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Opening statement by the Federal Government Commissioner for Matters relating to Persons with Disabilities

I. Introduction
Madam Chair,
Distinguished members of the Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities,
Madam Ambassador,
Distinguished representatives from civil society
and from the Monitoring Body,
Mr State Secretary,
Ladies and Gentlemen,

Thank you very much for the privilege to speak to this Committee. I have the highest respect for the work of the Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. The reason for this is that the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) and the recommendations resulting from the constructive dialogue provide a benchmark and guidance for my work as the Federal Government Commissioner for Matters relating to Persons with Disabilities.
In my view, the constructive dialogue with the committee is of central importance to remind the political decision makers time and again that the rights derived from the UN CRPD are human rights. The exchange with the United Nations and the strengthening of international cooperation are thus of great importance to me. We can and must learn so much from it in order to improve inclusion in our country. 

As the State Secretary has already explained, the Committee’s concluding observations from 2015 have had positive effects on numerous legislative processes in Germany. However, there are also areas where progress has been little to none. Before addressing these points in greater detail, I would like to explain what my task as the Federal Government Commissioner for Matters relating to Persons with Disabilities includes.   

II. Tasks of the Federal Government Commissioner for Matters relating to Persons with Disabilities 


· Since 2022 statutory provisions have been in place regulating the tasks of the Commissioner. The Federal Government Commissioner for Matters relating to Persons with Disabilities is appointed by the German Government for one legislative term. This is already my second legislative term. 

The task of the Commissioner is to see to it that the responsibility of the Federation to ensure equal living conditions for people with and without disabilities is accomplished in all areas of social life. In order to execute this task, the federal ministries must involve the Commissioner in all legislative and other important projects insofar as they touch upon matters concerning the participation of persons with disabilities. 

The law does not stipulate when and how this involvement has to take place. This means that the federal ministries sometimes interpret their duty to involve the Commissioner differently. However, my involvement is only really beneficial in terms of implementing the UN CRPD, if it takes place at an early stage, this means, at the latest together with the other ministries in the interministerial coordination process. This is the only way for the Commissioner to effectively advise the ministries. 

III. Challenges
As already mentioned, there are still some unsolved issues, despite the fact that we have also been successful in improving participation policies since the ratification of the UN CRPD in 2009, and in particular since the last country review in 2015. As I do not want to speak for too long, I would like to name three of them:
· Accessibility
· Participation in working life and
· inclusive education

1. with regard to Article 9 - Accessibility
As we all know, accessibility is the basic prerequisite for an inclusive society, which is thus worth living in, a society where nobody's participation is restricted. Unfortunately, accessibility is not a matter of course in all areas.
· The Equality for Persons with Disabilities Act stipulates clear requirements to be fulfilled by public sector bodies. 
· In 2021, Germany also implemented the minimum requirements contained in the European Accessibility Act. In the private sector, the Act to Enhance the Implementation of Accessibility, the Barrierefreiheitsstärkungsgesetz, will oblige providers of mainly digital products and services to place their products on the market in an accessible form starting in 2025. 
· This does not apply to products already on the market. There is also a lack of actionable accessibility obligations, including for services of general interest. 
· This lack of access is particularly striking in the healthcare system. In particular, doctors’ surgeries and rehabilitation clinics are often inaccessible due to the absence of legal obligations.This often leads to a poorer health care provision for persons with disabilities.
· There is also a lack of accessible housing. This is a factor which prevents de-institutionalisation. 
· Ultimately, people with disabilities are still excluded due to a lack of accessibility in companies, local and long-distance public transport and in recreational areas such as restaurants, theatres, cinemas and sports facilities.
· Unfortunately, experience has shown that it is not enough to rely on reason and voluntary action.
· Other countries already show us how we could become more successful. In Austria, the Equality for Persons with Disabilities Act has been applicable to all companies since 2016: Any goods, services and information intended for the public must be accessible.
· With this in mind, I will regularly and critically play my part in the interministerial “Federal Accessibility Initiative”. It would be a disaster if this opportunity for greater accessibility were not (once again) seized decisively. 


2. Article 27 - Work and Employment
· Despite some efforts in the last years to improve participation in working life of persons with disabilities, the situation has not changed significantly since 2015. The unemployment rate of persons with disabilities is almost twice as high as that of persons without disabilities and they are much longer unemployed than persons without disabilities. 
· Again, it is often this lack of accessibility in companies that prevents young persons from taking up regular vocational training.
· Another reason could be that persons with disabilities often still do not have a real choice and are pushed into certain occupations and measures that are allegedly particularly suited to them. 
· Many persons with disabilities continue to be employed in so-called workshops for persons with disabilities with no real chance of moving to the general labour market. Remuneration in the workshops is below the minimum wage. Employees’ main source of income are transfer payments from the government. 
· Further development of the workshops is urgently needed so that the right to earn a living by work, which can be freely chosen in an open, inclusive labour market accessible to persons with disabilities, is not only words on paper.

3. Article 24 - Inclusive education
· Finally, I would like to raise the issue of education because joint learning can pave the way for so many other areas that will remain closed to people if it does not take place.  
· In Germany, it is the Länder that are responsible for education. 
· But throughout Germany, children are segregated at an early stage because of their performance and also because of their disability.
· Our data demonstrate that still more than half of all pupils with special needs are taught at special needs schools on federal average. The overwhelming majority of pupils at special needs schools leaves school without a recognized school-leaving certificate. 
· This is where exclusion becomes a vicious circle: Without a recognized certificate young people usually lack prospects and choices to enter the labour market. They will immediately start work at the workshops for persons with disabilities. 
· To avoid the continued disability-based exclusion from the mainstream education system and thus later from the general labour market, targeted national measures are required. For me it is absolutely necessary that the Federation and the Länder join forces in this effort.

IV. Concluding remarks
Madam Chair,
Distinguished Members of the Committee, I stop here because I do not want to keep you from carrying out your actual task any longer. I am looking forward to the result of the constructive dialogue. The concluding observations are of very great importance to persons with disabilities in Germany and also to me in the context of my own tasks. 

Thank you very much for your attention.
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