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Chair,
Distinguished Committee Members,

[bookmark: _Hlk79581214]It is a privilege to address you at the opening of the 31st session of the Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, in my capacity as the Chair of the Human Rights Council Task Force on accessibility.

The Task Force is mandated to enhance participation for persons with disabilities with the work of the Council, in accordance with international standards. So, I am very glad to speak to this illustrious Committee, that has played such an instrumental role in developing these standards. I see part of my role is to engage with States and all of the Council’s stakeholders, to help increase visibility and awareness of the issues faced by persons with disabilities at the Council, and help remove barriers to their engagement.

As the premier intergovernmental body for human rights, the Council is not only a venue to discuss human rights, but a place that rights should be exercised. This includes the right to freedom of expression and the right to participate for persons with disabilities. It is imperative that the Council, its members and observers,  see accessibility as non-negotiable. 

Measures taken at the Council have progressively improved accessibility. Video statements with the inclusion of subtitles, are now standard practice for States and civil society organizations, removing a significant barrier to those persons with disabilities who are unable to participate in Council sessions in person. Reasonable adjustments for persons with disabilities have become a norm at the Council. While it may be common practice at your Committee’s sessions, last year we welcomed the first interventions at the Council made by persons reading from Braille statements. But challenges remain, particularly as UNOG is no longer providing for participation via Zoom, which brought many in-built accessibility features, including customized settings, keyboard accessibility and screen reader support. To address this issue, the Council adopted a decision at its fifty-fifth session in April of this year, requesting the UN General Assembly to consider authorizing the Human Rights Council to continue its past practice of using remote participation modalities.

The Task Force, with the Council’s Bureau and the Secretariat, will continue to advocate for such participation options at the Council. After all, measures to improve accessibility should be implemented and strengthened.

Turning to the work of the Council, last year, we had a record number of 14 panels and one interactive dialogue that were fully accessible, which includes international sign language interpretation and captioning. The Council also adopted 24 resolutions mandating accessibility, including for 24 future panels, workshops, and seminars as well as 20 reports to be prepared in accessible or easy-to-read formats. This is a 26 percent increase on the number of resolutions mandating accessibility activities last year, and more than double the number of 2021. Given the wider budgetary constraints the UN is facing, the Council’s increasing desire for accessible debates shows how embedded they have become in our work. It is my hope that this trend continues this year. 
Already in 2024, we have had 10 panel discussions and one interactive dialogue that were fully accessible. Importantly, these are not just debates that focus on the rights of persons with disabilities. As you know, mainstreaming accessibility means ensuring its consideration across the broad range of human rights issues that our debated. This year this has included accessible panels on topics including sports and the Olympics, climate change, and the right to social security.

Importantly, the Council’s annual high-level panel on human rights mainstreaming in March, was on the theme, “harnessing multilateral efforts to embed, amplify and realize the rights of persons with disabilities, with a focus on full and effective participation and inclusion in society”. The importance of the issue was well reflected by the high-level speakers - the High Commissioner for Human Rights, the President of the Council, the President of the General Assembly, the Executive Director of UNICEF, the Director-General of the International Labour Organization and the Director-General of the World Health Organization. 

At the same session in April, the Council adopted it annual resolution on persons with disabilities, which focused on ‘support systems to ensure community inclusion of persons with disabilities’. Importantly the resolution requests the “Secretary-General to prepare a study defining the administrative procedures and budget required to make all Council resolutions accessible, including in easy-to-understand language, as accessibility resources and tools for persons with disabilities”. Importantly the study will be drafted “in consultation with and ensuring the active engagement and participation of persons with disabilities and their representative organizations.” The resolution also calls for consultation with the CRPD, along with other UN entities. I very much look forward to your contribution to this study, which will be submitted to the Council at its fifty-ninth session in June 2025. Your insight and expertise on this issue would be extremely valuable.

On some of the other Council activities touching on the rights of persons with disabilities this year, the annual panel in March, focused on good practices of support systems enabling community inclusion of persons with disabilities, informed by the OHCHR report on the topic. The new Special Rapporteur on the rights of persons with disabilities, Ms. Heba Hagrass, held her first interactive dialogue with the Council, on her report looking at the work and achievements of the mandate in the 10 years since it was created, while setting out her vision for her tenure.

At the June session, OHCHR presented its report on countering cyberbullying against persons with disabilities, identifying recent trends and challenges, as well as applicable human rights principles, safeguards and best practices. The report will also be made available in an easy-to read format. OHCHR also presented its oral report on the implementation of the United Nations Disability Inclusion Strategy.

Looking ahead, the Task Force and the Council will continue to make efforts to improve accessibility for person with disabilities. Current workstreams on updating the use of digital technology at the Council, will need to embed accessibility, with new tools or apps embracing universal design. It will also be my role to amplify the voices of persons with disabilities in such decision-making processes at the Council. To that end, I intend to hold the next meeting of the Task Force soon, in person, in the Palais des Nations, as well as reviewing the progress made in the implementation of the accessibility plan in close consultation with relevant actors, while also continuing to raise awareness of the rights of peoples with disabilities
. I would welcome your attendance and participation along with other persons with disabilities. After all the Council should follow the saying  “nothing about us, without us”. 
I thank you for giving me the opportunity to speak and wish you well for the session ahead.
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