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In setting the scene for our discussion I would like to do three things:  

 firstly look at some of the key developments over the last six years since the 

establishment of the Open-ended Working Group on Ageing;  

 secondly reflect on where we are at now in the process towards a UN convention;  

 and thirdly,  look at why we at HelpAge think that the involvement of European 

Union States and MEPs is so critical.  

 

The road to any new international treaty is a long one. In fact, the idea for a declaration of 

old age rights was first put forward at the UN in 1948 by Argentina.  Although this 

declaration did not get very far at that time, much of more recent the push for the 

establishment of the Open-ended Working Group on Ageing also came from Latin America 

and the group has been chaired by Argentina since its first session in 2011.  

 

The Open-ended Working Group was established to look at the existing international human 

rights framework, identify any gaps and explore how to address them, including through 

new instruments. The first session in 2011 did just this, looking at both international and 

regional human rights frameworks. The five subsequent sessions between 2011 and 2015 

focused in on different topics, such as non-discrimination, freedom from violence and 

abuse, and the rights to health and social security amongst others.  

 

During this five year period there have also been a number of developments outside the 

Open-ended Working Group. In 2013 the UN Human Rights Council created a new human 

rights mechanism, the Independent Expert on the enjoyment of all human rights by older 

persons. In 2014 the Council of Europe adopted a recommendation on the promotion of 

human rights of older persons.  In 2015 the Organisation of American States adopted a 

regional convention on protecting the human rights of older persons and in 2016 the African 

Union adopted a Protocol to the African Charter on Human and People’s Rights on the rights 

of older persons in Africa. It has, therefore, been an unprecedented period of activity as far 

as the rights of older people are concerned.  



 

So the questions is, where are we now in this process towards a UN convention?  

 

The last session of the Open-ended Working Group, its sixth, was in July 2015. Despite the 

progress elsewhere and the growing number of Member States from different regions 

expressing support for a new convention, there was a strong sense of frustration at this 

sixth session, certainly among civil society, but I also believe amongst Member States. 

Frustration at a number of things; at the limited debate on substantive human rights issues; 

at the setting of agendas for the sessions that, in fact, took discussion away from the 

international human rights framework rather than examine it in more depth; at a political 

impasse that seemed to be preventing any progress in these inter-governmental 

discussions; and in particular, frustration at the failure of the Open-ended Working Group to 

fulfil the mandate given to it in 2012 to present a proposal of main elements of a new legal 

instrument to UN General Assembly. 

 

It felt a very low point but perhaps it was a very necessary one.  Now, a year later, I believe 

we are in a much more optimistic and forward looking place. A number of things have 

happened over the last twelve months to get us here, not least the pivotal meeting held in 

Slovenia in April, which I am sure the Minister will tell us more about, but which from our 

perspective was ground breaking in the way it brought governments, UN agencies and civil 

society together in a setting away from the politics of the UN to talk openly about how to 

address this political impasse.  

 

Another interesting development has been the focus on the rights of older persons within 

ASEM, the Asia Europe Meeting which is made up of fifty one European and Asian states. 

The Government of the Republic of Korea along with the National Human Rights 

Commission of Korea has hosted two meetings in the last year, both providing a platform to 

discuss and share ways to better protect the rights of older people. They will also set up a 

centre on the rights of older people to take this European and Asian initiative further.  

 

The National Human Rights Commission of Korea is also chair of a new working group of 

national human rights institutions looking at the rights of older persons. The support of 

national human rights institutions for a new convention and their input into the substantive 

debate is critical at the international level as well as across Europe. ENNHRI’s work and 

support is testament to that.  

 

Another significant development is the growing attention to ageism, for example, the  WHO 

has a new global campaign to address ageism and the theme for this year’s International 

Day of Older Persons of ‘taking a stand against ageism’. A deeper appreciation of how 

ageism is a driver of discrimination, inequality and the denial of rights can only help build 

understanding about why a new convention is so necessary -  necessary to provide 

standards that challenge prevailing ageist social norms, which existing international human 



rights law fails to currently do,  and necessary to provide older people with a powerful tool 

for older people with which to claim their rights.  

 

The most recent development of note, however, is the reaction and response to the 

conclusions drawn by the Independent Expert, Rosa Kornfeld-Matte, at the end of her first 

term which she  presented to the Human Rights Council a couple of weeks ago. The 

Independent Expert concluded that the Madrid International Plan of Action on Ageing is not 

sufficient to fully protect the rights of older people and that States must act urgently and 

overcome any differences they might have on how to best protect these rights. She also 

concluded that the Open-ended Working Group must fulfil its mandate and present its 

proposal on the main elements of a legal instrument to the UN General Assembly.  

 

In response to this Slovenia, Austria and Portugal all called on the international community 

to develop sufficient international standards in this area. The European Union’s response 

was more open than it has been previously, noting that the Madrid Plan is not a human 

rights instrument and confirming that they will engage in an open discussion on the best 

way to strengthen the protection of older people’s rights. 

 

The most important thing at this point is that we can now say, without any doubt, that there 

is no common position among European Union Member States against a UN convention. In 

fact this is so important that I might even repeat it: There is no common EU Member State 

position against a UN convention. Perhaps there never was.  

 

The engagement by European States in the process towards a convention is critical. At a 

time when we are seeing a backlash against human rights at the international level, for 

example in relation to women’s rights, to human rights defenders and to the work of the UN 

Office of the High Commissioner on Human Rights itself, we look to European States, with 

their strong tradition of and commitment to human rights and equality, to ensure that 

discussions on the rights of older persons reinforce and strengthen human rights standards 

and are inclusive of those most affected, which in for us here today, is older people across 

Europe.  

 

So to conclude, this event is incredibly timely. We have reached a significant point in the 

process towards a convention and MEPs have an important role to play in ensuring that 

older Europeans’ voices are heard and that their interests are represented in this process, 

not only in the immediate run up to the next Open-ended Working Group  in December, but 

also in the longer term as the process moves, as we firmly believe it will, on to negotiating 

the text of a new UN convention on the rights of older persons, a text which will be so much 

stronger and more relevant to older people in Europe if they and their representatives have 

been part of the process.   

 


