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Distinguished members of the Committee,

Excellencies,

Ladies and Gentlemen,

We celebrate today the 20th anniversary of a key milestone in our collective endeavors toward realizing the universal, inalienable and indivisible human rights of all. The High Commissioner, who is currently away, conveys her very best wishes for successful deliberations. 
The adoption of the Convention on the Protection of the rights of All Migrant workers and Members of Their Families by the General Assembly 20 years ago, on 18 December 1990, was a pivotal accomplishment for human rights, extending protection to one of the most vulnerable groups found anywhere.  Today, the Convention on the rights of migrant workers is one of the core United Nations human rights treaties, providing standards for domestic policies and law that recognize the specific vulnerabilities of migrants. It promotes humane working and living conditions for migrant workers, and sets out the rights of the often neglected accompanying family members. 

Sixty countries have signed or acceded to this instrument: 44 countries having ratified or acceded to it, and another 15 countries having signed it. On this important occasion, we renew our hope that others will soon follow suit, as migration touches nearly all countries of the world, whether as sending, receiving or transit countries, or increasingly as all three.  While local measures, laws, procedures will always be necessary, at the same time, the global and increasing phenomenon of migration requires a global response.

The significance of the Convention in this context has inspired the theme for this year’s anniversary commemoration: “Protecting Rights, Building Cooperation.” Migration continues to grow in number because it is an essential driving force for the present and future development of many countries. But in unregulated, unprotected circumstances, migration can – and often does – lead to discrimination, abuse, exploitation, or worse.  Historical experience shows that migration policy --and the contribution of migration to development-- will only be viable and sustainable when firmly founded upon human rights. 

The Convention, together with ILO Convention 97 on Migration for Employment and ILO Convention 143 on migrant workers (Supplementary Provisions), establishes a comprehensive framework for both national migration policies, as well as international cooperation.  Taken together, these three instruments are said to comprise an international charter on migration, providing the normative foundation for safe migration and for coherent and viable migration policies and practices that make it possible.  Eighty-three States have ratified at least one of the three instruments. 

These States recognize the important contributions of migrants to the economic, social and cultural development of the societies that they join and those they leave behind.  The 20th anniversary of the Convention is an opportunity to celebrate the successful adjustment and integration of countless migrants to their new environments, enriching their new societies with their cultures, ideas, technologies, skills or quite simply, the diversity that they bring. At the same time, it is also an occasion to renew our efforts to effectively address the legal, social and practical challenges that migrants face. We are particularly concerned at the recent rise of intolerance, xenophobia and racism directed at migrants and their communities, which has sometimes manifested itself in acts of extreme violence against migrants in transit and in destination countries.  

Migration is a priority area for OHCHR, as spelled out in our Strategic Management Plan for 2010-2011. It is also a priority for the UN system as a whole.  In this regard, I would like to underscore the expanding advisory services, capacity building and technical support that OHCHR, the ILO and other specialized agencies are extending to Governments to help them to ratify and implement the Convention. In Lebanon, for example, where the isolation and vulnerability of migrant domestic workers have often exposed them to unfair conditions and abuse, including sexual violence, a unified model contract for migrant domestic workers was developed in cooperation with our Regional Office in Beirut and the ILO.  This initiative sought to address the plight of many migrants who constitute a significant proportion of the labor force in Lebanon, but who did not enjoy the same rights as Lebanese nationals in comparable occupations.  

 Empowering migrants to claim their rights requires supportive and pro-active policy measures. OHCHR, as the current Chair of the Global Migration Group, has sought to promote and mainstream a human rights-based approach to migration within the UN System and beyond, and to highlight key migration and human rights issues at the international level. Indeed, under the leadership of the High Commissioner, the GMG Principals’ meeting on 30 September of this year adopted a very important joint statement on the protection of the human rights of all migrants, with a particular focus on the most vulnerable among them - migrants caught in an irregular situation. 

OHCHR has constantly endeavoured to place the human rights of migrants at the forefront of any discussion about migration. At the fourth Global Forum on Migration and Development (GFMD), recently held in November in Puerto Vallarta, Mexico, the High Commissioner urged all States to ratify the Convention. She highlighted that a global, integrated and comprehensive approach is needed to effectively address the multiple and multifaceted challenges posed by migration.

This brings me back to the second half of the theme of this year’s commemoration: building cooperation. Let us recall what can happen when international cooperation is weak or absent: victims are treated as criminals by those whose duty it is to protect them, and migration in irregular situation and human trafficking becomes lucrative business. These issues are extensively addressed in the Commentary on the OHCHR Recommended Principles and Guidelines on Human Rights and Human Trafficking, published by the Office earlier this month.   The Commentary explains in considerable depth the applicable international law and provides practical, rights-based policy guidance to combat human trafficking. In essence, it addresses the real risks posed by ineffective or non-implementation of the Convention and measures to prevent them.  

Distinguished members of the Committee,

Ladies and gentlemen,


The 1990 Convention has become the recognized sign post, as well as the legal standard for treatment of migrant workers.  As with the other legal obligations, full implementation demands considerable effort and resources.  The Convention provides benchmarks, a normative framework and a set of guidelines for policy-markers, aimed at ensuring that migration policies are anchored in a system of rights and corresponding obligations.  

 
Let me acknowledge here the role played by the Committee on Migrant Workers.  This treaty monitoring body is a unique space for international dialogue on the protection of the rights of migrants, the exchange of good practices in this area, and the strengthening of migration governance. Through its State reporting, individual complaints and inquiries procedures, the Committee serves as an important international mechanism of accountability. As we celebrate the progress made to date and take note of the tremendous challenges still before us, we also pay tribute to the Committee for its groundbreaking work.  


I would also like to commend the tireless efforts of the International Steering Committee for the ratification of the Convention, in particular, the global campaign for ratification launched on the occasion of this 20th anniversary year. The International Steering Committee can be assured that it has the full support of the General Assembly, which in a resolution adopted 11 days ago (18 November), called on States that have not done so to consider signing and ratifying the Convention “as a matter of priority”. 

I join my voice to the call and urge all States that have not yet done so to ratify the Convention. For States that are already parties to the Convention, I encourage you to make the declarations provided for in articles 76 and 77 of the Convention recognizing the competence of the Committee to receive communications from States parties and individuals. 

Most of all, I urge us all – States, civil society, international organisations, and all concerned stakeholders – individually and collectively, to make the rights guaranteed in the Convention a reality. On my part, I assure you that OHCHR will spare no effort toward this end. 

I wish you fruitful deliberations. Thank you for your attention.
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