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Dear Mister / Madam Chair, Distinguished Members of the Committee, ladies and gentlemen,

I first and foremost would like to thank the Committee for its consideration at today's meeting of the Initial Report of the Czech Republic on Measures Taken to Give Effect to its Obligations under the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities submitted by the Government of the Czech Republic. The Report summed up the implementation of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. It was supplemented by our replies to the List of Issues which we sent few months ago. I very much welcome the opportunity to continue today the open and constructive dialogue with the distinguished Committtee, which is very important and instructive for us in many respects and helps the Czech Republic to improve the lives of persons with disabilities.

The Initial report was submitted to the Committee in 2011. In the meantime, the Czech Republic also provided comments and answers to the questions raised by the Committee which have been included in our reply to the List of Issues. The List of Issues provided us with an opportunity to continue a constructive dialogue with the Committee upon the Initial report and to submit new and updated information. We hope that our answers were helpful and allowed the Committee to deepen its understanding of various issues and to assess the implementation of the obligations of Czech Republic under the Convention.
Now I would like to draw the attention of the Committee to the main issues of the implementation of the conventional obligations in the Czech Republic. 
In the last two decades, the Czech Republic has joined the states realizing their increased responsibility to eliminate barriers which hinder citizens with disabilities from enjoying their full participation and social inclusion. It has strived systematically for a progressive solution of each specific issue directly related to persons with disabilities. While doing so, the Czech Republic made the effort to  enhance the conditions as well as the quality of the lives of persons with disabilities. 

To that end, the recent years have already witnessed the preparation, Government approval, and implementation five consecutive national plans which have formulated the state policy concerning persons with disabilities. The national plans have laid down specific steps for each Ministry that have been assessed important and a priority for the given period. Annually, the Government reviewed the implementation of the national plans and, when it was needed, modified or supplemented them. 

Fulfilling the national plans has provably improved the attitude of the state to persons with disabilities. That has been reflected favourably in several areas that are essential in order to provide conditions for a quality and dignified life of this group and to promote their social inclusion. Another merit is the fact that the representatives of organizations protecting the interests of persons with disabilities, namely Czech National Disability Council, have always contributed actively to the preparation of the national plans. As a result, the final wording of an adopted action has often been a compromise agreed between such representatives and the respective central authority of state administration.

The last and currently implemented document has been the National Plan for the Creation of Equal Opportunities for Persons with Disabilities in 2010 - 2014. The preparation as well as the overall shape of this document was directly influenced by the ratification of the Convention by the Czech Republic in September 2009. The fundamental principles of the National Plan, both in contents and structure, arises from the general principles which the Convention is based on. To prepare the document, we highlighted those articles of the Convention which we perceived as paramount and highly topical regarding the formation of equal and non-discriminatory environment for persons with disabilities for the last 5 years in the Czech Republic.

Since nearly four years have passed since the submission of the Initial Report in 2011, I would like to sum up the main developments during that period:

Among the positive changes in the recent period, I would like to mention the following:

a) The adoption of the new Civil Code which has provided the base to introduce the reform of legal capacity law and guardianship in the Czech Republic. The new Civil Code entered into force on 1 January 2014. It stipulates supporting measures in cases of an adult with limited legal capacity, namely preliminary declarations, assistance and representation in decision-making by a member of the household. These provisions represent the possibility of reasonable approaches to persons with disabilities so that they are not prevented from exercising their rights and are allowed to participate fully in social life. The legislation stresses the need to base decisions on individually determined needs, to actively influence these people and encourage their independence and social inclusion. In other words, on 1 January 2014, the Czech law has completely eliminated the possibility of “total” deprivation of capacity of a person. The limitation of legal capacity is understood only as the last resort which can be used only if milder measures don’t suffice.
b) In the education of children, pupils and students with disabilities, the emphasis on equal access and non-discrimination of such persons has been strengthening gradually. A bill amending the School Act has recently been passed by the Parliament and is awaiting a formal approval of the president. It will change the rules for the provision on the education of children, pupils and students with special educational needs. More specifically, it will fundamentally change the principle of providing supportive measures to these persons. The newly defined system of 5 degrees of supportive measures aims to ensure personal, financial and material capacities for inclusive education in mainstream schools. It will strengthen the role of school counseling centers and services provided to children, pupils and students as well as to their families.
c) Noticeable progress and development is significant also in the area of accessibility. Systematic approach and continuation of eliminating barriers in public buildings as well as transport structures has improved the situation in building barrier-free environment. The progressive improvement of accessibility of the individual types of public transport has led to growing numbers of accessible means of city and public transport. Better access to information systems for persons with disabilities has been provided for by the Amendment to the Act on Information Systems in Public Administration. The amendment obliged public administration institutions to enable persons with disabilities to enjoy remote access to information published by such institutions. Regarding the access to cultural heritage, there is an increasing number of museums, galleries and other cultural facilities that are barrier-free and accessible even for persons with severe disabilities. The accessibility of public libraries and information services for such persons has improved as well.

Although the majority of measures contained in the so far accomplished national plans have been implemented, there is still a number of open challenges affecting directly the life of each group of persons with disabilities which we yet have to address. Such topics include in particular:

a) The persisting unfavourable situation in the employment of persons with disabilities. In spite of the fact that there have been many active employment policy instruments in place which aimed at the promotion of employment of persons with disabilities mostly through motivation of employers to employ this group of people, the rate of unemployed persons with disabilities is still too high. The following period will require an overall review of the system of employment support to this group of persons, including an impact assessment of associated systems, such as social or fiscal.

b) The system of psychiatric care needs to be changed. Psychiatric care, standing between the social and health systems, is highly centralized, institutionalized. Therefore, it does not meet the current requirements for optimal treatment. Mental illness still presents a stigma in the Czech Republic. The awareness of the public about mental health issues and mental illnesses is inadequate. The Czech Republic is aware of the issues in psychiatric care and therefore prepares its comprehensive systemic reform and modernization. The aim of the reform is primarily to increase the quality of patient care and to move treatment from large institutions to smaller community centers. Psychiatric care reform is based on the strategy of the World Health Organization. That means that it will prioritize support to the development of community and semi-mural care, increasing role of primary care and general hospitals, transformation of psychiatric hospitals and education of professionals. At the same time, an essential part of reform efforts in the Czech Republic is a shift to sustainable and humane treatment method offered in the natural community in the largest extent possible. The Ministry of Health is currently consulting other government officials, doctors, health insurance companies, patient organizations and non-governmental organizations regarding the exact form of the transformation. Nevertheless, the first steps of transformation started in 2013.
c) The Czech Republic has not ratified the Optional Protocol to the Convention yet. In 2012 the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs (MoLSA) - the coordinator of the implementation of the Convention in the Czech Republic - prepared the draft proposal to ratify the Optional Protocol. However, strong arguments for postponement of the ratification to a later time were raised in the interdepartmental comment procedure. The process of ratification was halted. Despite this fact, the Czech Republic will continue to strive for the adoption of the Optional Protocol and MoLSA is ready to submit a proposal to ratify the Optional Protocol to the Government by the end of 2015. As a part of this task, the MoLSA will carry out a coordination role in the discussion and approval of the proposal by the Government.
The Czech Republic pays all the attention to the issue of persons with disabilities as earnestly as these people deserve. For ongoing period, the sixth National Plan on Promoting Equal Opportunities for Persons with Disabilities 2015 – 2020 has been prepared. This new plan takes into account all above mentioned areas and formulates measures aimed at improving the lives and social inclusion of persons with disabilities. The new National Plan is divided into separate chapters following the individual articles of the Convention. Beside a quotation of the relevant article of the Convention, each chapter also contains a concise description of the existing situation and goals to be achieved. This is followed by the measures, and a group of fixed term and continuous tasks including an indication of the department or authority in charge. In cases when more departments participate in giving effect to the measures, they are collectively responsible for their accomplishment. At the same time, they will be obliged to submit an annual report to the Government on the implementation of the individual measures of the National Plan the previous year, in accordance with the approved Monitoring and Evaluation Rules for the Implementation of Measures of the National Plan. The new national plan is expected to be approved by the Czech Government in a few weeks time. 

Finally I also have to mention the work on establishing the independent monitoring mechanism according to the Article 33 of the Convention. We had many discussions trying to find consensus on the composition, powers and method of establishing a monitoring mechanism. The result was a clear demand to create an independent monitoring mechanism by the law in accordance with the Paris Principles. The institution which meets the most requirements of the Paris Principles in the legal framework of the Czech Republic is the Public Defender of Rights, the Ombudsman. For the purpose of monitoring the Convention, the Ombudsman will systematically deal with the rights of persons with disabilities under the Convention and propose measures to protect them, conduct research, publish reports and make recommendations on issues relating to the fulfilment of the rights of persons with disabilities, contribute to raising awareness of the public regarding the rights of persons with disabilities and ensure exchange of available information with the relevant foreign and international bodies. According to this new competency, the Ombudsman will also establish an advisory board for monitoring the Convention. The advisory board will be composed of persons with disabilities and those defending their interests. In these days the Czech Parliament discusses an amendment to the Act on the Public Defender of Rights which will establish the monitoring mechanism.

Dear Mister/Madam Chair, Distinguished Members of the Committee,

in my opening remarks, I have tried to summarize the development of the situation of persons with disabilities in Czech Republic in the last four years. However, it is not possible to respond adequately to each of the issues under the Convention in just several minutes. There are also other positive developments we would like to remind concerning the rights of people with disabilities like quality improvement of social services with an emphasis on protecting the service users' rights through the inspections of service providers and implementation of standards of social services and process of transformation of residential social services ……….
Therefore, in the discussion that will follow, me and my colleagues from the relevant ministries are prepared to elaborate on those issues and to answer your questions. 

Thank you for your attention.
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