Address at RI Regional Conference: Doha, Qatar, 24TH September 2012.
Mr. Chairman, 

Friends and Colleagues

Ladies and gentlemen

It gives me great pleasure to be here today and I want to thank the RI regional leadership for inviting me to this conference.

I was also very pleased to note that the majority of countries in this region have ratified the UNCRPD.

This is very encouraging and indicates to me a strong commitment of the states in this region to the population of disabled persons. I’m certain that this strong commitment will translate into the full implementation of the CRPD and that people with disabilities will be fully consulted in all matters that may concern them.

As you may know we have just completed our meeting of the 5th Conference of States Parties to the Convention and it very successful, although extremely busy.

The number of side events increases every year and the COSP is now the most important global event on disability.

The main activities of the COSP were the election of members of the Committee of the CRPD, and some of the themes under discussion were, accessibility and technology, children with disabilities and women with disabilities. 

Each year the COSP becomes more interesting and more robust in its debates and in the side events. The number and quality of the side events are constantly increasing and I would urge members present here today to attend the next COSP, as it would be held close to the proposed High Level meeting on disability.

This year a number of informal meetings were held to discuss the agenda of the HL meeting, which will be held on the 23 September 2013 at the UN Headquarters in New York.

A number of themes have emerged on which an agenda need to be agreed on, but there’s still time for state parties to influence the agenda. However there is consensus that the HL meeting must be concrete in its outcomes, and this means that member states expect an action oriented outcomes document that will guide states on the implementation of all international disability related development and human rights documents.

I’m mentioning this in this conference because I think there’s an opportunity for member states and international organizations such as RI to play an effective role in determining the outcomes of the HL meeting and I am concerned that the level of participation of people with disabilities and member states have not been adequate. It is therefore important that more effort be made from organizations and government officials from this region to attend the future COSP and to be present at the HL meeting in 2013. 

Some of the key items that member states would like to see on the agenda of the HL meeting are the following: Accessibility, participation of civil society in particular organizations of people with disabilities, education and employment.

Chairperson,

The HL meeting next year will feed into the discussions of the post 2015 global development goals. As we all very well know the current global development goals in the form of the Millennium Development Goals does not include any reference to people with disabilities.

We have an obligation as the UN and member states as well as civil society organizations both national and international to ensure that the exclusion of people with disabilities does not reoccur in the post 2015 global development goals.

As stated earlier, I’m very pleased by the high number of countries in this region who have ratified the CRPD but there are still a few that need to ratify the CRPD. If there are concerns that they may have that prevents them from ratifying the CRPD, the UN system and I are able to assist or to answer any questions they may have. 

One of the persistent challenges that many countries face in implementing the CRPD is the challenge of converting the CRPD articles into policy and programmes, while other states may face challenges with harmonizing their current legal framework with the CRPD. There are many examples of good policy and practice as well as legal frameworks that can provide the necessary guidance that states may require. This is a challenge not only for this region but also for many countries in all parts of the world.

Some of the challenges that I have encountered in my interaction with governments are not only around policy and legislation but often consist of the incorrect placement of the focal point on disability with in government. Most states kept the same focal point they had prior to ratification of the CRPD and most states do not have a coordinating mechanism that includes consultation with organizations of people with disabilities.

Article 33 of the CRPD is very instructive in this regard and calls for not only a focal point and coordinating mechanism but also for an independent monitoring agency such as a human rights commission or ombudsman to play the role of monitoring agency. This article 33 contends must be done in consultation with organizations of people with disabilities. The participation of people with disabilities is a critical component of the CRPD and cannot be ignored in any implementation mechanism or government department.

It is therefore of vital importance that DPO’s be developed and capacitated to play the necessary role in society.

The recent Paralympics Games was a spectacular event – it just increases in scope and breadth and although many commentators may speculate on its effect on society in general and may debate whether it will help bring about change – it may not but the overriding impact is that it does raise the awareness of the general public about people with disabilities. The one flaw it may have through no fault of its own is that the awareness raising is not consistent. As soon as the games are over the stigma and discrimination may return. This means that we have to double our efforts to raise awareness of people with disabilities through the persistent and relentless use of the media. Without organizations of people with disabilities this may be a hard challenge. Awareness raising works best if the advocates for the Human Rights of people with disabilities are the champions of the said rights.

This places a challenge on organizations such as RI, how to ensure that people with disabilities are consistently engaged and their capacity developed so that they may play a meaningful role in resolving all the challenges that they confront. This is not to take away any of the good work that RI is doing and will continue to do in the future. I can mention here the role that RI played during the negotiations of the CRPD and the continuing role you play globally and locally in providing the excellent services and research that improves the lives of people with disabilities.

As the Special Rapporteur on Disability for the UN I would personally like to see a situation where there is more global cooperation between RI and sister organizations such as DPI and others with common objectives.

Chairperson,

Before I end my address to this conference I would like to repeat that the UN and I in my role as Special Rapporteur on Disability stand ready to assist and advise member states of this region in any of the challenges they face, be that in the process of ratification or in the area of policy and legislation. There are many examples that we can share in the spirit of international cooperation.

I wish you a successful conference and may all your deliberations lead to greater freedom and human rights for people with disabilities.

Thank you.
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