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Speech by Head of Delegation, Senior Parliamentary Secretary, Ministry of Social and Family Development & Ministry of Culture, Community and Youth, Mr Eric Chua
1. Distinguished Chairperson, 
 
2. Members of the Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, 

3. I am Eric Chua, Senior Parliamentary Secretary for the Ministry of Social and Family Development and the Ministry of Culture, Community and Youth in Singapore. My delegation comprises officials from various Singapore Government agencies. We are also joined by Ms Chia Yong Yong, a lawyer, former parliamentarian, and one of the leading advocates for persons with disabilities in Singapore.

4. We are honoured to present Singapore’s first report on the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities to the Committee today. Singapore places great importance on this process. The CRPD and the Committee’s work has contributed much to advance the rights of persons with disabilities in many State Parties. We value this opportunity to engage and learn from the Committee’s wealth of experience. On behalf of the delegation, I would like to express our appreciation to the Committee, including Chairperson Ms Rosemary Kayess and our country rapporteurs Mr Markus Schefer and Ms Saowalak Thongkuay, and the Secretariat for facilitating this process.

5. I will give an overview of Singapore’s approach towards enabling persons with disabilities. Ms Chia will then share her perspectives based on her lived experience in Singapore. We look forward to a fruitful discussion with the Committee. 
	
Building an Inclusive Society through the Enabling Masterplans 

Mr/Madam Chairperson, 

6. Singapore is committed to building an inclusive society where persons with disabilities are enabled to pursue their aspirations, achieve their potential, and participate as equal, integral, and contributing members of society. 

7. Our efforts to achieve this vision and fully implement the Convention are guided by our national roadmaps, called the Enabling Masterplans. These long-term plans guide the efforts of the Government, people, and private sectors to build a more inclusive Singapore. 

8. The Enabling Masterplans are organised around four key approaches. First, we consult and partner persons with disabilities in developing these Masterplans. To develop the latest Masterplan, we convened a Steering Committee that involved leaders in this space, such as Ms Chia. We engaged more than 300 persons with disabilities, caregivers, and representatives from disability organizations. 

9. Second, we adopt a whole-of-government approach where disability considerations are mainstreamed into our agencies’ policy development. 

10. Third, we adopt a whole-of-life perspective to enable persons with disabilities across various life stages, from education support, to support for employment and independent living in the community in adulthood. 

11. Fourth, we adopt a whole-of-society perspective to eliminate barriers to participation across all segments of society. The latest Masterplan we launched just 2 weeks ago features 29 recommendations across areas such as lifelong learning, independent living, and creating inclusive physical and social environments. It also includes, for the first time, quantitative indicators and targets which we will track to measure our progress. 


Areas of Progress Under Past Enabling Masterplans

Mr/Madam Chairperson, 

12. Disability inclusion in Singapore is a continuous work in progress. Let me share some updates since we last submitted our report in 2016. 

Education

13. Singapore firmly believes that all children, including children with disabilities, must have access to an education that develops their potential and equips them to participate meaningfully in society. Since 2016, we have expanded the range of Government-funded early intervention services for preschool-aged children with developmental needs and enhanced subsidies to keep fees affordable. We have substantially increased our investment in early intervention services, spending around S$80 million in 2021, almost double of what the Government had spent in 2018. We amended the Compulsory Education Act in 2016 to extend compulsory education to students with moderate-to-severe disabilities and other developmental and learning needs born after 1 January 2012, to ensure that all children of schooling age have access to education.  

Employment

14. [bookmark: _Hlk111478889]We also strive to remove barriers and create opportunities for persons with disabilities to be meaningfully employed. In 2021, the Government introduced the Enabling Employment Credit, providing employers of eligible Singaporeans with disabilities with wage offsets of up to 20% of each eligible employee’s monthly wage. We supported about 6,400 employers who employed more than 9,700 Singaporeans with disabilities in 2021. Between Sep 2020 to Nov 2021, we introduced the Jobs Growth Incentive, further wage offsets which supported more than 3,400 persons with disabilities to safeguard their livelihoods amidst the pandemic. In 2020, we introduced the Enabling Mark – our first national accreditation framework recognizing organizations for disability-inclusive employment. 

Accessibility

15. Singapore has invested in the accessibility of our public infrastructure over the years. In our public transport system, all public buses are wheelchair-accessible, all train stations have wheelchair-accessible routes, and all bus interchanges and 98% of bus stops are barrier-free. To ensure the accessibility of public spaces, the Government regularly reviews Singapore’s Code on Accessibility in the Built Environment, in consultation with persons with disabilities and disability organisations. Today, around 79% of buildings that are open to public access and over 99% of all other public spaces have achieved basic accessibility. We launched the Accessible City Network in 2021. These are local networks comprising persons with disabilities, disability organisations and government officials with a common mission to identify and address remaining accessibility gaps in specific localities. 


Looking Ahead

16. Looking ahead, there is more we can and must do. 

Lifelong Learning and Employment 

17. First, Lifelong Learning and Employment. To keep pace with a fast-changing economy, lifelong learning is key. We launched the Enabling Academy in May this year, a disability learning hub that promotes lifelong learning for persons with disabilities as a first step. To combat discrimination in the workplace, we will be enshrining our anti-discrimination guidelines for employment into law, providing individual redress to employees who have encountered workplace discrimination and expanding the range of enforcement actions that may be taken against employers with discriminatory practices. The Government will also work with disability organizations and industry champions to develop alternative employment models such as microjobs and increase the number of disability-inclusive employers. 

Independent Living 

18. Second, Independent Living. Singapore acknowledges the need to bolster services and accessibility to enable persons with disabilities to live independently in the community. This is especially salient in Singapore’s context given our low birth rate, aging population, and shrinking family sizes. The Government will work with persons with disabilities and disability organisations to design and implement alternative housing and care models that enable persons with disabilities to live, participate and age in place in the community. We are also piloting the Enabling Services Hubs, which are dedicated local teams that will work to build inclusive neighbourhoods and bring disability services such as social and learning activities close to where persons with disabilities live. 

Awareness Raising

19. Third, Raising Awareness. Building inclusive communities starts with changing attitudes and mindsets. To drive disability awareness, the Government ran the ‘See the True Me’ campaign from 2017 to 2019 to encourage the public to see persons with disabilities for who they are, beyond their disabilities. We continue this work today through the ongoing i’mable campaign.  In 2019, we introduced the Goh Chok Tong Enable Awards to recognize persons with disabilities who have made significant contributions to society. We will continue these efforts. 

20. In the last two years, I was fortunate to have been able to travel to cheer on our Team Singapore athletes. Last December, I met 15-year-old Aloysius Gan at the Asian Youth Para Games. Aloysius has Cerebral Palsy and is our Boccia athlete. The AYPG was his international debut. His father, Kagan - about my age - was his teammate. At the AYPG, Aloysius met some strong opponents, but at no point did he give up. Aloysius eventually brought home Gold – his first international win. I was privileged to have been a cheerleader at the stands and witnessed these precious moments for myself.

21. Like many amongst us, persons with disability have dreams, aspirations and want to be the best versions of themselves. This experience inspired me to continue doing our best in our disability-inclusion efforts, because while we have made progress, we still have much to work on. 





Conclusion

22. We look forward to the Dialogue. We are appreciative of the CRPD Committee’s expert advice to help us build a more inclusive Singapore. I now hand the time over to Ms Chia Yong Yong, to share her perspectives, having grown up and lived in Singapore as a woman with disabilities. Yong Yong, please.


Speech by Ms Chia Yong Yong 
1. [bookmark: _Hlk112624533]Thanks Eric. Good afternoon, everyone. My name is Yong Yong, and I was born with a type of muscular atrophy. I had 4 corrective surgeries on both feet before being diagnosed at the age of 15. As a child, I ran and played with my village friends but fell a lot more than they did. Finally, in my third year as a lawyer, I fractured a leg, and a couple of years later started using the wheelchair full-time.

2. I went to a mainstream school, became a lawyer, and served two terms as a Nominated Member of Parliament. I was also President of a disability organisation SPD for twelve years, and am currently advisor to its Board. I have been told that I am courageous and have achieved much. But many do not know how often I was worried about how I would survive, let alone achieve anything. 

3. I was born in a Singapore that was very different from what you would see today. In the 60s, our country was fighting for survival after having gained independence: we had no resources except our people. At the time, the government focused on strengthening our economy, defence and levelling up healthcare, education, skills, and standards of living. It was no wonder that all public resources had to be conserved to ensure that our people had food on the table, slept safely, and that this would improve for future generations.

4. There were indeed little resources for persons with disabilities. If life was hard for able-bodied people, it was worse for persons with disabilities. 

i. It was a double whammy for our family, with low-income blue-collar parents raising three kids, two with disabilities. 

ii. Housing was often overcrowded, unhygienic and inaccessible. In the 60s, there were more than 20 of us living in the house. Everyone shared one (inaccessible) bathroom and one (inaccessible) toilet in the courtyard outside the main (inaccessible) house. 

iii. School infrastructure was not at all accessible. Fortunately, I had supportive classmates, teachers and principals, one of whom relocated classrooms from the third to the first floor. Not everyone found supportive schoolmates throughout, though. My sister experienced some bullying and exclusion.

iv. On graduation from law school, I had difficulty obtaining a pupillage and had almost given up hope of qualifying as a lawyer when a senior lawyer in Singapore, Mr Harry Lee, took me as his pupil. Thereafter, he retained me until my first employment several months later.

v. Public transport was almost impossible. My father became a taxi driver to send my sister and I to medical appointments, school and subsequently, work. Mum took on various manual jobs to supplement family income.

5. Looking back, what we had, all we had was organic, sporadic and providential intervention and support. If it took a village to raise a child back then, a village wouldn't be enough to raise a child going forward. The complexities and demands of the increasingly borderless world we live in, now and in the future, requires intentional, systemic, coordinated intervention and support for persons with disabilities and the socio-economically disadvantaged in our country.

6. 2004 was a turning point for disability policy in Singapore. In his first remarks as Prime Minister, Mr Lee Hsien Loong set out a vision of Singapore as an inclusive society for persons with disabilities, whether these disabilities were from birth or were acquired in the course of life.  From that point, deliberate and systematic policy change has dramatically altered the landscape for us with disabilities. Our first Enabling Masterplan – a five-year roadmap to support persons with disabilities  – was launched in 2007, and this year, as Eric mentioned, we are in our fourth iteration, the Enabling Masterplan 2030. 

7. Eric has shared the progress we have made over the years under successive Enabling Masterplans. Living in Singapore today, I am indeed more “enabled” than I was in the past. Public pathways have ramps, and I don’t fret over transport anymore. I enjoy the greenery (and my independence) as I make my way to the bus stops and train stations. 

8. I mostly go to the doctors on my own now. Hospital staff are helpful and polite. More importantly, healthcare is easily accessible and affordable. Staff at hospitals receive training to render assistance where needed. Healthcare is subsidised, and of very high standards, notable because the two characteristics do not always go together.

9. I made it through school with the help and kindness of people around me. Today, children with disabilities have access to a wide range of early intervention programmes and support services in schools. Children with disabilities from 0 to 6 years old have access to subsidised developmental and therapy services, and all children from 7 to 18 years, including children with disabilities, attend compulsory education.

10. But more can be done. 

11. Employment continues to present challenges for many persons with disabilities. On the one hand, schemes such as the Enabling Employment Credit and Open Door Programme support employers in hiring, training and integrating employees with disabilities into the workforce. On the other hand, there is often a mismatch of expectations between employee and colleague/employer, and job redesign remains a challenge. I hope that, with more of our general workforce having experienced working from home, and more openness and innovation towards job redesign, the employment landscape will eventually become disability-neutral.

12. I spoke about bullying, that my sister and a classmate with disabilities experienced. We still hear that bullying occurs in schools. We hear too of prejudice and implicit discrimination in workplaces. Singapore has done much by way of infrastructure and systems. We have, in a short span of time, built many good things, and implemented important policies. But mindsets, attitudes and an opening of the heart and mind are things that will take time and continual effort. It will take a collective effort. 

13. So, yes, much has changed for the better, but there is much more to be done.

14. How do we move forward?

15. With what has brought us here thus far. Open hearts, open minds and hands that are ready to be put to the plough. Because it isn’t just about my story but it is about how we can nurture successive generations of Singaporeans who support one another, whether with or without disabilities.

16. Let me end with a story that gives all of us hope for the future. Exactly one week ago, on 23rd August, Loh Jia Wei, who, like me, is a wheelchair user with muscular atrophy, was admitted to the Singapore bar. Despite having to use a wheelchair from age 11, Jia Wei was the top student in her school at age 12. She read law at the University of Oxford under a Singapore government scholarship, and is now a Legal Counsel at Singapore’s Ministry of Culture, Community and Youth. Her story is testament to Singapore’s progress over the years: where we once had limited awareness of the needs of persons with disabilities, we have now grown into a society where persons with disabilities directly shape policy, ensuring greater inclusiveness for generations to come. 

17. We must continue to be ready to hear different perspectives beyond our own paradigm. May I echo Eric in saying that we are ready to listen and learn from the Committee.  
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