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United Kingdom opening statement


Introduction

1. Good afternoon Mr Chairperson and distinguished members of the Committee. My name is Karen Jochelson and I am the Head of the United Kingdom Government’s Office for Disability Issues. It is my great pleasure to be here today as the Head of this Delegation, which includes representatives from across the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, that I will henceforth refer to as the UK.

2. I want to thank you for inviting us to this dialogue. This is the UK’s first periodic review regarding the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, a Convention that the UK is proud to say it played a part in drafting. I speak for the whole UK delegation when I say that we are very much looking forward to this dialogue.

3. I would also like to read a message from our Minister of State for Disabled People, Penny Mordaunt. She states: ‘I thank this distinguished Committee for the opportunity to discuss how the UK can continue to progress disabled people’s rights. The UK has been a global leader in driving forward disability rights and promoting inclusion, and we are acutely aware of the catalyst we could be to help our international partners achieve more on this agenda.

4. The government has a real focus on enabling disabled people to fulfil their potential, as I’m sure will be demonstrated during this dialogue. I am determined to ensure that government policy, public services and our policy across other sectors is developed by consultation with disabled people about their needs, views and experiences. As the first Minister of State to have this expanded portfolio, I have been able to raise the profile of this agenda and ensure it is as comprehensive as it must be. I look forward to considering how your concluding observations can support the UK in our ambitions.’ 

5. I would like to pay particular tribute to the Committee, its Secretariat and many others behind the scenes, for working with my team to enable delegation members in London to participate via video conference in this dialogue. This is a truly positive step towards enabling greater engagement.   

6. I would also like to thank the UK National Human Rights Institutions and disability civil society that have so actively engaged in the review process. To continue this, as I speak, the UK’s Office for Disability Issues is hosting a live feed event of the dialogue for civil society from our office in London. 

Overarching narrative

7. The UK has a long and proud history of furthering the rights of disabled people. In 1970, the UK introduced the world’s first legislation recognising and giving rights to disabled people. 

8. Since our ratification of this convention, we have strengthened our disability and equalities legislative framework with the Equality Act 2010. Implemented in England, Scotland and Wales, it strengthens protection against discrimination on the basis of disability, recognises indirect disability discrimination, and goes further than previous legislation to protect disabled people.

9. In Northern Ireland, the Northern Ireland Act Act 1998, Section 75, places a statutory duty on public authorities to have due regard of the need to promote equality of opportunity between disabled and non-disabled people; and the Disability Discrimination Act 1995 provides consideration of the rights of disabled people. 

10. The UK’s legislative framework, taken alongside our commitment to this Convention, provides a strong framework for ensuring and progressing the rights of disabled people. However, the UK recognises that there is more still to be done in all aspects of society and life, to progressively realise the Convention articles. 

11. And we are taking positive steps towards this. For example, the UK has set a clear and time-bound goal to get 1 million more disabled people and people with health conditions into work over the next 10 years. This will go a significant way towards realising Article 27.

12. In England, in relation to Article 24, the Children and Families Act 2014 introduced important reforms to provision for children and young people with Special Educational Needs and Disabilities. 

13. In Northern Ireland, the Mental Capacity Act (Northern Ireland) 2016 will support disabled people with Mental Health Conditions to ensure that disabled people are treated on an equal basis as per Article 17.  
14. Scotland published a new Accessible Travel Framework in 2016, and has funded an Inclusive Communication Hub, progressing Article 9.

15. In Wales, the Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2015 provides the statutory framework to deliver the Welsh Government’s commitment to transform social services to improve the well-being of people needing care and some carers, advancing Article 25.

16. I can assure the Committee that the UK is determined to ensure that it is a place that works for everyone and that disability does not dictate the path that a person takes in life. And our commitment to these ambitions is not altered by the UK’s decision to leave the European Union.

17. We have a longstanding tradition of protecting citizens’ rights and liberties domestically and of fulfilling our international obligations. And we do not intend to change this.

18. Our commitment to the Convention is also unaltered by the recent optional protocol proceedings and the differences of views between the UK Government and the Committee. We consider this dialogue a chance to continue to share information about a wide range of UK policies and programmes, and to reflect further on the esteemed Committee members’ comments across a variety of issues.

19. Constructive dialogue, collaboration and co-production with disabled people is key to the UK meeting its ambitions to progressively realise disabled people’s rights. We recognise the benefits of embracing a ‘nothing about us without us’ approach wherever possible.

20. It is, in fact, through discussion with civil society that the UK Government and devolved administrations adopted the term ‘disabled people’ rather than ‘persons with disabilities’. As highlighted in our response to this Committee’s list of issues, there is cross-sector agreement that this term best fits with the UK’s understanding of the social model of disability, which informs our approach to policy.

21. In the preparations for this dialogue, we heard concerns from civil society about the systematic implementation of the social model across government policy. I want to confirm that the UK strongly acknowledges the very real value of the social model, which underpins this Convention. We remain committed to thinking about how to remove physical, social and environmental barriers to enable disabled people to realise their aspirations and potential.  And we will continue to work with disabled people, civil society and businesses to find solutions.

22. The UK also plays an international role recognising that we cannot end extreme poverty and meet the Sustainable Development Goals without enabling disabled people in developing countries to fulfil their potential. We therefore ensure disabled people are included in, and benefit from, international aid and humanitarian assistance, and work in partnership with a range of organisations as we realise that governments alone cannot deliver the Sustainable Development Goals. 

23. We will be glad to expand upon the UK’s approach later in this dialogue. However, I would now like to provide a brief overview of the UK’s constitutional make-up to provide a context for the dialogue and the UK’s approach.


Constitutional overview

24. The UK is a multi-national country. Different political parties with different and distinct policies lead each of the devolved governments. 

25. The UK Government has responsibility in England and retains responsibility UK-wide for certain policies, such as immigration and defence. The Governments for Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales have legislative responsibility for major areas of public policy, including health, education, housing, and in Northern Ireland and Scotland, justice. 

26. The Office for Disability Issues takes a leading role as the UK Focal Point for this Convention, according to Article 33. But responsibility for driving the progressive implementation of the UK’s obligations reaches across administrations in Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales. Reflecting our joint commitment to UN processes I am pleased to be joined by representatives of these administrations today.

27. I would like to put on record at this point that in the temporary absence of a devolved government in Northern Ireland, the position of future Ministers must be reserved. The direction of disability policy in Northern Ireland will remain subject to review and agreement by future Ministers with responsibility for the issues concerned. 

28. During the dialogue we will reflect the differing experiences and approaches of the devolved administrations. 

29. Although not part of the UK, the UK retains responsibility for the international representation of the Crown Dependencies and Overseas Territories at the UN. This Convention has yet to be extended to these countries and we are working with the territories to support and encourage extension of this Convention. 

Delegation introduction

30. I will now introduce our delegation. The range of departments represented today is indicative of UK’s concerted efforts to mainstream disability issues across government and devolved administrations. With me here today are representatives from the following departments: the Department for Work and Pensions, the Northern Ireland Executive, the Scottish Government, the Welsh Government, Department for Education, Department for Communities and Local Government, Department for Transport, Ministry of Justice, Department of Health, Home Office, Foreign and Commonwealth Office and the UK Mission in Geneva. 



Conclusion

31. To conclude Mr Chairperson, distinguished Committee members, ladies and gentlemen, on behalf of the UK delegation, we welcome this dialogue, and know that our progress is strengthened by open and constructive discussion.  We look forward to hearing the Committee’s views and responding to your questions. 
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