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Geneva, 15 August 2014
Written submission to the 12th session of the Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities
REVIEW OF NEW ZEALAND: "AUTISTICS SHOULD BE KILLED"
Autistic Minority International is a Geneva-based NGO. It is the first and only autism self-advocacy organization active at the global political level. We aim to combat bias and prejudice and advance the interests of an estimated seventy million autistics, one percent of the world's population, at and through the United Nations, World Health Organization, human rights treaty bodies, and other international organizations. Autistic Minority International is an associate member of the Conference of NGOs in Consultative Relationship with the United Nations (CoNGO) and a member of the NGO Forum for Health, a Geneva-based consortium of organizations committed to promoting human rights and quality care in global health.

We take the review of New Zealand as an opportunity to steer the Committee's attention toward the online abuse, harassment, hate speech, and cyberbullying that autistic persons in that country (and many other countries) have to endure due to the Google search engine's autocomplete feature. Googling "autistics" on Google's New Zealand site, www.google.co.nz, currently results in autocomplete suggestions including "autistics are stupid", "autistics are retarded", "autistics are not human", "autistics are dangerous", and "autistics are evil", while "autistics should" autocompletes as "autistics should die", "autistics should be killed", or "autistics should be euthanized"!

We recognize of course that Google is a global corporation, but it does have a physical presence and staff in Auckland, New Zealand
. The address is: Google New Zealand, Level 27, PWC Tower, 188 Quay Street, Auckland 1010, New Zealand.
We believe that under the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities it is the duty of the New Zealand government – and the governments of any other States Parties to the Convention in which Google is active – to protect autistic persons from this kind of disability-based discrimination. And it is the responsibility of the Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities to ensure that Google does not escape accountability because of its global structure. 
We invoke in particular article 4 of the Convention: "States Parties undertake: [...] To take all appropriate measures to eliminate discrimination on the basis of disability by any [...] private enterprise".
According to article 2, "'Discrimination on the basis of disability' means any distinction [...] on the basis of disability". Article 3 lists applicable "principles of the present Convention [...]: a. Respect for inherent dignity [...] of persons; b. Non-discrimination; [...] d. Respect for difference and acceptance of persons with disabilities as part of human diversity and humanity". Article 4 obliges States Parties "To take all appropriate measures, including legislation, to modify or abolish existing [...] practices that constitute discrimination against persons with disabilities". 
Also relevant seem article 8 on "Awareness-raising": "States Parties undertake to adopt immediate, effective and appropriate measures: a. To [...] foster respect for the rights and dignity of persons with disabilities; b. To combat stereotypes, prejudices and harmful practices relating to persons with disabilities [...] in all areas of life"; article 10 on "Right to life": "States Parties reaffirm that every human being has the inherent right to life and shall take all necessary measures to ensure its effective enjoyment by persons with disabilities on an equal basis with others"; and article 32 on "International cooperation": "States Parties recognize the importance of international cooperation [...] in support of national efforts for the realization of the purpose and objectives of the present Convention". International cooperation will be essential to hold Google accountable.
Google itself explains how its autocomplete suggestions are self-reinforcing
: "When you click a search prediction, you do a search using that prediction as your search term." But: "The search queries that you see as part of Autocomplete are a reflection of the search activity of users and the content of web pages. [...] [A]ll of the predictions that are shown in the drop-down list have been typed before by Google users or appear on the web." Meaning: the more often these autocomplete suggestions are shown, the more often people will click on them, and the more often people click on them, the more often they will be shown, and so on, in an endless vicious circle.

Google denies any responsibility: "Autocomplete predictions are automatically generated by an algorithm without any human involvement based on a number of objective factors, including how often past users have searched for a term. Our algorithm is designed to reflect the diversity of our users' searches and content on the web." But courts have found that this excuse does not hold up. The High Court of Hong Kong just ruled that Google can be sued for its autocomplete feature
, finding "that the company could be held responsible for the content it recommends to users." The German Federal Court of Justice ruled that Google has to remove offensive autocomplete suggestions
: "Google has to remove the search terms but does not have to alter its software [...]. It also does not have to verify generated search terms in advance for possible breaches, but Google has to remove offensive or defamatory autocomplete results when it is notified".
Google claims: "The algorithm automatically detects and excludes a small set of search terms for things like pornography, violence, hate speech, illegal and dangerous things". It also offers the possibility to report offensive predictions. Continuous efforts by the autistic community over many years to have all offending autocomplete suggestions removed have however been futile. Even eighteen months after Google removed some equally offensive autocomplete predictions for "autistic people" and "autistic people should"
, the same abusive and discriminatory suggestions still show up for these phrases at the bottom of Google search results pages as "related searches" (see Google New Zealand screen captures 5 and 6 below): "autistic people should die", "autistic people should be killed", "autistic people need to die".

It remains to ask: "Can I turn off Autocomplete? No, Autocomplete is built into Google Search to help you search for information faster and easier. You can always choose not to click on the Autocomplete predictions." Not clicking on them does however not mean that autistic persons will not be exposed to suggestions that they are evil and should be killed!
The problem extends to other search engines as well, albeit to a much lesser degree. In Microsoft's Bing, autocomplete suggestions appear to have been removed, but some related searches are shown on the results page (see Bing screen capture below), for example for "autistic people should": "Autistic People Should Be Killed", "Autistic People Should Die", and "Should We Kill Autistic People". In Yahoo, autocomplete suggestions and related searches appear, but with less predictions (see Yahoo screen captures 1-3 below): typing "autistics should" and "autistic people" only results in the suggestions "autistics should die" and "autistic people should die", respectively.
It is thus warranted to seek redress from Google first and foremost. Google's global headquarters is in Mountain View, California. Since the United States of America has not ratified the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities we believe it is legitimate to raise this issue with regard to other countries in which Google operates and where they maintain offices, staff, and localized search engines, such as Google New Zealand. As New Zealand has not ratified the Optional Protocol to the Convention, we believe it is justifiable to bring this issue up during the review of the State Party's initial report.

Having said that, the same autocomplete and related searches suggestions are made on www.google.com (United States and global), www.google.co.uk (United Kingdom), and www.google.com.au (Australia). The results are likely to be very similar on all English-language Google domains worldwide. We were not able to verify the results in other languages.
It is not clear where and how the autistic community might sue Google in a court of law. Also, as individuals and as self-advocacy organizations we lack the financial means to take on a corporate giant such as Google in drawn-out legal proceedings. Even winning against Google would not mean that all offensive autocomplete and related searches suggestions disappear once and for all. New ones might be generated at any moment, based on what Google users are searching for at any given time. The issue can't be solved by taking legal action.
It remains for us to urge the Committee to condemn and counteract this ongoing abuse of autistics' human rights as persons with disabilities and to seize the opportunity of doing so during its dialogue with the delegation from New Zealand and in its Concluding Observations on New Zealand's initial report.
Google's corporate motto is: "Don"t be evil". Please have a look at the screen captures below and form your own opinion.
Thank you for your consideration.

Erich Kofmel, President
Autistic Minority International
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Google New Zealand screen capture 1 (autocomplete suggestions): "autistics are stupid", "not human", "retarded", "dangerous", "evil"
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Google New Zealand screen capture 2 (autocomplete suggestions): "autistics should die", "be killed", "be euthanized"
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Google New Zealand screen capture 3 (related searches for "autistics"): "autistics are annoying", "retarded", "should be killed"
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Google New Zealand screen capture 4 (related searches for "autistics should"): "autistics should be killed"
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Google New Zealand screen capture 5 (related searches for "autistic people", even after the autocomplete suggestions for the same phrase were removed by Google): "autistic people need to die", "should [be] killed", "should die"
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Google New Zealand screen capture 6 (related searches for "autistic people should", even after the autocomplete suggestions for the same phrase were removed by Google): "autistic people are rude", "should die", "be killed"
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Bing screen capture (related searches for "autistic people should"): "Autistic People Should Be Killed", "Autistic People Should Die", "Should We Kill Autistic People"
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Yahoo screen capture 1 (autocomplete suggestions and related searches for "autistics should"): "autistics should die"
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Yahoo screen capture 2 (autocomplete suggestions): "autistic people should die"
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Yahoo screen capture 3 (related searches for "autistic people should"): "autistic people should die"

Background
Autistic self-advocacy is about more than disability rights. Autism is a distinct culture and identity. The only one we know. Regardless of where in the world we live, autistics are more like each other than like the people surrounding us. Autism is a neurological difference that is both genetic and hereditary. There is no cure, and we do not believe that a cure will ever be found. The autistic minority includes those diagnosed with Asperger's syndrome and various other conditions on the autism spectrum as well as those children and adults who remain undiagnosed.
In 2007, the United Nations General Assembly declared 2 April World Autism Awareness Day. On that day in 2013, UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon wrote: "This international attention is essential to address stigma, lack of awareness and inadequate support structures. Now is the time to work for a more inclusive society, highlight the talents of affected people and ensure opportunities for them to realize their potential."
In 2012, the United Nations General Assembly unanimously adopted resolution 67/82 "Addressing the Socioeconomic Needs of Individuals, Families and Societies Affected By Autism Spectrum Disorders, Developmental Disorders and Associated Disabilities". In this resolution, the UN member states recognize "that the full enjoyment by persons with autism spectrum disorders [...] of their human rights and their full participation will result in significant advances in the social and economic development of societies and communities" and stress "the important contribution that non-governmental organizations and other civil society actors can make in promoting human rights for [...] all individuals with autism spectrum disorders [...] and their integration in societies". The GA voices its concern "that persons with autism spectrum disorders [...] continue to face barriers in their participation as equal members of society" and calls this "discrimination" and "a violation of the inherent dignity and worth of the human person".

As individuals and as a group, autistics continue to be denied the "four key pillars of minority rights", as identified by the UN's Special Rapporteur on Minority Issues, Rita Izsák: "protection of existence and prevention of violence against minorities; promotion and protection of minority identity; equality and non-discrimination; and the right to effective participation in all areas of public, economic and social life".
Our very existence is in danger as long as autism, without regard to severity, continues to be viewed as something to be eradicated. Violence against us takes the form of behaviour modification, institutionalization, and abusive medical and therapeutic practices, such as electric shocks. Instead, we should be taught self-esteem, self-confidence, and how to advocate for ourselves. The autistic minority also includes those of us who hide their condition for fear of discrimination. This is no longer tenable at a time when millions of children diagnosed with autism come of age and many more get diagnosed as adults. Autism awareness must lead to acceptance, recognition, and respect for autistics. Only autism acceptance will ensure our full and equal participation in all areas of public, economic, and social life.
Only autism acceptance will thus meet the requirements of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities.

� 	http://www.stoppress.co.nz/blog/2013/03/quick-look-inside-googles-new-zealand-hq


� 	https://support.google.com/websearch/answer/106230?hl=en


� 	http://www.pcworld.com/article/2462140/hong-kong-tycoon-can-sue-google-over-autocomplete-feature-court-rules.html 


� 	http://www.pcworld.com/article/2038704/google-has-to-delete-offensive-autocomplete-results-german-federal-court-rules.html


� 	http://www.nj.com/parenting/index.ssf/2013/02/google_changes_policy_for_auti.html
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