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President,

Your Excellencies, 

Members and Observers of the Council,

Ladies and Gentlemen,


On Friday, the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities and its Optional Protocol will be opened for signature.  This is an appropriate moment for us to consider our respective roles in bringing to life the words of the treaty, and thus promoting and protecting the rights of persons with disabilities, one of the most marginalized groups of individuals in all our societies.  That ten per cent of the world’s population, or 650 million people, lives with a disability adds urgency to our task.


In 2001, it had become apparent that the existing human rights mechanisms had not considered the rights of persons with disabilities systematically. At the same time, persons with disabilities had underutilized these standing mechanisms.  The new Convention helps to fill the resulting protection gap, including through the establishment of a Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities with functions relating to periodic reporting. Its Optional Protocol establishes individual communications and inquiry procedures.  These instruments give long overdue visibility and attention to the rights of persons with disabilities within the human rights system.  


 My Office will not only service the new treaty body.  In keeping with my 2005 the Plan of Action, it will also work towards establishing partnerships, providing leadership and engaging with States at the country level.  

I believe that it will be important to promote a twin-track approach to human rights and disabilities.  While the new treaty body will focus its work on the new Convention and on persons with disabilities, it will also be important to elevate the profile of this issue with other human rights mechanisms.  Last year, we organized an expert seminar to assist the Special Rapporteur on the Right to Education to develop his thinking on the right to education of persons with disabilities - his report to this session of the Council focused on this issue.  We plan to continue working with existing special procedures and treaty bodies to raise awareness of the rights of persons with disabilities.


I am also eager to strengthen the Office’s partnerships.  Persons with disabilities and their representative organizations will continue to be important allies as we move from negotiation towards implementation of the Convention. Partnership with national human rights institutions will also be crucial to ensure the experience gained in some countries is made available to others as we seek to improve protection for this frequently discriminated group - we discussed future plans for work in this area on Friday, at the meeting of the International Coordinating Committee of National Institutions for the Protection and Promotion of Human Rights.  Finally, co-ordination within the UN system is also essential, particularly with the Department on Economic and Social Affairs. In addition to hosting periodic meetings of Geneva-based organizations to promote work on the Convention, we have embarked on a project with the WHO to improve protection of the rights of persons with mental disabilities.

Of course, States remain the key actors in ensuring improved respect and protection for the rights of persons with disabilities. My Office has already been involved in raising awareness about this new treaty, for example in Uganda, Mexico, Afghanistan, Russia and South Africa.   Together with the Inter-Parliamentary Union and DESA, we are also producing a Handbook for Parliamentarians to assist States and their Parliaments to better understand and implement the Convention.

Further, I believe my Office and the UN as a whole should lead by example- I am pleased to note that the UN in Geneva is working to make its meeting and building facilities more accessible to persons with disabilities. We are also working on improving the accessibility of OHCHR’s website.


Finally, let me point out that the Human Rights Council could play a leadership role in relation to this new core human rights treaty – one with an important social development dimension.  I hope that there may be deeper consideration of human rights and disability under the Council’s new agenda.  I have proposed in my report to the Council that this body might wish to consider requesting annual analytical reports from my Office as a means of facilitating consideration of some of the issues facing States and other actors in implementing the Convention.  I encourage you to consider this proposal.


I will conclude by highlighting the importance of this new Convention to our work.  I strongly believe that this new instrument comes at a time when there are broad shifts in attitudes within societies towards the rights of persons with disabilities.  The Convention provides a catalyst to hasten this urgently needed change.  
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