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Madam Chair

Thank you for the opportunity to deliver some remarks in remembrance of Sir Robert Martin.

It has been almost four months since Sir Robert Martin passed away in his home in Whanganui. When we heard the news of his passing, we were deeply saddened because not only had the world lost a torchbearer in the global human rights movement but many of us lost a mentor, colleague, and friend.

So many back home, including his dear wife, are hurting from this loss and I’m sure many in this room are too. 

Sir Robert was the first person with a learning disability to be elected to any United Nations body. He brought the lived experience of people with disabilities to his domestic and international advocacy – reflecting the “nothing about us without us” mantra of disability advocates worldwide. He was also the first person with a learning disability in the world to be knighted. 

For Sir Robert, these achievements were not an end in themselves. He was always acutely aware of the circumstances of “his friends”- people with impairments – particularly those with learning disabilities. That’s why Sir Robert was passionate about co-chairing the development of this Committee’s Guidelines on Deinstitutionalisation. He also took great interest in ensuring that the next generation of disabled people had better experiences than his – that is why the work that he did with the Committee on the Rights of the Child meant so much to him. 

Sir Robert drew on his own lived experience to powerfully articulate the dehumanising impact of institutions. Reflecting on his time in a New Zealand institution he said “So I came to understand that in the eyes of the world we were nobodies, that people like us did not matter…we couldn’t leave, and the only thing we had done wrong was that we had a disability”. 

He lived his entire life based on one simple principle – that no human being was a nobody. That everyone by virtue of their humanity has dignity, worth and value. It is now for those of us left behind to ensure that this principle becomes a reality. 

At this time of sorrow, we especially think of “his friends” – people with intellectual disabilities. As People First New Zealand, an organisation founded by Sir Robert and dear to his heart, outlined simply “We have lost our leader.” The opportunity and challenge for the disability rights movement is to ensure that Sir Robert is not one of a kind. One of the best ways to ensure Sir Robert’s legacy would be to ensure further meaningful participation of people with learning disabilities in this forum, and New Zealand is committed to working together to ensure this can happen. 

Thank you Madam Chair. 

[propose a moment of silence for Sir Robert]
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