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Madam High Commissioner,
Chair,
Distinguished Committee Members,
It is my honour to address you at the opening of the 23rd session of the Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities in my capacity as the new Chair of the Human Rights Council Task Force on accessibility for persons with disabilities. I thank you for giving me this opportunity, notwithstanding your very busy schedule. I also wish to express my gratitude to my predecessor, H. E. Ms. Nazhat Shameem Khan, Permanent Representative of Fiji, for all her hard work ahead of the Task Force, which has witnessed amazing improvements and new ideas in terms of accessibility throughout the years.
My address aims at updating you on the ongoing work of the Task Force. As it could not be different, our agenda in the last few months has been dominated by the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic and all the changes it has imposed on the methods of work of the Human Rights Council. In a period of uncertainty and many unprecedented challenges, I am happy to say that the Human Rights Council was able to honour its history as one of the loudest champions within the UN system on the promotion and protection of the rights of persons with disabilities.
The Human Rights Council was the first intergovernmental body of the UN to hold a formal session since the outbreak of the pandemic. This meant moving into the unchartered waters of an increasingly hybrid model, where virtual segments were injected in the middle of an otherwise in-person session. In the end, the Council displayed hundreds of pre-recorded video messages from delegations and NGOs, and almost 60 panellists and special procedure mandate holders spoke live before the Council from all over the world. This required great flexibility and problem-solving skills from every party involved.
In this rapidly evolving context, the Task Force reiterated that accessibility is non-negotiable and worked to ensure that accessibility measures were safeguarded in all scenarios. Members of the Task Force were involved in every step of the process leading to the modalities that were finally adopted, from testing different video-conferencing platforms to preparing the facilities in the Assembly Hall for the accessible panels.
Thanks to the efforts of many colleagues, the Council successfully held two panels with international sign interpretation and captioning where the participants connected live from their respective countries. In a pioneering way, Ms. Deborah Iyute Oyuu, from Uganda, was the first person to address the Council remotely using sign language. Captioning was also provided for the interactive dialogue with Ms. Cecilia Jimenez-Damary, the Special Rapporteur on the human rights of internally displaced persons.
This increased reliance on technology opens up new avenues for accessibility, which still need to be better explored. The use of video messages, for example, allowed the Council to increase the number of statements with added captions. However, this number still needs to be much bigger. The Task Force has encouraged stakeholders to include captioning, yet only a small percent of the files received by the Secretariat did include it. Ahead of the next Council session, the Task Force will circulate guidelines explaining how to add captioning to pre-recorded video messages in a quick and simple way, in the hope that more stakeholders will comply if a straightforward technological solution is available.
The Task Force continues to successfully advocate for the inclusion in the President’s opening speech of each session of the Human Rights Council a substantive paragraph on accessibility, encouraging delegations to upload their statements in accessible formats and to request that all panels be mandated accessible in the resolutions sponsoring them.
As such, during its 44th session, the Human Rights Council adopted 3 new resolutions mandating fully accessible panel discussions on the following themes:
Finally, I would like to inform you that next meeting of the Human Rights Council Task Force on accessibility for persons with disabilities should take place in early September. Exact dates and modalities still need to be confirmed and will be shared as soon as possible. I invite you to participate, as well as to convey any input you may have to the Secretariat of the Task Force.
I thank you for your time and attention and look forward to our continuing cooperation.
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