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Mr. Chair,
Jamaica is honoured to make its first appearance before the Committee during this 26th Session and looks forward to our exchange on our Country Report.  We are pleased to have some members of the delegation join us in-person today.  They are: 
1. Mrs. Dione Jennings, Chief Technical Director, Ministry of Labour and Social Security, and,
2. Mrs Gennetta Smikle, Senior Legal Officer, Ministry of Labour and Social Security.
Joining us via the virtual space are Dr. Christine Hendricks, Principal Social Worker, Jamaica Council for Persons with Disabilities (JCPD) and Ms. Gloria Goffe, Executive Director, Combined Disabilities Association (CDA); both persons with disabilities. The delegation also includes officials from the Child Protection and Family Service Association (CPFSA) of the Ministry of Education, the Ministry of Health and Wellness, the Attorney General’s Chambers and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Foreign Trade, highlighting the invaluable whole of Government approach to disability matters.

Chair,
The Report, is the product of a highly consultative approach with various participants from government and non-governmental institutions including the JCPD and the CDA.
Chair,
Having been the first country to ratify and the first signatory to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities in 2007, Jamaica is also the first State in the Caribbean region to have submitted our Report covering 10 years up to 2017. This registers our unswerving commitment to the progressive realization of this Convention despite changes and demands in the global space. 
Jamaica is a state party to seven (7) of the nine (9) core international human rights treaties, a signal of the Government’s commitment to protecting the social and economic well-being of all its citizens, including persons with disabilities. The Charter of Fundamental Rights and Freedoms (Constitutional Amendment) Act 2011 and the passage of the Disabilities Act 2014 reinforces specific protection of the rights of persons with disabilities. 
Jamaica has made significant strides over the period under review in implementing several policies to promote and secure the rights of persons with disabilities. I am pleased to report that on February 14, 2022, The Disabilities Act came into operation. This means we are now fully equipped to deliver not just disability rights, but also human rights results, in a more coordinated and effective manner. The Act is underpinned by several mechanisms, including:
· three Codes of Practice addressing Education and Training, Employment and Health Care and Health Facilities; and,
· The Disabilities Rights Tribunal (DRT) to hear and settle cases of breaches of the Act and discrimination against persons with disabilities.
Chair,
This is a critical period globally. Many countries, including Jamaica are reeling from setbacks caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. The pandemic has shed light on the glaring inequalities that need addressing at every level, so that persons with disabilities are not “left behind”.
During the COVID-19 crisis, the challenges, and experiences for persons with disabilities have varied from isolation or physical and social distancing to increased health risks and less access to inclusive education and technology. These have exacerbated pre-pandemic disability challenges. 
The Government, therefore, adopted an inclusive and human-centred approach in its COVID-19 response and recovery efforts. We continue to heighten focus on imperatives for persons with disabilities through social and economic participation. Valiant efforts are being made to establish universal social protection measures and to take action to prevent discrimination, and protect the human rights of persons with disability. The Government also introduced several tangible imperatives such as:
1. COVID Care grants in two consecutive years; 
2. the allocation of $40M per year specifically for persons with disabilities’ empowerment, as well as training programmes, 
3. the acquisition of modern equipment and software for six special education institutions across the island, 
4. the expansion of the services of the Early Stimulation Programme for children with disabilities 0-6 years. 
5. Persons with disabilities over 75 years can also participate in the new Social Pension Programme introduced in October 2021.   
6. A Braille and Large Print Unit was established at the Ministry of Education to improve primarily, the access of students who are blind and visually impaired. Challenges remain, however, in facilitating access to information for members of the deaf and hard-of-hearing community.
Chair,
All this happened in the first year of COVID, which emphasised our commitment to protect and reinforce a rights-based approach as we build back better and recover stronger. In that context, the lessons learnt from the pandemic have brought home the need for greater collaboration and partnerships, greater attention to effective legislation, disability assessments with a view to improving research as regards persons with disabilities including disaggregated data, and, bridging the digital divide.  It is evident that there are no ‘one size fits all’ solutions.  However, we will consolidate the gains made in 2021 and strengthen the foundations for achieving the country’s long term development results beyond the pandemic. 
Chair, 
The Disabilities Act cannot legislate the change in attitude by all persons in society (including persons with disabilities), which needed to ensure that true equality is achieved. The Government has therefore concentrated its efforts towards raising awareness to prevent discrimination, and protect and promote the rights of persons with disabilities. The Government, through the Jamaica Information Service (JIS), and the Public Broadcasting Corporation of Jamaica (PBCJ) and other media, has been making efforts to sensitize the population about various issues relating to persons with disabilities. Through the JCPD, a plethora of sensitization seminars have been held at schools, private sector organizations, government agencies and in several communities.  The more recent Public Education Campaigns under the slogan, “Respect Ability: Disability Rights matters” have gained substantive traction as it stressed the protection of rights under The Act, and provided information on the Disabilities Rights Tribunal.
Chair,
We are cognizant that the Government needs to sustain efforts in creating the enabling environment for persons with disabilities through the promotion and protection of their rights and raising awareness of disability matters. 
Further Jamaica’s roadmap will continue to actively pursue and heighten efforts through national, regional, and international collaboration, and enforcement mechanisms that ensure that the full participation of persons with disabilities in all facets of life is maintained.
Actions continue to improve accessibility to infrastructure, in cities and rural areas, in particular in the areas of transportation, (government) buildings and public spaces, and inclusive education, recognizing that persons with disabilities have a significant contribution to make in all spheres of life.
Jamaica will enhance its capacity to collect data, statistics and qualitative information more effectively, disaggregate disability data where necessary, to better assess the situation of persons with disabilities, recognizing that evidence-based data presents new opportunities to measure progress in the implementation of the Convention.
In closing, Chairman, as we progressively fulfil our obligations under the Convention, the Jamaican delegation urges our regional and international development partners, in the words of William E. Lightbourne, to:
“Hold my hand and walk with me.
 We must break the back of social inequity;
 We must empower every individual with a disability
 To live with dignity in an inclusive society.”
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