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Report of the first meeting of the Inter-Agency Support Group for the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (IASG) 
	
Summary

	The Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities was adopted by the General Assembly in December 2006 and opened for signatures on 30 March 2007. At its fall 2006 meeting, the United Nations Chief Executives Board took the decision of establishing an inter-agency support group for the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. As of to date, 14 countries have ratified the Convention, six short of the 20 ratifications needed for the Convention to enter into force. 
The main objectives of the first meeting of the Group were threefold: to agree on a draft terms of reference for the Group; to start preparing a joint interagency strategy, as reflected in a joint call for action, to be issued on 30 March 2008; and to prepare a set of guidelines for UN country programming as requested by the United Nations Development Group. The attached document provides a summary of the meeting.
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Background

1. The first meeting of the Inter-Agency Support Group on the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities was held in New York from 13 to 14 December 2007. The Group was established by a decision of the United Nations Chief Executives Board. It is to convene at least annually, under chairmanship of an agency chosen from its members. The first meeting was convened and hosted by the United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs. The agenda of the session is contained in Annex I to the present report.

Participants

2. Representatives of the following United Nations and other intergovernmental agencies, funds, programmes and departments attended: Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO), International Labour Organization (ILO), Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), United Nations Development Group Office (UNDGO), United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), United Nations Human Settlements Programme (UN-HABITAT), United Nations Industrial Development Organization (UNIDO), United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA), World Bank, World Health Organization (WHO), Regional Commissions New York Office (RCNYO), Department of Economic and Social Affairs (DESA), Department of Management (DM), Department of Public Information (DPI), Department of Peacekeeping Operations (DPKO), and the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA). (For a list of participants, see Annex II to the present report.)

Opening session

3. The Under-Secretary-General for Management, Ms. Alicia Bárcena, opened the meeting with brief remarks on the need to transform the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities into a tangible reality.  The United Nations itself must serve as a model in this effort, and needs to intensify its engagement in preparing standards and guidelines in information services, human resources, and its physical facilities, including access to premises for staff, delegates, and visitors with disabilities. In that regard, the Capital Master Plan agreed upon for the renovation of UN headquarters will transform the working environment into one being far more sensitive to the needs of persons with disabilities.  

4. Mr. Ngonlardje Mbaidjol, Director, New York Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, highlighted the opportunities and challenges of coordinating UN action.  The Convention requires that its human rights principles be integrated into projects and programmes, and helps to build the capacity of States. There is a need to monitor the progress of incorporating these principles into development and humanitarian programmes.  While there is extensive experience in mainstreaming human rights in the UN system, there are still several challenges we must confront, including mainstreaming fatigue and lack of leadership. A specific challenge of the Convention is to ensure the shift from the traditional medical approach towards disability to the perspective of securing the rights of persons with disabilities.   

5. Ms. Hilde Johnson, Deputy Executive Director, UNICEF, noted that the Convention is both a great achievement as a new human rights instrument, and a major advocacy and policy tool. The Convention, which complements the Convention on the Rights of the Child, must guide interventions towards children with disabilities at the field level. It was recommended that efforts be undertaken to create more awareness of the Convention and of the responsibilities of the States Parties. Key allies, such as organizations of persons with disabilities and child rights organizations, can help in this effort. There is also a need to strengthen data collection and provide technical assistance, such as reviewing national legislation and policies.
6. Mr. Nicholas Krafft, Director of Operations of the Human Development Network of the World Bank, underlined that disability is both a human rights and a social development challenge. While the Bank is working closely with the Washington Group on Disability Statistics, there is a continuous need for increased data collection. Countries are thus being asked to include appropriate questions on disabilities in their ongoing population censuses. About five percent of the World Bank’s projects have a disability component; this share is expected to increase as countries recognize their responsibilities under the Convention. There are challenges to incorporate work on disability with poverty reduction strategy papers and national development frameworks. 

Section 2. Introduction to the Convention and the IASG

7. Mr. Simon Walker of OHCHR noted that a basic presentation on the scope and coverage of the Convention could be made available to all participants. However, he highlighted six elements relating to the scope and guiding principles of the Convention that were of relevance to the IASG.  The first point was the clear paradigm shift of the Convention from a medical and charity approach to an approached based on human rights and social development. While the Convention makes this shift clear, a great deal must be done in practice.  The medical approach remains very present, so we must strategize to see how best to build on this new approach of promoting the rights of persons with disabilities.  We must remember that human rights language can be controversial.  Secondly, on the interdependence of rights: the “no gap” policy emphasized that human rights are interdependent and must therefore be promoted simultaneously in multiple contexts.  A third element of relevance was the fact that persons with disabilities must be part of all stages of the implementation of the Convention. Fourth, accessibility is both a principle and an article in the Convention, and is thus a broad concept that includes the physical environment, the work place, and technological accessibility.  Fifth, related to the overarching principle of the Convention on non-discrimination and equality, the Convention’s duty of reasonable accommodation implies that there are sometimes positive obligations towards persons with disabilities. We must recognize and respond appropriately in cases of multiple discrimination. Finally, he reminded participants of the combined human rights and social development approach of the Convention, which means that there is both a rights-based approach to development and a development approach to human rights.
8. Mr. Joop Theunissen, Officer-in-Charge of the Secretariat for the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, DESA, outlined the purpose of the IASG.  He also reviewed and explained the three main objectives of the meeting, namely to agree on a draft terms of reference for the Group; to start preparing a joint interagency strategy, as reflected in a joint call for action, to be issued on 30 March 2008; and to prepare a set of guidelines for UN country programming as requested by the United Nations Development Group (see the summary of session 6 of the meeting of this report). He also introduced the draft agenda for the meeting, as well as the working documents of the meeting. 
9. Ms. Sandra Pellegrom of the United Nations Development Group Office, gave an overview of the work of the UNDG.  The various stages of the common country programming process were introduced. Foremost, a review of national development plans would lead to the creation of work plans for the United Nations Development Assistance Framework (UNDAF), taking into account various principles such as the human-rights based approach to country programming, gender, environmental and sustainability concerns, principles of results-based management and capacity development. Subsequently, analysis of root causes and capacity gaps in priority national development challenges needs to be undertaken. This would lead to strategic prioritization and a review of comparative advantages of all relevant UN expertise. Finally, results formulation would take place through joint programmes, joint results, and through monitoring, reporting and evaluation of the plans. The IASG was welcomed to prepare a set of guidelines for UN country programming, the third objective of the meeting, as a task team of the Working Group on Programming Policy of UNDG’s Programme Group.
Session 3. Mapping UN Support for the Convention: the UN Development Agenda 

10. Ms. Valerie Nadrai of WHO informed the meeting that preparation of the World Report on Disability and Rehabilitation is ongoing, in partnership with the World Bank. The Report will be published in 2009; all agencies are invited to review the first draft in April 2008. Work on the guidelines for promoting community-based rehabilitation is also progressing, in collaboration with ILO and UNESCO. Within WHO, a task force on internal programming has been established, which will draft a policy document on issues such as staff policies, training modules, and awareness-raising. In collaboration with OHCHR, WHO continues to monitor human rights in mental health facilities. WHO is contributing to the establishment of an international diploma on mental health and international law.

11. Mr. Kenneth Eklindh of UNESCO noted that a new organizational unit on “inclusion and quality learning enhancement” has been created within his organization. UNESCO is working with organizations of people with disabilities to develop materials to support inclusion in education. Capacity building efforts are also being undertaken within UNESCO. The theme of the November 2008 biennial conference on education will be inclusion.

12. Ms. Alexandra Yuster of UNICEF noted that work on disability issues is being done in 30 countries, and that it is mainstreaming the rights of persons with disabilities in all areas of work. The main areas of work include de-institutionalisation, especially in Eastern Europe, inclusive education, public awareness campaigns, counteracting stigma, and improving data collection through Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys. The Convention is seen as a useful instrument that complements the CRC framework. UNICEF is committed to supporting the ratification and implementation of the Convention through promoting awareness, building the capacity of civil society, providing technical assistance on review of legislation and policy, and supporting data collection for the future reporting to the Committee by State Parties and NGOs. A guidance note dealing with prevention efforts, country programming, statistics and coordination was issued in June 2007.

13. Ms. Yasmeen Hassan of DESA’s Division for the Advancement of Women elaborated on two pillars of the Division’s work on women with disabilities: the work of the CEDAW Committee and the thematic work of violence against women. The attention of the CEDAW Committee towards disability issues has increased in recent reporting, with particular reference to general recommendation 18/1991 reflecting the concern on multiple discrimination, the vulnerability of women with disabilities, and the lack of disaggregated data. On the second point, she noted that research shows that while one out of every three women is reported to be victim of violence, one out of every two women with disabilities is a victim of violence. 
14. Ms. Luz Melo of UNFPA noted that the Convention marked the first time that an international treaty included a reference to sexual and reproductive health. Persons with disabilities are considered to be up to three times more likely than their peers to be physically and sexually abused in the course of their life. They are also more likely to be victims of forced abortion, sterilization and marriage. UNFPA has traditionally worked on influencing policy dialogue on these issues. The new 2008-2011 strategic plan includes an additional systematic focus on marginalized and excluded populations, and a specific reference to women with disabilities. With WHO, UNFPA is implementing workshops and the drafting of a guidance note on sexual and reproductive health through consultative meetings. 
15. Mr. Raffeeuddin Ahmed of the World Tourism Organization introduced his organization’s work on accessible tourism, carried out in collaboration with ICAO. He noted that there was a wealth of national expericne in volutnary schemes and standards related to specific toursim-related applications. The tourism sector can contribute to the implementation of the Convention and benefit from it at the same time, providing all citizens leisure and travel opportunities.

16. Ms. Yamina Djacta of UN-Habitat noted that the Habitat 1996 agenda made reference to persons with disabilities as part of vulnerable groups. From this perspective, it has focused on shelter and access to basic services. 
17. Ms. Marcella Villarreal of FAO noted that 80 percent of all persons with disabilities are reported to be living in rural areas in developing countries, making for a strong link between rural livelihoods and disability. It was noted that agriculture is one of the more dangerous sectors to work in, and continues to create injuries that lead to disability. 
18. Mr. Lance Clark, Resident Coordinator of UNDP Serbia, noted that over 60 UNDP offices are currently implementing disability-related projects, even though UNDP is still in the beginning stages of its work in support of the Convention. Current efforts were so far done on an ad-hoc basis, and there is a need to systematize its work within the organization. There is also a need for information-sharing tools among different country programmes, regional offices, and UNDP headquarters, while maintaining ownership at the field level. A concept paper on addressing disability in the programming of UNDP had been prepared, using, among other sources, UNICEF’s guidance note as a basis. 

19. Mr. Nicholas Krafft of the World Bank noted again that the Millennium Development Goals cannot be achieved without addressing persons with disabilities living in poverty. Census data in many countries on the percentage of persons with disabilities tends to be highly inaccurate, with disability prevalence as low as 1 percent, whereas it is widely thought that the actual number may be in the range of 10 to 14 percent. Currently, 5 percent of the lending volume of Bank projects contains a disability component. Ms. Susan Hirshberg presented on the work of the Bank in South Asia; its strategy there consisted of awareness building, mainstreaming disability into operations and stand-alone operations, and improving the database of national statistics. 

Session 4. Mapping UN Support for the Convention: Peace and Security 

20. Ms. Kate Burns of OCHA stated that limited work had been done in relation to persons with disabilities. Existing task forces have addressed mental health issues and older persons affected by humanitarian crises. Whereas experience has shown that leadership by NGOs is crucial in ensuring that a certain issue be addressed, no organization has taken the lead in addressing concerns of persons with disabilities in humanitarian interventions. 
21. Ms. Gisela Thater of UNHCR stated that surveys have been conducted on accessibility issues in the context of refugee camps, and staff of a major non-governmental organization working on disability issues had been seconded to study these concerns for UNHCR. Specific areas of concern for UNHCR included statistics on refugee camps. Indeed, identification and registration tools may not be correctly formulated to record disability, and less visible disabilities may go unrecorded. 
22. Ms. Ilene Cohn of DPKO explained that the convention should inform a peacekeeping operation’s work in many areas, including mine action, gender, human rights, rule of law, child protection and DDR (disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration). The UN Mine Action Service (UNMAS) is coordinating the production of an advocacy and implementation tool kit; the Convention should inform UNMAS’ survivor assistance efforts, which are conducted within the context of all persons with disabilities. Mine action programmes in Afghanistan and Sudan are providing technical support on national disability legislation and helping ensure that the Convention informs national victim assistance plans and strategies. The human rights component of UNMIL is supporting the development of national disability legislation and gathering data on human rights and disabilities that should inform a national strategy. The child protection unit of UNMIN has contributed to the reintegration of disabled former combatants, but resources are scarce and assistance to disabled combatants has generated tension within communities and among other persons with disabilities. Employment and reintegration of severely disabled former combatants has proved difficult in Burundi. Challenges for DPKO include: training staff on the convention and providing guidance on how to support the rights of persons with disabilities within their mandated activities, fostering inter-agency coordination networks in the field to ensure coherent UN efforts and coordinated resource mobilization, empowering persons with disabilities and awareness-raising among staff of peacekeeping missions, and ensuring that staff members with disabilities enjoy respect for their rights and that mission facilities in the field are accessible for persons with disabilities. 

Session 5. Mapping UN Support for the Convention: Accessibility of the United Nations System
23. Mr. Florin Ionescu, Facilities Management Division, Department of Management, reported that improvements have been made to the existing facilities, but there is still much work to be done. Currently, work is concentrating on the UN Headquarters Capital Master Plan (CMP) in ensuring that the needs of persons with disabilities are taken into account in the design and execution of the new facilities. The UN Secretariat is using the standard of the United States Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) and New York City building code Local Law 58/87.  Under these provisions, the physical plant will be reviewed to ensure that there are wheelchair-accessible, barrier-free routes from outside the institution to all parts of the buildings, including offices, conference rooms’ assembly areas, and bathrooms.  In addition, virtually all the areas that guests and office staff have access to would also be physically accessible to people with disabilities. However, other potential needs of persons with disabilities, such as hearing (assistive listening devices, interpreters, etc.) and visual (large print material, audio recordings, etc.) are not addressed in the CMP. The provision of these facilities is dependent on the support of Member States.  

24. Mr. Edoardo Bellando of DPI explained that its media campaigns have primarily targeted three groups: persons with disabilities and their organizations, journalists focused on disability, and the general news media. Events that gain media interest include the International Day of Persons with Disabilities and the various Convention events, such as its adoption, its opening for signature, and its future entry into force. Through the work of its 63 offices worldwide, DPI is interested in working with information officers of other agencies on disability issues. 
25. Ms. Fanny Langella of DPI shared her Department’s experience in building accessible websites. Since the 58th session, the General Assembly has requested the UN Website to be made fully accessible to disabled persons. The new websites produced by the Web Services Section fulfill globally recognized standards established by the W3C Consortium. The new site of the Secretariat for the Convention (www.un.org/disabilities) demonstrates best accessibility practices, taking into consideration the needs of persons with visual, hearing, and mobility impairments. Due to resources limitations, it has not yet been possible to address the accessibility of audiovisual content. As a further challenge for users with visual impairments, the United Nations optional disk system of accessible formatting continued to be based primarily on PDF-format documents, which provide very limited accessibility. To assist other departments and offices in producing accessible web content, DPI is implementing a new content management system that will provide accessible templates. Furthermore, a taskforce composed of members of the Web Services Section is currently drafting guidelines and procedures on the creation and maintenance of accessible UN websites. Ms Langella welcomed various questions from agencies interested in replicating the work on accessible websites.
26. Ms. Sheila Reines of the World Bank spoke on the Bank’s progress on building inclusive personnel policies. The Bank aims to be an employer of choice for top talent with disabilities wherever it does business, to model its commitment to full participation of persons with disabilities in development through its own workplace and employment practices, and to be a leader among the international organizations on disabilities, as part of our overall commitment to diversity and inclusion. Ten years ago Bank buildings were not easily accessible, resources were available for meeting needs on a case-basis only, there were no links to outside organizations, and there was no systematic approach to addressing the issues.  Therefore, the Bank focused its efforts on learning from best practices elsewhere and on learning from staff with disabilities.  They developed a Disabilities Action Plan with eight key areas: policy, recruitment, accommodations, career development, infrastructure and services, technology, communications and awareness-raising, and outreach and partnerships. As of 2007, some progress has been made.  Three years into the project, 63 country offices are now functionally accessible and an additional 47 offices are in progress towards full accessibility.  
Session 6: Modules of working together for the Convention 
27. The focus of this segment was to review some existing networks and mechanisms on mainstreaming concerns of other social groups, including indigenous people and women. The session also reviewed how national programming guidelines have been developed in support of international agreements. 

28. Ms. Ellisavet Stamatopoulou of the Secretariat of the Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues (PFII), DESA, provided an overview of the evolution and  the on-going work of the Inter-Agency Support Group on Indigenous Issues. Its membership has grown to 30 members in 2007. Key methods of interagency work included preparation of joint papers to the United Nations Permanent Forum in Indigenous Issues, joint presentations to the Indigenous Forum, creation of advocacy networks beyond the Permanent Forum, joint activities on raising awareness of indigenous issues, substantive support of the focal points, and collaboration on compiling data and indicators relevant to indigenous peoples.  Membership of the Group is open to agencies beyond the UN system. A recent development was the adoption of the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigneous Peoples. The Declaration requires the Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues and other entities within the UN system to collaborate on the promotion of the rights of indigenous peoples and it also provided an impetus for strengthening interagency work. Participants in the meeting discussed how to engage various stakeholders and how “power relations” could influence levels of engagement, such as relationships between Resident Coordinators and their superiors.  

29. Ms. Sandra Pellegrom of the United Nations Development Group (UNDG) gave a briefing on country programming. UNDG develops policies and procedures that allow member agencies to work together to analyze country issues, plan support strategies, implement support programmes, monitor results and jointly advocate for change. Currently, there are 25 members plus five observers in the Group. The UNDG Programme Group, under which the UNDG Task Team on Disability is currently envisaged, develops policies, guidelines and procedures to improve the quality and effectiveness of UN Country Team (UNCT) programme collaboration, particularly in support of national efforts.
30. The Group discussed common country assessments and other analytical frameworks. In this context, the Group agreed that UN programming and national development frameworks should respond to the needs of disadvantaged groups, their communities, and the nature and extent of human rights concerns. Specific UNDG guidelines for this purpose can be developed and used to engage all stakeholders in UNCTs. 

31. The Group reiterated the importance of ownership and using existing resources of country teams, which requires needs assessments and stakeholder analysis for strategic alliance-building and coordination.  Knowledge management and the development of a toolkit would require a context-specific approach. UNDP emphasized that in some cases, using the language of “inclusion” rather than “human rights,” could be more effective as specific stakeholders and their political sensitivities are taken into account. Other participants, however, questioned how accountability could be clearly marked if the rights language was absent in country programming.  Some members expressed the idea of “gradual alliance-building,” which would enable accountability and other relevant mechanisms to develop over time.  Programming should encourage the development of human capabilities and the participation of persons with disabilities in all aspects of their communities.
32. The Group was informed that the UNDG Task Force on gender equality and empowerment of women used a “UNCT Score Card” to track progress. Similar methodologies could be used in the monitoring and evaluation of mainstreaming disability in UNCTs. Some UNCT members have assisted governments and civil society in preparing for the Report of States Parties on implementation of human rights conventions, such as the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women.  UNCT members can therefore conduct “pre-reporting” on the implementation of international human rights instruments.  OHCHR added that national human rights institutions have established focal points and there is a database being developed for compiling international data.
33. The Group noted that it is already possible to mainstream disability in country programming using terminology such as “inclusive” and “vulnerable groups” which is in existing guidelines.  However, financial resources are necessary to create programming for persons with disabilities.  Each Country Review Board could ensure that their Trust Funds provide an entry point for mainstreaming disability.  For example, Kenya had been successful in mainstreaming disability in all aspects of the government’s agenda.
34. UNICEF discussed examples of mainstreaming disability within UNCTs through systemwide advocacy in collaboration with organizations of persons with disabilities. DPKO underlined the significance of constitutional and other legislative reform. In addition, UNFPA cited the example of Haiti where the Deputy SRSG made a major difference in country programming. WHO discussed its experience in developing a set of guidelines for CBR and other programmes with a community-based approach. Some difficulties were mentioned in adoption of terminologies for specific concepts and contexts.
35. DESA reported on a recent meeting with organizations of persons with disabilities and other NGOs in preparation for the entry into force of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, hosted by Fundacion ONCE, in Madrid. Other conventions, such as CEDAW and CRC, provide useful blueprints for effective NGO participation in awareness-raising, reporting and consulting with those treaty bodies. Ms. Yasmeen Hassan of the Division for the Advancement of Women, DESA, also cited the important role of NGO networks, such as the International Women’s Action Watch, that are supporting CEDAW.  
36. Mr. Amr Nour of the Regional Commissions New York Office emphasized the active role already played for many years by the regional commissions in promoting the rights of persons with disabilities through various regional action programmes, as fully endorsed by Member States. The Group also discussed potential needs for provisions in TOR for interaction with organizations of persons with disabilities. 
Session 7: Towards a systemwide implementation strategy

37. Mr. Joop Theunissen, Officer-in-Charge of the Secretariat for the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, DESA, introduced draft terms of reference for the future work of the Group. The terms of reference were drafted on the basis of other interagency support groups.  It was hoped that they would provide flexibility to take up other issues once the Convention would come into force. He highlighted the provision in the terms of reference for interacting with organizations of people with disabilities. 

38. There was a discussion about whether to include references to allies such as the Special Rapporteur, the UNDG, and the CEB’s Human Resources Network. There was debate about a possible section on activities in the draft terms of reference, including an allocation of lead agencies on certain activities, how agencies could complement the work of allies, and what type of work, such as data collection, could be assigned to smaller task forces. Several organizations endorsed having general terms of reference at this point, as the IASG could develop more specific areas of work as the situation evolves. Amended terms of reference will be circulated for comments and endorsement by the Group. 
39. The “Call for Action” draft paper should give a strong statement to governments that the IASG is preparing for the implementation of the Convention.  A voluntary task force of the IASG will work quickly to revise this strategy paper and circulate it among IASG members for comments.  It was agreed that a detailed strategy from every agency of the UN was not realistic; rather, having commitment to supporting the Convention is now most appropriate and urgent.  A task force that will be drafting the paper includes DESA, DPKO, ILO, OHCHR, RCNYO, UN-Habitat, UNFPA, UNESCO, UNICEF, UNDP, and WHO. A first draft of such a paper would be circulated by DESA in January 2008.
40. It was agreed that the next meeting of the Group will be held in Geneva in early 2008, and would be hosted by OHCHR. Videoconference facilities would be made available for remote participants. 
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