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I am pleased to be here today on behalf of Plan International, to present our recent research report Let Me Decide and Thrive: Global discrimination and exclusion of girls and young women with disabilities.
Plan International is an international NGO, active in more 70 countries worldwide, that works to advance children`s rights and equality for girls. 
Girls continue to be the largest excluded group in the world. They face discrimination and abuse simply for being young and female. At all stages of their early lives up to adulthood, girls face distinct disadvantages that are directly related to this double discrimination. Too often girls are falling between the dominant agendas of women’s and children’s rights, effectively rendering them invisible. 

Plan International launched last week an in-depth study into the status of girls in international human rights law, named Girls’ Rights are Human Rights. It analyses references to girls and their rights in more than 1,300 international policy documents. It sheds light on gaps and trends in girls’ rights in key human rights laws. Girls are effectively invisible in the treaties which should be the cornerstones of girls’ rights. The Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) and the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) lack specific focus on girls or their needs. 

The discriminatory hurdles posed by either gender, youth, or disability alone can be great, but when all three come together, they intensify the negative effects of exclusion resulting in girls with disabilities being the group least likely to enjoy their rights, including their sexual and reproductive health and rights. 

One of the important findings of the report is that especially on issues considered politically sensitive, such as SRHR, the protection of girls’ rights in international law is particularly weak. The human right of girls to have autonomy over their own bodies is too often seen as controversial. This is particularly the case with respect to girls and young women with disabilities, for whom bodily autonomy and sexual and reproductive health and rights are in particular peril. Plan International’s Girls’ Rights are Human Rights report found that reservations to key human rights treaties and international agreements have primarily to do with SRHR, undermining significantly the protection of these rights for girls.

Girls and young women with disabilities have the same sexual and reproductive health and rights as other girls and young women, as recognised in the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), the Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), and the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD), as well as in other international policy documents.

Yet, states have largely failed in their duty to respect, protect, and fulfil these rights and families and communities continue to be bound by stigma and taboos. 

Compelled by this reality, Plan International and the Office of the UN Special Rapporteur on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities have joined forces to ensure young women and girls with disabilities can exercise choice and have control over their bodies. The Let Me Decide and Thrive initiative is supported by in-depth, critical field and desk research and aims to empower girls and young women with disabilities, raise awareness of their plight among stakeholders, and highlight examples of promising practices and strategies that can be built on to secure their sexual and reproductive health and rights.

Plan International’s research found that the barriers to sexual and reproductive health and rights faced by girls and young women with disabilities are overwhelming and include: infantilisation and disempowerment; forced sterilisation, abortion, and contraception; disproportionate suffering from all forms of violence; substantial barriers in accessing justice; discriminatory attitudes, norms, and behaviours; and a lack of accessible and appropriate information and services.
Furthermore, girls and young women with disabilities are still widely perceived as merely recipients of care, and are consistently undervalued. Deeply held prejudices about the capacity of girls and young women with disabilities to contribute meaningfully to society further undermine the realisation of their rights.

Girls and young women with disabilities are facing systematic violations against their sexual integrity and sexual and reproductive health and rights through actions taken under the guise of “protecting them from harm.”
Girls and young women with disabilities often fail to report incidents of abuse due to fears of retribution and loss of support systems as well as doubts about whether they will be believed. There still remains a lack of accessibility, procedural accommodations, and support services that are disability, age and gender-sensitive.

International mobilisation is crucial to remedy this situation. Human rights based models must be applied to ensure that girls and young women with disabilities are able to make informed choices free from coercion, violence, discrimination, and abuse.

However, success can only be achieved through collaboration with other stakeholders across the sectors, as well as with girls and young women with disabilities themselves. The Committee for the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, as well as other Treaty Bodies such as the CEDAW and CRC Committees, have a critical role to play in supporting the rights of girls and young women with disabilities including their sexual and reproductive health and rights. 

We thank the Committee for its commitment to this issue in its work to date. Article 6 (1) of the CRPD recognises that women and girls with disabilities are at greater risk of violence and are subject to multiple forms of discrimination. General Comment No. 3 of the CRPD interestingly notes that this article of the Convention explicitly mentioning ‘girls’ “worked hard for its inclusion in the treaty text.” The General Comment further notes that Article 6 is of great importance as it “serves as an interpretation tool to approach the responsibilities of States parties across the Convention, to promote, protect and fulfil the human rights of women and girls with disabilities.” 

We would urge the Committee to continue to highlight the specific obstacles faced by girls when formulating General Comments and concluding observations. Plan International’s Girls’ Rights are Human Rights research found that where girls are mentioned in international soft law, girls are often mentioned as add-ons to other categories of ‘children’, ‘adolescents’, ‘youth’ or ‘women’. Gender- or age- approaches tend to dominate, relegating girls to the margins of children’s and women’s rights.

We call upon the Committee to
· Differentiate girls’ rights from women’s rights to acknowledge that girls with disabilities face challenges different from those facing women with disabilities.
· Ensure the use of gender-specific language rather than gender-neutral language, if in reality girls are differently and disproportionately affected compared to boys.
· Raise these issues in Concluding Observations and continue to urge States to withdraw reservations, especially those with a negative effect on the rights of girls with disabilities.

Girls and young women with disabilities have the right to make decisions over their own bodies and live free from violence and fear. There is no time to wait to tackle the profound discrimination and invisibility of girls and young women with disabilities.

Thank you very much for your attention.
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