the following regular sessiorthef Council for possible follow-up decisioff’.The
resolution would have benefited from a clear débni of the role of the Council and its own meclsams in
the UN response to the world food crisis. For ins&g a point that was repeatedly raised by Staté<other
stakeholders during the session was the need tostn@m a human rights perspective into the UNoresp
to the world food crisis. With respect to this, tlesolution merelylhvites the FAO to extend an invitation to
the High Commissioner for Human Rights and to tpectl Rapporteur on the right to food to attend an
actively participate’ in the FAO conference in Jihévoreover, the aforementioned paragraphs on State
obligations in relation to the right to food aregua and repetitive of provisions contained in oti@solutions.
In addition to the rejected Canadian proposalsrelelution would have benefited fromier alia, a greater
emphasis on longer-term measures, highlighting¢hationship between the right to food and othenan
rights, and addressing the causes of the foodscrisi

The follow-up to this special session will takeqaaduring the 8 session of the Council, at noon on 6 June
2008? During this meeting, Mr de Schutter is expectedjite an update on his participation in the FAO
conference.

8 This conference was to take place in Rome from3 lune 2008. For more information, seew.fao.org/foodclimate

o Operative paragraph &alls upon States...to take all necessary measures to ensuredtization of the right to food as an
essential human rights objective’, and paragrafffirésses that States have a primary obligation to maker thest efforts to meet
the vital food needs of their own population’. Tihtter paragraph goes on to give examples of meagdarachieve this.

19 para 128, Human Rights CounR#solution 5/1, 18 June 2007.

1 During the special session, a representativeeoFtiod and Agriculture Organization warmly welcontigese two individuals to
the High-Level Conference.

12 For the latest programme of work, see@w?2.ohchr.org/english/bodies/hrcouncil/8sessiatgmhtm
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