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Chairperson,

Distinguished delegates

Colleagues and friends

In connection with the presentation of the annual report from the Committee against Torture to the General Assembly, I am pleased to inform you that there are now 169 States parties to the Convention against Torture. Much of the credit for this increase belongs to the Convention against Torture Initiative (CTI) - a unique State-driven collaboration which aims to achieve universal ratification of the Convention and its full implementation. This positive development has also been supported by the activities carried out by the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights Capacity Building Programme. In his message on the International Day in Support of Victims of Torture on 26 June, the Secretary-General noted with satisfaction that we are moving towards universal ratification of the Convention against Torture. 

Under its reporting procedure, since last years, the Committee has considered reports submitted by 16 States through a constructive dialogue and adopted concluding observations with a view to guiding States parties in their efforts to improve the implementation of the Convention at the national level. 

Unfortunately, 25 States that ratified the Convention have never submitted a report, preventing the Committee from fulfilling its monitoring mandate and initiating a dialogue. Other States, while having presented an initial report, have not, in some cases, for a decade or more—fulfilled their Convention obligation to submit a periodic report every 4 years. In order to alleviate the reporting burden of States, the Committee has been pioneering the simplified reporting procedure, enabling States to submit more focused reports on time and facilitating the dialogue with the Committee. This procedure has now been accepted by 100 States parties to the Convention against Torture. Furthermore, in a few instances, a non-reporting State party has been scheduled for review in the absence of its initial report. This allows for scrutiny of the State party in question even if the report was not submitted.

The individual complaints procedure assists the States in the effective implementation of the Convention and with a view to addressing the plight of victims. The Committee’s workload on individual complaints under article 22 of the Convention has remained significant, as demonstrated by the large number of complaints registered, and the Committee’s efforts to reduce its backlog by considering an increased number of such complaints. At the end of the sixty-seventh session in July-August 2019, 177 complaints were pending consideration, which represents a partial reduction of the backlog. In a continuous effort to make its working methods more effective, the Committee has established an inter-sessional working group on individual complaints. The Working Group is meant to rationalize the workload by considering the draft discontinuances and inadmissibility decisions before the session. 

Regrettably, individuals from only 68 of the 169 States parties may submit complaints to the Committee as 101 States have not yet recognized its competence to receive and consider individual complaints under article 22 of the Convention, thereby limiting the Committee’s capacity to monitor full compliance with the Convention.

I would like to take this opportunity to urge all these 101 States parties to increase the protection of their citizens against torture by recognising the Committee’s competence under article 22.

The Committee’s cooperation and coordination with other anti-torture United Nations mandate holders, namely the Subcommittee on Prevention of Torture, the Special Rapporteur on Torture as well as the Board of Trustees of the United Nations Voluntary Fund for Victims of Torture have been given increased priority through joint activities and statements. The Committee would like to reiterate that the participation to the United Nations General Assembly interactive dialogue would greatly benefit if the Board of Trustees of the United Nations Voluntary Fund for Victims of Torture could be included so as to engage the 4 main United Nations anti-torture mechanisms.

In addition, the Committee has consolidated its collaboration with the regional human rights courts, i.e. the European Court of Human Rights, the Interamerican Court of Human Rights and the African Court of Human and Peoples Rights. A yearly meeting takes place, with a view to exchange and coordination of jurisprudence. 

Addressing the challenge of the eradication of torture in practice is at the core of the work of the Committee against Torture. As we all know, however, torture is still practised in many countries, and the international community needs to substantially step up the efforts to fight this horrendous crime. 

States have many times asked the Committees what can be done to improve reporting compliance. I would like to point to the following: A weakness of the current review procedure is that – with few exceptions – only those State parties which report to the Committees are scheduled for a review. This means that a State party, who does not submit its report, escapes the review and thereby the regular scrutiny foreseen in the Conventions. This is a serious problem. What is the solution?

One solution may be found in the Treaty Bodies Chairpersons position paper, which came out of the thirty-first annual meeting of the Chairpersons of the treaty bodies in New York in June 2019. In this paper, the notion of fixed calendar is mentioned. This implies that all State parties to a Convention is scheduled for a review with the regularity stated in the treaty. In case of the Convention against Torture, this means every four year. If such a fixed calendar is introduced, probably gradually, all States parties would be reviewed every 4-5 year instead of the current situation, where 25 States parties have never been reviewed at all, and the review of a number of other State parties have not taken place for 10 or 20 years. 

Reaching this important strengthening in the fight against torture will require that the Committee increases the number of reviews per year. This may be done by means of making the work more effective and ensuring the required resources for the Committee. 

The Committee against Torture will in the coming months work with different solutions on how to increase review capacity and will report back in a years’ time. Let me add that the General Assembly’s review of the treaty body system in 2020 will be also an opportunity for States to fully assume the implications of their responsibilities enshrined in human rights treaties.

Let me finally make an appeal for the protection of the mandates of the treaty bodies, a legally based protection system put in place by the member states themselves. Prevention and protection from reprisals of civil society representatives– which are crucial partners – are also a priority and an obligation. In the Committee against Torture, we are determined to strengthen the fight against torture, and we look forward to continued collaboration with States parties to do so.
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