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Statement   on behalf of Human Rights Watch and 

Columbia Law School’s Human Rights Institute’s Crimes against 

Humanity Project 

January 19, 2026 

Honorable Chair, Bureau Members, 

distinguished delegates, members of the UN 

Secretariat and civil society colleagues, I am 

pleased to give these remarks on behalf of Human 

Rights Watch and Columbia Law School’s Crimes 

against Humanity Project, 

Today marks a pivotal point —80 years in the 

making—on the path to a dedicated treaty to 

prevent and punish crimes against humanity. These 
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are among the gravest offenses and for too long, 

their  stark gap in the international legal 

architecture  has left victims from  every region 

looking for justice. The treaty we begin preparing 

today cannot merely be symbolic—it must deliver 

real protection for civilians and meaningful 

accountability for survivors across all regions. 

We encourage ambitious, reasoned proposals 

for amendments—addressing additional crimes 

like gender apartheid, the slave trade, forced 

marriage, recruitment and use of children, and 

starvation. As you consider possible amendments, 
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there should be no trading away effectiveness for 

the illusion of some universal consensus.  

To be effective, we believe, the text  must retain 

robust operational provisions.  Articles on 

command responsibility, the duty to cooperate, 

protections for victims, including for children, and 

broad bases of state exercise of jurisdiction are not 

mere technicalities—they are the backbone of 

enforcement. Many states have cited the value of a 

treaty body, focused on capacity-building and 

implementation, as a vital component of a new 

Convention. We look forward to exploring with you 
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the best options for this mechanism and other 

provisions.  

We reiterate: the start of the process is not the 

time for substantive  compromise. Agreeing to 

weaken important provisions risks hollowing out 

the treaty before negotiations even begin. 

Finally, we urge an inclusive process that 

elevates voices often shut out—survivors, gender 

equality advocates, persons with disabilities, 

indigenous communities, children, and grassroots 

organizations.  Civic space globally is under threat, 

including, for example, the sanctions imposed on 

leading Palestinian human rights organizations 
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that, most unfortunately, are unable to be here 

today.    

More broadly, the lived experience of civil 

society groups worldwide will ensure the treaty 

negotiations remain grounded in reality. In this era 

of rising geopolitical tension, limiting access only 

to those in civil society who already have ECOSOC 

accreditation would be a serious oversight.  

We recall the importance of the charge given to 

this Preparatory Committee by UN GA resolution 

79/122 to consider widening non-state stakeholder 

participation. Only a truly inclusive negotiation 
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process can bridge the gap between legal text and 

public demand for justice.  

We look to you, with our active engagement, to 

seize this historic opportunity to craft a treaty that 

protects civilians, empowers survivors, and helps 

to bolster faith in the international rule of law.  

Thank you very much. 

  

 

 

 

 


