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Good morning Mr. Chairperson, distinguished panelists and delegates, it is a great pleasure to speak to you today. I am delighted to be part of this panel, and I would like to thank the Permanent Mission of Mexico for inviting UNICEF to participate in this morning’s session.
We are here today to discuss the implementation of the first human rights treaty of the 21st century – the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD). The CRPD is of great importance to UNICEF’s work, as it gives visibility to the most excluded and stigmatized of all the world’s children – children with disabilities.  
UNICEF, in coordination with the International Disability Caucus, advocated effectively for specific attention to children with disabilities in the CRPD. The active involvement of the disability movement (including children) during the CRPD negotiation process was remarkable, and we were very pleased to see the Convention come into force last year. 
The CRPD is truly a breakthrough in giving children with disabilities the protection to which they are entitled. It also has the potential to empower children with disabilities as rights-holders who act as “ambassadors of ability” to their families, schools and communities, instead of being treated as objects of charity. 
Ratification
We welcome that the CRPD has entered into effect at a speed second only to that of the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC). UNICEF supports ratification and strives for the CRPD to become as widely ratified as the CRC. As you may know, this year marks the 20th anniversary of the Convention on the Rights of the Child, with an entire generation of children now having grown up under its protection. UNICEF will take the 20th anniversary of the CRC as an opportunity to push for further acceleration in the ratification of the CRPD.
Implementation
What we are discussing here today is the most important step in the promotion and protection of the rights of children with disabilities: the implementation of the CRPD. Implementation should be the main focus for us all, as without implementation the CRPD will be nothing more than nice words on paper, and persons with disabilities will continue to be excluded, discriminated against, and prevented from fully developing their abilities.  
I would like to outline to you the steps UNICEF is taking to help implement the CRPD. 

It is important to note that UNICEF’s work on disability is guided by a rights-based approach and a focus on the most marginalized and poorest children and families. We pay particular attention to the girl child, since girls are often more vulnerable due to gender discrimination. 
In 2007 UNICEF issued new programme guidance on children with disabilities, which provides UNICEF country offices and their partners with strategic directions to strengthen activities on behalf of children with disabilities. And I am happy to report that the number of our country offices actively programming in the disability area has increased from 33 in 2007 to 55 in 2008. There furthermore appears to be a shift in disability programming, moving from project based to a more systematic approach including policy advocacy, and legislative reform.
Regarding the CRPD specifically, UNICEF is actively engaged in helping make the Convention and its provisions known. Promoting ratification, UNICEF (with the Victor Pineda Foundation and the support of the German Committee to UNICEF) has published and is distributing around the world, It’s About Ability, the child-friendly version of the CRPD. The main purpose of the child-friendly version is to empower children, both with and without disabilities, to speak out and play their part in challenging discrimination and promoting the Convention’s principles. As a companion to the child-friendly text UNICEF, again in a collaborative effort, has just finalized and published a Learning Guide on the CRPD. This Learning Guide is to be used by youth leaders, peer educators, teachers and community workers to support learning and action on the Convention. There are copies of the Learning Guide for you at the back of the room, hot off the press.

Another important area, in which UNICEF is taking action, is legislative reform. We are helping countries review their legislation in light of the provisions of the CRPD and we intend to support the implementation of national legislation to domesticate the CRPD in all countries where it has been ratified. 

We also support countries in improving the availability of data on the situation of children with disabilities. As you know, we can only estimate that there are some 200 million children with disabilities in the world. Because of their level of exclusion – they are frequently hidden from the community because of stigma and shame – it is difficult to obtain reliable data on the number of children with disabilities globally. To address the need for comparable data on disability, UNICEF implemented, through the Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey programme, the Ten Questions Screen (TQ) for childhood disability. This screening tool has been developed by a team of scientists with the objective of creating a low-cost and rapid method for identifying children in populations where professional resources are extremely scarce. By including the Ten Questions Screen, MICS has become the largest source of internationally comparable data on children with disabilities for developing countries. The last round of the MICS, implemented in 2005-2007, collected data on disability for 26 of 50 countries participating in the programme. We have brought a limited number of copies of our publication Monitoring Child Disability in Developing Countries, which was done in cooperation with the University of Wisconsin, Madison, with us today. Please feel free to take a copy from the back of the room.  

UNICEF is furthermore supporting child care system reforms to reduce the use of institutional care for vulnerable children, especially those with disabilities. UNICEF has conducted studies and surveys on disability in 9 countries and promoted viable alternatives to institutional care for children with disabilities in approximately 30 countries. Several of UNICEF’s country offices are also including disability within their larger social protection system reform efforts, particularly income support schemes. UNICEF, for example, conducted an assessment of state benefits to disabled citizens and poor families in Kyrgyzstan; in Croatia it supported the passing of a new support scheme with more generous child allowances and flexible paid maternal/parental leave, including provision for prolonged paid leave for parents of children with disabilities; and in South Africa UNICEF reviewed the provisions in social security legislation with respect to children as dependants or surviving beneficiaries of disability and old-age pension benefits accrued by parents.
UNICEF is very concerned that in some countries only five percent of children with disabilities are attending school. How can we advocate for Education for All and MDG 2, and forget about children with disabilities? The right to education is their basic right as well. UNICEF is therefore supporting the development of national frameworks for inclusive education, starting with inclusive pedagogic approaches. 
In terms of school construction, we are advocating and providing technical resources for improved infrastructure making classrooms, latrines, school canteens, and doorways accessible to children with disabilities. At the regional level our Eastern and Southern Africa Office (ESARO) has commissioned a study to estimate the magnitude of exclusion of children with disabilities in the region, and to document strategies for reaching them, taking into account the challenges for different kinds of disabilities. A strategy paper for accelerating education for children with disabilities in ESAR will emerge from this study. 

Finally, UNICEF also focuses on the rights of children with disabilities in the emergency context. We are assisting victims of landmines and other explosives through our engagement in mine action in around 25 countries. Together with other partners we are supporting surveillance and data collection of war-related injuries, assist national authorities in developing effective policies and strategies, and support provision of services that can provide education and other opportunities to survivors of landmine and unexploded ordnance (UXO) accidents and their families. 
Challenges/Constraints


Yet, as our Deputy Executive Director said yesterday, these are but small gestures, compared to the magnitude of exclusion endured by children with disabilities. We need to do much, much more. 
For UNICEF to meet its responsibilities to help realize the rights of persons with disabilities, some internal challenges include the need to develop an organizational policy on disabilities, and to rapidly build in-house awareness, technical and analytical capacity around the issue of disabilities, so that it is integrated into all key programme and administrative guidelines and processes. Thus we need to develop simple technical guidance and tools for integrating disabilities into all our programmes (including health, education, HIV/AIDS, Protection etc.), and in our research, communication and humanitarian work at country, regional and global levels. In the most immediate future, UNICEF would particularly benefit from the appointment of a disability expert, as well as from actively seeking to recruit people with disabilities for assignments across all programme and administrative functions in the organization to ensure staff diversity.
UNICEF is committed to addressing these and other challenges, and we are delighted to see the leadership role that several governments have taken on the rights of children with disabilities. We would like to express our particular gratitude to the Governments of Australia and Mexico, and look forward to continue working closely together with all of you in taking this process of implementation forward. 
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