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EQUINET ENGAGEMENT WITH THE CRPD COMMITTEE
Opening meeting of the 23rd session of the Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities
Monday 17 August (14h00 to 16h00 Geneva, CET time)

Attending: 
Rhoda Garland, Executive Director, Commission for the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, Malta; and Member of Equinet Executive Board
Jone Elizondo Urrestarazu, Legal and Policy Officer, Equinet – European Network of Equality Bodies

INTRODUCTION
First of all, I want to thank the Committee for the chance to speak today, in the name of Equinet and its members, in the opening meeting of the 23rd session of the Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities.
My name is Rhoda Garland and ever since 2015 I am the Executive Director of the CRPD (Commission for the Rights of Persons with Disability) in Malta. The Commission is an Equality Body and the independent mechanism in place to monitor the implementation of the Convention. 
The CRPD's goal is to render Maltese society an inclusive one, in a way that persons with disability reach their full potential in all aspects of life, enjoying a high quality of life thanks to equal opportunities.
I am also a Executive Board Member of Equinet, the European Network of Equality Bodies.
EQUINET, EUROPEAN NETWORK OF EQUALITY BODIES
Equinet provides a first point of contact at the European level for information relating to equality bodies. We facilitate engagement with equality bodies across Europe and provide relevant information about their experience with various equality and non-discrimination topics.
We can do this because Equinet is the unique platform of equality bodies in Europe, with 49 member organisations from across Europe. 
OUR MISSION comprises:
· Promoting equality in Europe by supporting and enabling the work of national equality bodies. And
· Supporting equality bodies to be independent and effective catalysts for more equal societies.
We do this through: 
· Providing Support: Capacity-building activities with and for equality body staff, as well as support to equality bodies in need of solidarity.
· Networking: Facilitating knowledge exchange, sharing of good practices and peer-to-peer support among equality bodies, as well as with equality stakeholders.
· Acting as a Research and Knowledge Hub:  We do legal and policy research to inform European policy and legislative developments, and provide relevant knowledge to those interested in equality and non-discrimination in Europe.
· Providing Expert Advice: By contributing to the European equality agenda with expert advice on equality and non-discrimination policy and legislation, based on the experience of equality bodies.
· Promotion: We support our members by promoting equality as a European value.
SO WHAT ARE EQUALITY BODIES AND HOW ARE THEY DIFFERENT FROM OTHER BODIES?
Equality bodies are public institutions set up across Europe to promote equality and tackle discrimination on grounds of gender, race, age, sexual orientation, religion and belief, disability or other grounds. They play a fundamental role in the non-discrimination architecture of the EU.
Their role is defined in accordance with EU equal treatment legislation requiring Member States to set up equality bodies to combat discrimination based on race and ethnic origin, as well as gender. Many Member States have gone beyond these requirements and ensured that equality bodies can also deal with discrimination based on other grounds. 
These bodies have a distinct role from national governments and civil society organisations. They promote equality and ensure that equal treatment legislation is applied by, for instance:
· Investigating cases of discrimination;
· Building a culture that values equality, diversity and non-discrimination;
· Providing information and in some cases legal support to potential victims;
· Monitoring and reporting on discrimination issues;
· Conducting research and providing policy recommendations;
· Engaging with public bodies, employers and NGOs to foster non-discriminatory practices and ensure awareness and compliance with equal treatment legislation.
Equality bodies are at the heart of the national infrastructure for equality, cooperating with all relevant equality stakeholders. They are authoritative voices in matters of equality and non-discrimination. As a first point of contact for victims of discrimination, they have an extensive understanding of how discrimination affects people in Europe and they can provide reliable "on the ground" information about the existing challenges. 
WHAT DO WE DO REGARDING DISABILITY AND THE AREAS COVERED BY THE CRPD?
Albeit not required by the Equality Directives mentioned, most of our members have a mandate to work on Disability as a ground. Even if the national implementation of the mentioned Directives establishes the specific mandate of each equality body. Furthermore, many of our members have been named CRPD independent monitoring mechanism at the national level, such as the CRPD in Malta, of which, as I mentioned earlier, I am the Executive Director.
Notwithstanding the individual activities of our members, I will focus on the work of Equinet as a network regarding Disability.
We engage with European level actors, such as the European Parliament or the European Commission, the EU CRPD Framework as well as disability-related organisations on an ongoing basis. In this sense, for instance, we are participating in an expert committee to inform the implementation report of the Employment Equality Directive in light of the UNCRPD led by MEP Katrin Langensiepen.
Equinet has been heavily involved in the conceptualisation and implementation of the European Commission Disability Strategies, both the one covering the 2010-2020 term, as well as the one to be adopted in 2021. This is done by providing input to the draft strategies.
Equinet has also submitted its first amicus curiae intervention to the European Court of Human Rights in July, in a case regarding physical accessibility by persons with disabilities of polling stations. In doing this, it has shared information regarding the situation in member states of the Council of Europe, as well as relying heavily on the CRPD and the outputs from this committee.
Likewise, our working groups have worked on different outputs relating to disability, such as roundtables, seminars or publications. At the moment, the Equality Law Working group is working precisely on a discussion paper regarding reasonable accommodation, its conceptualisation through the EU Directives, as well as its national implementation and its compliance with the CRPD.
Last year, together with ENNHRI, the European Network of NHRIs we organised a Training: Engaging with the UNCRPD Committee and Disabled Persons' Organisations. The event gathered staff members of equality bodies and NHRIs who are responsible for the monitoring, protection and promotion of the Convention, to which Several UNCRPD Committee members attended. 
WHAT CHALLENGES DO OUR MEMBERS FACE? 
Equality bodies and other equality stakeholders have been working in an increasingly challenging environment where social consensus on the value of equality is being challenged and discriminatory statements, policies and actions that are illegal and have been unacceptable are being normalised. Equality bodies have a crucial role and responsibility to remind Member States, institutions and all Europeans that equality and non-discrimination are fundamental European values and, ultimately, hold to account violators of equality legislation.
EU Directives remain limited to providing for the establishment of equality bodies and vesting them with a minimum set of functions. However, this broad framework has led to very diverse levels of protection against discrimination across Member States. 
To fulfil their potential and maximise their impact, standards on the independence, effectiveness, functions and powers of equality bodies have been recommended by both the European Commission and the Council of Europe. The effective implementation and monitoring of these standards at European and Member State level will be one of our common challenges for the coming years, and we would welcome support by the Committee in this area. Many of the challenges faced by equality bodies are similar or the same as those faced by the CRPD independent mechanisms, and specific reference to national equality bodies in a follow up to the 2016 Committees Draft Guidelines on the establishment of Independent Monitoring Frameworks and their participation in the work of the Committee would be welcomed. 

Thank you very much for your time and consideration.
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