Opening statement by Mr. Michel Servoz, Head of the EU delegation, Director-General for Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion, European Commission 

Madam Chair,

Distinguished Members of the Committee,

Ladies and Gentlemen,

It is an honour to lead the European Union delegation and discuss the initial report on the implementation of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. 

Today marks our first dialogue - but also the first review by an international body of how the EU is fulfilling its international human rights obligations.

The EU is a unique political and economic partnership between 28 countries. It is a Union of shared values, spelled out in its Treaties and Charter of Fundamental Rights. 

The unique feature of the EU is that independent states have pooled some of their ‘sovereignty’ and given powers to joint institutions to achieve common objectives. What began as a purely economic organisation has evolved into a union with various degrees of integration and cooperation, covering diverse areas such as non-discrimination, employment, justice and development cooperation. 
One of the EU’s main goals is to promote human rights. Human dignity, and freedom, democracy, equality, the rule of law and respect for human rights are all core values. 
The Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union brings these rights together in a single document. Since 2009, the EU institutions are legally bound to uphold them, as our governments in applying Union law.

Fundamental rights are at the foundation of our work. And we now have a first Vice-President responsible for the application of the Charter. 

An integral part of our core values is ensuring that persons with disabilities can fully participate in society on an equal basis with others. Our Treaties give the EU a shared responsibility with its Member states to ensure that discrimination has no place in Europe. 

We must set the right conditions for all people to participate fully and equally in society and the economy. In our 2015 Work programme, the Commission reaffirmed its commitment to equal opportunities in full respect of the Convention.

It is estimated that 80 million Europeans are currently living with a disability. That is one in six people who still face far too many obstacles preventing them from fully exercising their human rights. 

The EU's ratification of the Convention reinforces our long-standing commitment to the full and equal enjoyment of all human rights by persons with disabilities. 

The Convention is a milestone. It marks a shift away from the old‑fashioned 'protective' approach to disability towards a more rights‑based approach. This guides our policy - as set out in the European Disability Strategy 2010-2020.

A modern disability policy is one that focuses on enabling and empowering people. We want all people to be able to claim their rights and make decisions for their lives. The Strategy aims to eliminate barriers, particularly in eight areas: accessibility, participation, equality, employment, education and training, social protection, health and external action. 

Ladies and Gentlemen,

Implementing this Convention is a process. We have achieved a great deal, but Europe still has a lot to do more. Significant inequalities persist - notably in employment and education. 

Across the EU, the employment rate for people with a disability is around 48%, while only 27.8% have completed third‑level education. One‑third of people with a disability are currently at risk of poverty. 

'Employment' is a top priority for the EU, together with 'fairness' and 'inclusion'. The Commission set itself the goal of job creation - but these jobs must be open to ALL citizens - including those with disabilities. 
Since submitting our first report last year, the EU has made some progress in tackling these inequalities. My delegation and I welcome this opportunity to highlight some of the developments that show we are moving forward and in the right direction.

The Commission monitors Member State progress as regards employment, education and poverty in our annual cycle of economic policy coordination. Most of our country reports in 2015 touched on issues concerning people with disabilities.

We must ensure that EU law prohibiting discrimination on the grounds of disability in employment is fully implemented. That includes the obligation for employers – public or private – to make the necessary adaptations enabling ALL people to work on an equal basis. 
We are increasing awareness of the existing protection against discrimination, and promoting better practical application of laws, while empowering national bodies as watchdogs for equality. We closely monitor these developments in the Member States.

Our financial instruments also underpin this policy. The European Social Fund invests in social inclusion and equal opportunity in employment and education. Some EUR 86 billion will invest in projects for job creation and skills. At least 20% of this will target social inclusion. Disadvantaged groups - such as people with disabilities - will be supported to find work and exercise their rights.

In order for Member States to access these Funds, we now impose a pre-condition that they demonstrate administrative capacity to implement and apply the UN Convention. 

Empowering people with disabilities to fully enjoy their rights also means that they should not live in institutions. EU funds can and should be used to support conditions for independent living. 

So far, EUR 3.1 billion has been allocated to social infrastructure by Member States. This should contribute to our goal of transition from institutional to community-based services. 

To be clear: measures which could contribute to any further institutionalisation - including renovation of private nursing homes, should not be supported by EU Funds. On the contrary, only those actions which help to establish the conditions for independent living - in line with the Convention - should be supported. 
Ladies and Gentlemen,

Along with creating work opportunities for all, this Commission is actively seeking to remove barriers to the free movement of people and workers in the EU. Free movement is a basic right in the EU - and should not be reserved for a select few. 
Acting upon the call by the European Disability Forum and others, the Commission is taking the European Disability Card project forward. Once created, the Card will allow people with disabilities - traveling between participating countries - to access certain benefits in the areas of culture, leisure, transport and sport at the same conditions as country nationals with disabilities. 

The Commission will make over EUR 1.5 million available to support Member States in the start-up phase. We have launched a call for projects this summer and expect work to start early in 2016.

The EU Institutions also strive to promote and respect the rights of persons with disabilities in our own administration. Equality, diversity and reasonable accommodation are integrated in the strategy of the European Personnel Selection Office. 
The Commission is developing a new Diversity Strategy for 2015-2019 that will include disability. It will be part of a new approach focussing on talent management. One key element will be raising awareness among managers and staff. 

The Commission recently published internal guidelines for a better understanding of reasonable accommodation in the workplace.

Ladies and Gentlemen,

The Convention guides what we do. 

Evidence-based policy-making and consultation of stakeholders are key principles of our work. New Commission's guidance requires that when assessing social and fundamental rights impacts of initiatives, departments consider whether and how an option ensures respect for the rights of people with disabilities, in conformity with the Convention. 

This fits very well with your principle of "nothing about us without us", as it strengthens our commitment to consult the public and reach all relevant stakeholders so as to make evidence-based decisions. 

Participation is a key principle in EU policy-making. Stakeholders are vital partners and I welcome the presence of many EU-wide organisations of persons with disabilities here today. We have recently renewed our partnership with several of them, representing a variety of disabilities. In 2015-2017, we are making some EUR 3 million available annually to support these organisations in the implementation and monitoring of the Convention at EU and national levels. 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

The Union which our delegation represents today is one of multi-level governance, with many layers and players. This plurality and diversity are at our very foundations. 

The Commission, for its part, continues to implement the actions of the Disability Strategy – to propose new laws, manage policies, allocate EU funding and enforce EU law.
The European Parliament – our co-legislator – has re-established a Disability Intergroup and created a working group to raise awareness of disability and promote a coordinated approach to the implementation of the Convention. 

The European Ombudsman – an independent body dealing with complaints against EU institutions and bodies – has recently investigated respect for fundamental rights in EU Regional Policy. The rights of persons with disabilities were covered and recommendations made to support the Commission's supervision of Member States in this area. 

The Latvian Presidency of the Council of the EU put disability firmly on its agenda: a high-level meeting discussed progress and challenges on inclusive education and employment. A conference in June focused on de-institutionalisation and development of social care policy in Europe.
The European Economic and Social Committee has an ad hoc group on disability that gathers civil society views on the implementation of the Convention. 

And finally, the EU Fundamental Rights Agency has collected information on legal capacity, independent living, political participation and children with disabilities. 
Each body has its role to play to implement the Convention – while ensuring a coherent approach. 
Ladies and Gentlemen, 

Implementing the Convention is not something the EU can achieve alone. We share responsibility with our Member States. Most are already parties to the Convention, while three countries are working towards ratification. We must cooperate closely: the Union only has the powers conferred upon it by the Treaties agreed by Member States. Respect for the principles of subsidiarity, proportionality and better regulation are essential. The EU concentrates on areas where a European response can deliver desired results, better than at national, regional or local level. 

The EU supports countries to learn from each other; to promote coherent solutions to common challenges, also in implementing the Convention. Together we can make the Convention a reality on the ground. 

Madam Chair, Distinguished Members of the Committee,

Your views and recommendations offer vital guidance to our work in creating a barrier-free Europe for all. 

I very much look forward to your questions and our dialogue. Thank you.
