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Madame Chair, members of the Committee, ladies, and gentlemen:

On behalf of the Philippine delegation, I am honored to deliver this opening statement.

As the Philippines engages with this Committee’s distinguished members for the first time, the seriousness in which we do so cannot be overstated.  Our strong delegation is composed of senior officials from various government agencies whose mandates bear upon the State’s human rights obligations concerning persons with disabilities.  We come ready to share our good practices and to learn from the Committee’s collective wisdom and expertise.

I am Virginia Orogo, and I am Secretary of the Department of Social Welfare and Development.   

With me at the head-table are:

1. Ambassador Evan Garcia, Permanent Representative of the Philippines to the United Nations and other International Organizations in Geneva; and

2. Honorable Michael Ong, Senior Deputy Executive Secretary of the Office of the President.

In front of us are other senior officials of the delegation representing the Presidential Human Rights Committee, Department of Social Welfare and Development, National Council on Disability Affairs, Department of Foreign Affairs, Department of Education, Department of Labor and Employment, Department of the Interior and Local Government, Department of Justice, Department of Health, Department of Public Works and Highways, Department of Transportation, Philippine Commission on Women, and the Permanent Mission of the Philippines to the United Nations in Geneva. 

Madame Chair,

When the Philippines became the 20th State Party to the Convention in April 2008, it did so as an affirmation of its laws and policies already in effect, and of its institutional programs and mechanisms being implemented at that time that recognized and addressed the growing concerns of Filipinos with disabilities.  


The 1987 Philippine Constitution stipulates, as a matter of State policy, that the promotion of social justice is essential to national development, anchored on opportunities, reduction of inequalities, enhancement of human dignity, and respect for human rights.   Specific to persons with disabilities, 
the Constitution provided for the establishment of a special agency for the rehabilitation, self-development, self-reliance and integration into society of Persons with Disabilities.  
As regards the latter, a presidential order issued in 1987 reorganized the then existing National Commission Concerning Disabled Persons created in 1978.  After further enhancements and reorganizations over the years, the most recent of which was in 2008, the agency has come to be the current National Council on Disability Affairs which is under the supervision of my department, the Department of Social Welfare and Development.
In 1992, 
the Magna Carta for Persons with Disabilities was enacted, presenting a translation of the State’s interventions specific to Persons with Disabilities.  This strengthened the already existing Accessibility Law enacted in 1982 that sought to address barriers that limit Persons with Disabilities mobility in the built environments and infrastructure.

The Philippines already had policies then that raised awareness on disability among the general public long before the enforcement of the Convention.  Executive issuances implementing these programs called for highlighting of disability concerns, through collaboration of national, regional, and international organizations, thereby raising people’s appreciation of the various aspects of disability rights
. 

Madame Chair,

While the State takes pride in its initiatives prior to ratifying the Convention, it fully acknowledges that a major shift in both the government’s and the general public’s paradigm on disability came about after becoming a State Party.

While it used to be that the State merely addressed mostly the medical concerns normally attributed to disabilities, the Convention ushered a human rights-based approach to the issues, gaps and barriers encountered by Persons with Disabilities.  This approach introduced the exercise and enjoyment of Persons with Disabilities’ rights to education, work and employment, leisure and sports, political participation, to name a few, and other equally important inalienable and indivisible rights. 

This paradigm shift has capacitated the government in promoting and protecting Persons with Disabilities’ rights by way of empowering them as rights-holders, and not merely as objects of charity who are perennially dependent on government, people, and society in general for welfare support.  These empowerment campaigns were pursued through comprehensive
 program strategies. 
Along the same track, the Magna Carta for Persons with Disabilities  would go through several enhancements to respond to the evolving needs and concerns of the sector.  These included addressing discrimination on the basis of disability, prohibitions on verbal and non-verbal ridicule and vilification, grant of discount privilege on goods and services as a form of economic subsidy, and ensuring full and effective participation of Persons with Disabilities  in all areas of development.  

Related to the latter, the Magna Carta for Persons with Disabilities was enhanced further in 2010 to institutionalize a mechanism for Persons with Disabilities’ participation at the level of the local government with the establishment of Persons with Disabilities Affairs Offices in every province, city and municipality in the country.

To further the inclusive participation of
 Persons with Disabilities  in governance, the State enacted a law in 2012 establishing polling precincts that are accessible to Persons with Disabilities and, in the process, adopted a definition of Persons with Disabilities that underlines the interaction of persons with impairment with various barriers that hinder their participation in the political arena, as recognized in the Convention. 

Inspiring these efforts to ensure inclusive participation is the famous battle cry of Persons with Disabilities: "Nothing about us without us!"  This same call has been made part of government development work which emphasizes that “no one shall be left behind, including Persons with Disabilities.”  

Efforts were likewise undertaken to fine-tune the Accessibility Law to properly address physical and communication and technology barriers encountered by Persons with Disabilities on a daily basis, barriers that deprive them access to government programs and services, and of their meaningful participation in society’s development. 
Meanwhile, the State enacted a law in 2016 that expanded the privileges and benefits of Persons with Disabilities to include further discounts on major products and key services, exemptions from value-added taxation, right to social insurance, educational assistance, special discounts on prime commodities and other basic necessities, including having express lanes in establishments. 
And in June of this year, Philippine President Rodrigo Roa Duterte signed the Mental Health Act mandating State support for persons with mental health conditions.  The law covers the full participation of said persons in work and in society in general, promotion of mental health education in schools and workplaces, provision of health services, improvement of mental health facilities, and expanding health insurance coverage to include psychiatric consultations, medicines, and hospital confinement.  Persons with mental condition as a result of drug addiction are likewise covered.

Madame Chair,

The Philippines is determined to further its current efforts to generate public interest and support for the Convention. Such shall be pursued and sustained through the Philippine Development Plan 2017 – 2022, including
 strong advocacy  on Persons with Disabilities rights protection, promotion and fulfillment through appropriate executive, legislative policy reforms consistent with the Convention led by the National Council on Disability Affairs. 

The ratification of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities by the Philippines opened more awareness for consultation
 and dialogues to articulate and demand fulfillment of their rights by the State. 
Examples of these engagements are the Disability Summit spearheaded by the Department of Social Welfare and Development, the Public Health Convention on Health and Wellness for Persons with Disabilities conducted by the Department of Health, and the annual Local Government Units Convention on Disability Inclusive Development in Governance spearheaded by the National Council on Disability Affairs.  

Further, disability rights are mainstreamed in various initiatives, such as access to health programs, including on sexual and reproductive health; access to education, employment, justice, built infrastructure, transportation, political activities, etc.; and through awareness-raising campaign and capacity building. 


In the course of this 2-day dialogue, the Philippine delegation will have opportunities to share these initiatives with this Committee.

Madame Chair,


While we may have made significant progress in our effort to improve the plight of Persons with Disabilities in our country, now estimated at around 1.6 million, we know that much still needs to happen and to be undertaken.  

We are aware of the need to continually address challenges to resource availability that limit the performance of national and local government institutional mechanisms, if only to ensure that progressive realization takes place, reinforcements and incentives are provided, and the advocacies for disability inclusion in governance are sustained.

We shall continue to revisit and further improve on our laws, policies, programs, and measures to render them ever responsive and not restrictive, attuned to the prevailing differentiated needs and concerns of Persons with Disabilities, and clearly anchored on human rights-based principles and approaches.


We shall pursue all this in keeping with the directive of our President, Rodrigo Roa Duterte, that the State shall pursue a human rights-based approach in improving every Filipino’s welfare in the areas of health, education, adequate food and housing, environmental preservation, and respect for culture, ever cognizant that human rights must work to uplift human dignity.  And that human rights shall mean giving Filipinos, especially those on society’s fringes, a decent and dignified future through the social and physical infrastructures necessary to better their lives.
Madame Chair,
The Philippines shall continue to strengthen the tradition of caring for every member of its family, especially those with disability. Towards this end, the government, the community, civil society and others shall provide the needed support and services. 

Finally, all our efforts shall be anchored on inclusive people participation, especially of members of the sector themselves.  
In closing, Madame Chair and members of the Committee, 

We welcome this first constructive dialogue with the Committee knowing that, given your experience and expertise in the promotion, protection, and fulfilment of the rights of Persons with Disabilities, we shall learn much from each other; lessons that will better our State’s commitment not to leave anyone – not any person with disability – behind.

Before closing, the Philippine delegation would like to request the committee members to cite the specific articles when asking questions so as to facilitate our appropriate responses.

Thank you, and Mabuhay!
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