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Mr Chairman
My delegation is grateful for the opportunity to participate in these informal consultations and to share our views on the very important issues under consideration.

As an African country, we subscribe fully to Africa’s positions on many of these issues as contained in the Ezwulwini Consensus and elaborated here by the distinguished Chairman of the Group for the month, the Ambassador of Malawi.   We also endorse the statements read on behalf of the Non-Aligned Movement and the G-77 and China.   For this reason, we will limit our comments only to the proposal to reform the Commission on Human Rights.

The Secretary-General has cited the Commission’s declining credibility as reason for the body’s reform.   There seems to be general agreement that the work of the Commission has suffered as a result of politicisation.   It is also apparent that “politicisation” here means different things to different delegations and/or groups.  For some, it tends to refer to situations where mostly developing countries take positions that are different from those held by the developed West.  For example, when the Africa Group, the Non-Aligned Movement, the Organisation of Islamic countries and other like-minded countries take positions against what they see as politically inspired Western-sponsored country resolutions, that is disparagingly referred to as “ganging up” or “bloc voting”.   Notice that these terms, are used to refer only to the responding group(s) and not to the one that initiates the selective targeting of countries.  In this context, therefore, de-politicisation will mean constructing the Commission, the Council or whatever body is made responsible for human rights issues, in a manner that ensures that the schemes and machinations of the developed West are not hindered.  This, undoubtedly, is not constructive, and has motives that are clearly linked to hegemonic designs rather than to the promotion and protection of human rights.
For us, as eloquently spelt out in the NAM statement, politicisation refers to the growing tendency by some delegations and/groups to abuse human rights issues in the pursuit of their foreign policy agenda.  This involves selectivity and double standards in the approach to issues.  Unless this tendency is arrested and reversed, we do not see the wisdom of creating a new structure to which the old problems will transfer.

At this point, Mr Chairman, my delegation wishes to examine the elements of the proposed Council and how, it is hoped, they will address the reasons for the reform.  The first element is the size of the new body.  At a time when calls for the democratisation of international institutions are loud and clear, the suggestion for a smaller council is discomforting and suspect.   While the need for greater efficiency is appreciated, it cannot override the imperative for greater participation.  A smaller council will be less and not more representative.  It is also likely to suffer more and not less politicisation, double standards and selectivity.
The second element is the qualification for membership of the Council.  According to the proposal, candidate countries need to be committed to the observance of human rights before they can be elected.  This sounds all well and good.  However, we need to be clear about who determines who is and who is not committed, and using what criteria.  We also need to bear in mind that we are talking about the promotion and protection of all human rights, civil and political rights, and economic, social and cultural rights, including the right to development.

Then there is the 2/3 majority requirement for election to the Council.  On the surface, this looks innocent and democratic.  But what are the implications for small countries, particularly those from the developing world?  How do we ensure that powerful countries whose commitment to human rights is, at best, questionable, do not abuse their political or economic might to muscle their way into the Council?  And, in the event that those countries often projected as unsuitable for seats on human rights bodies achieve the 2/3 majority, are we going to call for another reform?
These weighty questions call for sober and careful reflection, rather than hasty, time-bound decision-making.   It seems to us, however, that what is required is not a new structure, but an attitudinal change; a change that will allow the Commission to focus on its key result area, i.e. the equal promotion and protection of all human rights, and not on acting as a kangaroo court serving the political interests of some group.   In addition, the Commission needs to be adequately funded, and in a manner that does not compromise its balance and fairness.  It also should be staffed with regional balance in mind.

In conclusion, Mr Chairman, it is clear that the Secretary General has not made a compelling case for creating a new human rights structure.  It is also clear that we need to arrive at a common understanding of the reason(s) for reforming or replacing the Commission before taking the issue any further.  A positive change of attitude, adequate funding and maintaining regional balance in staffing are what will make the Commission an effective body.   We need to change a mindset that sees human rights abuses as a third world phenomenon, and an approach that fails to distinguish between human rights and political objectives.  My delegation remains unconvinced that putting old wine into a new and smaller gourd will make it taste better and more satisfying.
I thank you.
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