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Mr Chairman and Esteemed Members
Good afternoon

1. At the outset, I thank you for giving me this opportunity to present before the esteemed Committee, the First Country Report on the status of persons with disabilities in India and also depose before the Committee to clarify the stand of my Government in the matter. 
2. India has always displayed strong commitment to the principles of the United Nations, and I take pride in stating that our country was amongst the first few countries to ratify the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD).  India has also been the first country to ratify the Marrakesh Treaty to Facilitate Access to Published Works for Persons Who Are Print Disabled.  Our commitment stems from the virtues of compassion, humanity and empathy that are imbibed in the Indian society and civilisation over the millennia. 
3. The Indian Constitution guarantees freedom, justice and equality of all individuals, laying the foundation for an inclusive society.  It mandates the Government to make effective provisions for securing the right to work, to education and to public assistance, inter-alia, in case of sickness and disablement. 
4. India’s National Development Agenda is mirrored in the Sustainable Development Goals. The National Development Agenda is implemented through a comprehensive array of programmes and schemes, e.g. Pradhan Mantri Jan Dhan Yojana, Deendayal Antyodaya Yojana-National Rural/Urban Livelihoods Mission, Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act, Samagra Shiksha Abhiyan, National Health Mission, Swachh Bharat Mission, etc. 
5. India recently concluded the most historic inclusive General Election wherein a wide range of facilities were provided to make the polling stations more inclusive and accessible to ensure that all can exercise their right to vote. These included obstacle-free access to polling stations, accessible toilets, separate entry and exit, Braille ballot guide, Braille embossed electronic voting machines and voter slips, wheelchairs as well as free local public transport facility and priority entry to polling stations.
6. India’s commitment to UNCRPD has been translated into a comprehensive legislation namely, The Rights of Persons with Disabilities (RPwD) Act, 2016 that came into force on 19.04.2017. The Act provides various rights and entitlements to ensure equality and non-discrimination, community life, protection from cruelty and exploitation, protection and safety, reproductive rights, accessible voting, access to justice etc. The Act mandates the Government to take specific measures to promote inclusive education, health, skill development, social security, sports, recreation and cultural activities for persons with disabilities (PwDs). 
7. The Act specifically mandates the Government to take special measures to ensure that women and children with disabilities enjoy their rights equally with others. Further, the National and State Commission for Women and National Commission for Protection of Child Rights have been set up to protect the rights and entitlements of women and children including those with disabilities.  The Act also mandates the Government to take steps to ensure that persons with disabilities exercise their legal capacity as per their will. It provides for support to persons with disabilities in the form of limited guardianship (a system of joint decision making process) services by the Government which can be granted by the District Court or authority designated by the State Governments. Designated State authorities are to be appointed to create awareness and to provide requisite support for PwDs to enable them exercise their legal capacity freely and independently.  
8. The Act provides broad framework for creation of barrier free built environment, transportation system, ICT ecosystem and protection of universal designing of consumer goods for empowerment of persons with disabilities.
9. Strong monitoring mechanism together with deterrence in the form of penalties are other features of the Act to ensure its effective implementation. 
10. In India, as per the latest Census figures of 2011, there are 27 million persons with disabilities.  This figure is likely to go up with addition of new categories of disabilities. There are now twenty one categories of disabilities recognised under the new Act.
11. Our Hon’ble Prime Minister has given a new name ‘Divyanjan’ to address the persons with disabilities which means persons with divine or extraordinary abilities which has been appreciated by wide sections of persons with disabilities. Visible and positive change in perception among persons with disabilities themselves as well as members of civil societies is being noticed. 
12. Some of the important affirmative actions under the said law include four percent reservation in Government jobs, five percent reservation of seats for students with disabilities in Government and Government aided higher educational institutions and five percent reservation in poverty alleviation schemes and allotment of land for housing and setting up of business at concessional rate of interest etc.  
13. Consequent upon the enactment of the new law, the Government has taken various steps to ensure its smooth enforcement. The Federal Government has also framed guidelines for assessment and certification of twenty one categories of disabilities. 
14. So far, our Government has been implementing a number of schemes and programmes for rehabilitation, health care and universal free education for all including persons with disabilities. 
15. The Government is working on creating a congenial environment for inclusive education. Ministry of Human Resource Development has started implementing the Samagra Shiksha Abhiyan. This scheme is an integrated scheme for school education effective from the current financial year extending from pre-school to Class XII with a view to ensuring inclusive and equitable quality education. The scheme also envisages support to the Provinces for strengthening school infrastructure, in-service training of teachers etc for providing conducive learning environment besides support for library, sports and physical activities. Moreover, the Government is also working on developing a standardised course curriculum for regular teacher education programmes as well as for in-service training of teachers to facilitate universal inclusive education.
16. Government also provides scholarships at various levels namely pre-matric, post-matric, top class education (in leading Engineering, Technical, Management and Medical Institutes), National fellowships and overseas scholarships to persons with disabilities. 
17. Recently, in the health sector, the Government has launched Ayushman Bharat: National Health Protection Scheme that envisages covering 500 million population i.e 100 million families in the country which would also cover persons with disabilities. The Government implements various schemes and programmes to prevent disabilities such as Rashtriya Bal Swasthya Karyakram (RBSK), National Programme for Control of Blindness, National Programme for Control of Deafness, etc. 
18. The Government is increasingly focusing on improving data on persons with disabilities. The Government has undertaken implementation of Unique Disability ID (UDID) project to create a national data base for persons with disabilities and also to issue unique disability ID card to each and every person with disability. The database is capable of providing details on PwDs on real time basis category-wise, gender-wise, Province/District/sub district wise which would enable the planners and implementing authorities to take appropriate measures for their inclusion and empowerment. So far the project has been implemented in 35 States/UTs covering more than 570 Districts.
19. Our Government is continuously working to improve mobility of persons with disabilities. The Government is implementing schemes for providing contemporary modern aids and assistive devices to persons with disabilities. During the last five years, the Government has distributed Aids and Assistive devices valued at 120 million USD for empowering and enabling their mobility benefitting about one million persons with disabilities through 7971 camps across the country. Under this scheme, the Government also supports Cochlear Implant Surgery for children with hearing disability, through 186 empanelled hospitals across the country. During the last five years, we have supported 2066 such surgeries.   
20. Our Government is committed to creation of barrier-free environment for persons with disabilities. The RPwD Act 2016 lays special focus on creation of barrier-free environment for persons with disabilities and mandates the Government to frame rules laying down the standards of accessibility for built-in environment, transport system, information and communication technology and other facilities and services offered to general public. The Act envisages that all the existing public buildings are required to comply with the accessibility standards within a period of five years and all the service providers (both public and private) are required to adhere to the accessible standards within a period of two years. 
21. Even prior to the enactment of the said Act, Hon’ble Prime Minister had launched Accessible India Campaign on 3rd December 2015, outlining phase-wise targets for creation of barrier-free environment in built-in infrastructure, transportation system and ICT eco system.  We have already completed access audit of over 1600 Government buildings across the country. The Central Government provides financial assistance to the provincial Governments for undertaking retro-fitment of accessibility features. 
22. Needless to mention that the motto of our Government is  ‘sabka saath, sabka vikas’ (Collective Efforts, Inclusive Growth); and persons with disabilities are and will continue to be an integral part of India’s progress towards inclusive growth.
23. There are seven National Institutes dedicated to specialized domains for different types of disabilities, to promote research, training and delivery of services to persons with disabilities. The Government has also established an Indian Sign Language Research & Training Centre to promote training, research and standardization of sign language in India. The Institute has launched an Indian Sign Language dictionary of six thousand modes of expressions. 
24. Government is also focusing on emerging psycho-social, intellectual and developmental disabilities. In this direction, the Department is establishing National Institute of Mental Health Rehabilitation at Sehore in Central India which can work towards developing rehabilitation protocols for persons with mental illness through community based approach, parental counseling, caregiver support etc.  The institute will plan to tie up with international institutes of repute for collaborative research. 
25. Poverty and disability are closely linked, and PwDs are very vulnerable.  I am happy to share that India is the fastest growing among large economies of the world. Consequently, in the last two decades or so, it has lifted millions and millions of people above the poverty line, and in the process created a huge middle class population.  Reduction in the hardships faced by persons with disabilities is the natural outcome of this process of economic development. This process has been supplemented by capacity building of human resource, infrastructure development through targeted schemes and programmes, and affirmative actions, in favour of persons with disabilities.  
26. The Government has recently taken steps to promote sports activities among persons with disabilities. The Government is establishing a Centre for Disability Sports at Gwalior in Central India to provide sports facilities including training for persons with disabilities. The Government intends to set up more such centres in near future.
27. Social Security programme for persons with disabilities is mostly being looked after by the Provinces in the form of disability pension. In some cases, the Provincial Governments are also giving financial support to promote marriage of persons with disabilities, unemployment allowance etc. With the enactment of the RPwD Act, 2016, the States are now mandated to frame schemes/programmes given their economic capacity. 
28. The Department launched the National Action Plan for Skill Development of Persons with Disabilities in 2015-16 with a view to impacting skill training to enhance their scope of employability both in public and private sector entities. The Rights of Persons with Disabilities Act mandates reservation of not less than 4% of the vacancies for persons with benchmark disabilities in Government jobs. Some of the Provinces are giving reservation of more than 4% also. More than 14000 posts have been filled up in various Central Government establishments through special recruitment drive for persons with disabilities during the last four years.
29. With a view to promoting performing arts among persons with disabilities and their participation in cultural events, the Government organised two National level cultural events titled “Divya Kala Shakti: Witnessing Ability in Disability” in April and July this year wherein children and youth with disabilities drawn from various States performed their skills in music (vocal & instrumental) and dance. 
30. The Government recognises persons with disabilities as a valuable human resource and the importance of involving them in all decision making processes. The Central Advisory Board on disability, an apex policy framing body at the National level constituted by the Government of India has ten representatives from amongst PwDs/their organisations out of which five are women. Similar is the case in respect of State Advisory Boards. Further, the Government always follows a consultation process while developing schemes and programmes, legislation etc among all stakeholders including persons with disabilities. 	
31. We remain firmly committed and will continue to work towards building an inclusive environment for the persons with disabilities, enabling them to enjoy their rights equally with others without discrimination, and realising their full potential. We are open to sharing of best practices as well as international cooperation for the empowerment and inclusion of persons with disabilities in all respects, and will tirelessly work towards achieving a society where equity, social justice, economic and social development are ensured.  
	
Thank you !
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