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Thank you, Madame Chair, 

May we, through you, thank the esteemed members of this august Committee profusely for affording the Independent Federal Monitoring Committee in enabling the participation in today’s dialogue.

We would like to acknowledge the delegation’s support in making our attendance possible.

We would be remiss were we not to express our profound gratitude to the CRPD Committee’s Vice-Chair and Rapporteur on Austria, Professor Ron McCallum AO for participating in our latest public meeting in April. We realize that this was a privilege, which very few countries will be afforded, and we are all the more grateful for Professor McCallum’s participation, particularly his helpful contribution of our discussion on making health care accessible to everyone. 

All of us are gathered here today to promote and further the protection of all human rights for all persons with disabilities. We gratefully welcome the opportunity to exchange on reviewing and improving the application of human rights through the frame of accessibility and inclusion. As a monitoring entity we are also subject to review and we are humbly looking forward to your critique of our efforts in assisting the implementation of the Convention in Austria and guidance on the way forward. We would like to offer to complement some of your questions utilizing the more than 50 recommendations we have issued, also online, in the last four years.
Upon ratification, the government instructed the Parliament that the Convention does not – I quote – “necessitate any action”. Since then a lot has happened and it is safe to say that a change of heart has taken place in a good number of government departments; a welcome return to the day-to-day challenges and obstacles persons with disabilities face in realizing their human rights. 
However, challenges remain. Sharing the responsibility for implementation among the line ministries and applying the Convention’s principles cross-cuttingly is fraught with difficulties and if anything is still in its infancy. What is more, the response from the provinces – the Länder – has been slow, including complete denial of the Convention’s relevance for that level of government. As we outlined in our written submission, there is still substantial work to be done to implement a rights-based-approach generally in Austria. Importantly, the mainly positivist approach to rights has to be adjusted to reflect a comprehensive, hands-on attitude vis-à-vis human rights and a common understanding that varying viewpoints are intrinsic to human rights application. 
The Monitoring Committee would like to briefly speak on three topics by way of example: awareness-raising, education and participation. 
In our recent public meeting on health, a self-advocate said: “it is important to be recognized as being the patient, to be taken seriously.”
 Another one stated that she often feels overlooked and has to wait longer than other patients. The overall sentiment was that there was a lack of respect vis-à-vis persons with disabilities. While a health care setting by its nature and purpose magnifies the importance of showing people respect, it still reflects attitudes of society at large. Persons with disabilities are by and large not viewed as being equal. To quote another self-advocate from our public meeting in October 2012: “I often feel that people do not take me seriously. I am no different to other people, I merely require a little assistance or support.”  A wheel-chair user told me recently that when waiting outside a shop in Vienna because of lack of physical accessibility, people would frequently stop to give him alms. 
There are ample examples of changing public attitude on societal issues and there is no question that it can be done. We regret that in-spite of repeated motions in our annual report to the Federal Disability Council, there are thus far only happenstance activities on changing public perception. Vigorous awareness-raising is a corner stone of the Convention’s implementation and therefore has to be a matter of highest priority.
A key to changing attitudes is education. During our second public meeting on accessible education in October 2012 self-advocates stated that they wanted to be treated like a normal person – that is fair and with respect. Self-advocates urged the government to ensure that they can attend pre-school and kindergarten together with everyone else. “Persons with disabilities should attend totally normal schools,” one self-advocate stated. Alluding to the pain that exclusion inflicts another one said: “It is unfair to be excluded due to a little shortcoming.” 
In June 2010 we issued our first recommendation to make education in its entirety – including the teaching profession and life-long-learning – accessible to all. We have repeatedly underscored that this is a matter of priority, importantly also for the “other 85%” of children and learners who are portrayed as being “chronically normal” but who may also have varying support and assistance needs. Obviously, inclusive education is key to make sure that attitudinal barriers can be tackled sustainably. 
We are worried that a lack of political commitment and therewith resources are abused to make believe that inclusion as a method does not work. Our concern is ever more growing as we explore various spheres of life and the challenges of ensuring equal treatment of persons with disabilities therein. One case in point is the facilitation of supported decision-making, which has to replace guardianship and other forms of substituted decision-making: there is a practical challenge in finding people who will be willing and able to provide that support if they grow into adults with limited or no interaction with persons with disabilities. Another area where the importance of inclusive education is made painfully obvious is violence prevention: persons with disabilities are also at a higher risk because they have not been adequately enabled to set boundaries to better protect their integrity. 

We are not convinced that the measures foreseen in the National Action Plan will suffice to bring about the necessary change of attitude in the education system. Establishing an accessible and inclusive education system, which – importantly – provides support and assistance to all children and learners – not just those with perceived impairments – has to be a high priority matter.  
Talking of education: participation of persons with disabilities is a huge learning curve, also for us. We recently introduced graphic facilitation at our public meetings, which turns out to be a roaring success, particularly among the aforementioned “chronically normal.” But participation is not just about making discussions accessible, it is, importantly, about making dialogue meaningful and having people, self-advocates, supporters, family members and others have a say that matters, that is documented, which leaves a trace and has demonstrable impact. There is no question that the line ministries are trying to design processes that are more participatory than they used to be and acknowledgement for that is in order. However, we are concerned about signs of complacency. 
Given that the government itself has adopted a comprehensive set of participation requirements,
 which foresee more meaningful ways of participation, we underscore the importance of applying those cross-cuttingly at the Federal, provincial and municipal level as a matter of course. 
In closing, we would like to flag that we have outlined our – that is the Independent Federal Monitoring Committee’s – institutional shortcomings in our written submission. We believe that there is a consensus that the needs and requirements of an Article 33 Para 2 body were not fully understood at the time of ratification. Against this backdrop, the government’s response to the List of Issues – insinuating that all requirements are met – is somewhat puzzling, given also that the Minister for Social Affairs, H.E. Mr. Rudolf Hundstorfer, has so much as gone on the record in meetings of the Federal Disability Council that there is a need for improvements and institutional changes.
We believe that our work, while far from perfect or complete, has underscored the importance of monitoring while clearly demonstrating the benefits that such work has for all involved. We are thus hopeful that institutional changes based on the principles relating to the status and functioning of national institutions for protection and promotion of human rights will be made promptly in line with the government’s just restated commitment to promoting, protecting and ensuring all human rights for all persons with disabilities. 
Finally, it is a particular pleasure to announce that the next public meeting is set to take place in November in Vienna, where we plan to put the recommendations of this dialogue up for discussion.
 As always, all are invited to attend. 

We look forward to your questions, guidance and criticism.
Madame Chair, I thank you. 
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