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Madam Chairperson! 
Distinguished Members of the Committee!
Ladies and Gentlemen!

[1] On behalf of the Latvian Government, it is my honour and privilege to address you today considering Latvia’s first national report on the implementation of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. 
[2] Latvia welcomes this dialogue and is looking forward towards a clear assessment of the country's progress and guidance regarding the rights of persons with disabilities. This mechanism serves as both a guardian of international obligations and as a catalyst for change to strive for further improvements in ensuring the rights of persons with disabilities. Latvia has been dedicated to the implementation of the obligations set out in the Convention and aims to improve the life quality of all persons with disabilities. 
[3] Our initial national report was elaborated in cooperation with line ministries, municipalities and NGOs. Their views and comments were taken into consideration and were reflected in the initial report. The report was also presented to the National Council of Disability Affairs in December 2013. Several NGOs significantly contributed to the Report, namely, “Association “Apeirons” representing people with disabilities and their friends”, “Resource Centre for people with mental disability “Zelda””, ”Association of Latvian Movement for Independent Living”, “The Latvian Umbrella Body For Disability Organizations SUSTENTO”, “Riga City Child of Care” and the Latvian Association of the Deaf. Three of these organisations also submitted their alternative reports to underline their concerns and to point to sensitive issues regarding different aspects of the Convention.
[4] According to the Law on Ratification of the Convention, the Ministry of Welfare is the focal point for the implementation of the Convention and the Ombudsman is the monitoring body. Further, as the rights and basic principles defined in the Convention have to be mainstreamed, Latvia has chosen a horizontal approach for the implementation of the Convention. Thus other line ministries are each responsible for a gradual implementation of the obligations defined in the Convention in the relevant sector. 


[5] It has been ten years since Latvia signed and eight years since Latvia ratified the Convention and the Protocol, and we can look back at what has changed over the last decade. We started to transform our thinking according to the spirit of the Convention already before the ratification. Now, all the relevant policy documents reflect the Government’s commitments to promote equality and non-discrimination by adequate legislative changes, to enforce the rights in practice by introducing new enabling services and to apply a social and human rights based approach thus moving away from the medical approach. 
[6] Currently the main policy planning document in this regard are the Guidelines on the Implementation of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities from 2014 until 2020 with corresponding shorter term action plans. 
[7] However, disability related aspects and measures targeted at the implementation of specific core principles incorporated in the Convention are included also in other major policy guidelines and plans. They refer to, for example, the development of social services, professional social work, inclusive labour markets and inclusive education, health care development and perform gradual transition from long-term institutional care to community based services. 
 
[8] The introduction of services of assistants, guide dogs, sign language interpreters and psychologists and the expansion of municipal social services as well as the accessibility improvements in public transport and the national media - are only some of the examples of the positive developments during last decade. 
[9] Another important area of work is related to personal legal capacity. The support and competence of NGOs, in particular the organisation “Zelda”, cannot be overestimated in the process of drafting the new provisions on personal legal capacity. Amendments to the Civil Law abolishing full restriction of the legal capacity came into force in 2013. The legal provisions that prevented persons with restricted legal capacity from participating in elections were also deleted in 2013 and thus cannot be applied to any elections.


[10] As part of continuous efforts towards inclusive labour markets, we have introduced targeted and tailored active labour market policy measures and support services to enable the participation of persons with disabilities in the labour market. Also, the social entrepreneurship concept is being widely discussed, and the Law on Social Entrepreneurship should be adopted in the nearest future, social businesses will be able to apply to financial support as well in the near future. 
[11] These and other initiatives of the Latvian Government are supported by the European Union Structural Funds.  The Structural Funds contribute to the development of:
a. Community based services for persons with functional impairements, including persons with mental disorders,
b. Support persons service for persons with mental disorders
a. system of persons functional assessment for assistive aids, assistive aids exchange system for educational institutions, skills training programs for persons with mental disorders,
b. methodological handbooks for social workers to work with persons with intellectual disabilities, 
c. active labour market policy measures, and research on support services available for persons with disabilities, and social entrepreneurship, 
d. elaboration of a full list of indicators available in the national data to monitor the progress of the implementation of the Convention, 
e. Communication campaigns, training and other informative activities. 
[12] Ensuring equal opportunities for persons with disabilities is set as one of the horizontal priorities for the whole framework of the European Union Structural Funds. The Guidelines provided on environmental accessibility, training and expert consultations have contributed to the implementation of  different provisions of the Convention.

Ladies and gentlemen!
[13] Latvia signed the Convention just a few months before the most serious economic crisis since Latvia restored its independence started. The crisis affected most people and most institutions and companies at all levels. However, despite the broad consolidation of expenditures, the Latvian Government manged to keep the level of social transfers for persons with disabilities and even to introduce new services. In 2014  we increased social security benefit for persons with disabilities since childhood.
[14] The disability policy funding amounts to 175 millions euro or 1,2% from GDP allocated for pensions and benefits and further 175 millions euro spent on other services, support, reduced fees and releifs in taxes.  1.1 million have been spent so far this year for labour market measures for the employment of persons with disabilities and 103 millions for the Deinstitutionalisation and other European Union Structural Funds activities targeted at persons with disabilities. Funding for technical assistive devices has increased from 2,3 millions in 2010 to 7,2 million in 2016.

[15] At the European Union level, Latvia fully supports and contributes to the greater visibility of disability issues, including within the programme of the Latvian Presidency of the Council of the European Union in 2015. The Latvian Presidency hosted a High-Level Meeting on disability “From Inclusive Education to Inclusive Employment for People with Disabilities”. The Meeting started with a ministerial meeting that was followed by a conference with approximately 200 participants. The topics of the Meeting - inclusive education and inclusive employment - are in line with the Europe 2020 Strategy that is expected to deliver inclusive growth, and also with the European Disability Strategy that aims to empower people with disabilities so that they can enjoy their full rights, and benefit fully from participating in society and economy. 
[16] Further the debate on high quality social services and social inclusion of people with disabilities was continued during the Latvian Presidency conference „Deinstitutionalisation and Further Development of Social Care Policy in Europe”. The conference brought together policy makers, policy implementers, social service providers and non-governmental experts from the European Union Member States, mainly those at different stages of the deinstitutionalisation process. 
[17] During the Latvian Presidency disability issues were highlighted not only in social area. There were Council conclusions adopted on the inclusion of persons with disabilities in disaster management.  The Latvian State Fire and Rescue Service is a dedicated participant of the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015-2030 . 
[18] These Latvian Presidency activities gave the opportunity to exchange views and best practices and to strengthen the commitments made to ensure equal rights of persons with disabilities. 


[19] The Latvian government is committed to carrying out measures aimed at reducing the gaps between persons with disabilities and persons without disabilities. When assessing future challenges, we understand that closer inter-institutional cooperation would be required in order to raise awareness, increase the scope of specific services to support persons with disabilities and to improve the accessibility of general public services. This is a precondition to eliminate stereotypes, to provide inclusive education and to increase the number of persons with disabilities living independently within the community. 
[20] In conclusion, I would like to thank the Committee for its list of issues. We carefully examined it to provide additional information on recent developments before our review. I also thank the national Ombudsman’s office and the nongovernmental organisations that prepared alternative reports. Our delegation will do its best to reflect on the issues raised in these reports throughout this dialogue.
[21] As regards Latvia’s delegation, it is comprised of representatives from a wide range of national institutions that reflects the broad horizontal responsibility for the issues of persons with disabilities.
[22] Ladies and gentlemen, we look forward to an open and constructive dialogue during this session.
[23] Thank You !
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