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Mr. President,

Madam High Commissioner,

Distinguished Delegates,

Excellencies,

It is a great honour for me to address this First Session of the United Nations’ Human Rights Council on behalf of the Sovereign Military Order of Malta.  Allow me to congratulate you, Mr. President, and the four Vice-Presidents, on your election.  You have already made an important contribution, before the opening of the Session, by conducting numerous informal consultations, thus paving the way for the smooth opening of the Council.  Our Observer Delegation is particularly grateful for having been invited to the open-ended discussions on the preparations. It is now our hope that observers will also be closely associated with the future work of the Council, as such a participation could prove highly beneficial to both members and non-members. 

I also wish to pay a special tribute to the President of the General Assembly, H.E. Mr. Jan Eliasson and the Secretary-General, Mr. Kofi Annan, for having persevered with such courage and determination on the path to the creation of this Council. Months of lengthy negotiations and tremendous efforts on all sides finally led to the adoption by the General Assembly of resolution 60/251 on 15th March 2006.

Mr. President,  

Many speakers have reaffirmed the indivisibility, universality and interdependence of all human rights.  The Order of Malta fully supports this balanced and unbiased approach to human rights worldwide and has always respected these principles throughout its longstanding tradition in the humanitarian field.  Article 2 of its Constitutional Charter specifies that it “carries out its activities 

for the sick, the needy and refugees without distinction of religion, race, origin and age.  It fulfils its institutional tasks especially by carrying out hospitaller works, including social and health assistance, as well as aiding victims of exceptional disasters and of war.”  

Thanks to its presence in some 120 countries, the Order of Malta strives to promote the observance of human rights and freedoms through its humanitarian action, which enables it to emphasize in particular the right to public health, medical care and social services amongst the economic, social and cultural rights, and the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion amongst civil rights. The Order very much hopes that the Special Rapporteurs on Freedom of Religion and Belief and on the Right of everyone to the enjoyment of the highest attainable standard of physical and mental health, as reflected in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, will be able to carry out their mandates within the mechanisms of the new Council.

A further strong component of the Order’s mission is assistance to persons with disabilities. The texts adopted by the General Assembly on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities were important steps. No doubt the Council’s Agenda will include the Report, initially prepared for the 62nd Session of the Commission, of the Ad Hoc Committee on a Comprehensive and Integral International Convention on the Protection and Promotion of the Rights and Dignity of Persons with Disabilities.

Mr. President,

The Order of Malta remains true to the inspiring principles, summarized in its motto “Defence of the faith and assistance to the poor and the suffering”, which become reality through its humanitarian assistance and medical and social activities.  It thus 

contributes to achieving some of the United Nations Millennium Development Goals, in particular the eradication of extreme poverty and hunger, improvement of maternal health, reduction of childhood mortality and combating HIV/AIDS 

and other diseases. There is now universal recognition that human rights and poverty reduction go hand in hand.  The Secretary-General underlined this approach in his opening address when he said: “No state can be secure if its people are condemned to poverty without hope”.  The Order is confident that, keeping in mind the daily suffering of populations and the ongoing fight against poverty and humanitarian disasters, the Council will pay due attention to the question of human rights and extreme poverty.

Mr. President, 

A great deal has been achieved through the already existing Universal Human Rights Instruments and the work of the Commission on Human Rights. However, we all recognize that many challenges lie ahead.  The new Human Rights Council will need strong support from members and observers alike if it is to live up to the high expectations placed in it. The High Commissioner, in her address, promised to “stand ready to assist you in the momentous endeavour you are about to undertake”. The Order of Malta, as an independent and impartial member of the international community is committed, within the framework of its observer status, to contributing whenever possible to the Council’s efforts. It wishes you and the members of your Bureau every success in carrying out your tasks for the benefit of mankind. 

Thank you.
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