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Honourable Chairperson,

Honourable Members of the Committee

This is a great honour and pleasure to the delegation of the Republic of Estonia to participate in the 23th Session of the Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. Estonian Government, the ministries, our numerous partners and our delegation find it very important that we have this constructive dialogue with the Committee and for me personally ensuring the rights of persons with disabilities has always been among the highest priorities. We do our best to assist the Committee’s consideration of our periodic report to the greatest extent possible.

Hereby I would like to make a short introduction of our diverse delegation. As the rights of persons with disabilities and accessibility policies have gained more and more political priority, I am happy that the Estonian delegation consists of colleagues from the Ministry of Social Affairs, Ministry of Economic Affairs and Communications, Ministry of Education and Research, Ministry of Justice, Ministry of Interior, and the Permanent Mission of Estonia to the United Nations and Other International Organisations in Geneva.
Let me now very shortly introduce some aspects of our report and give examples of recent developments in Estonia to eliminate discrimination and ensure equal treatment of persons with disabilities in our society while keeping in mind the challenges we still face.  
In 2016, a new system was set up for supporting working ability, which renewed the way of empowering people with disabilities to work . The system is based on individual approach and case management for every disabled person and has had a significantly positive effect on the labour market participation. According to Statistics Estonia, employment rate of disabled persons has increased from 31,2% in 2015 to 41,5% in 2019.
Accessibility and universal design have become a priority for Estonia. In 2018, a regulation of the Minister of Entrepreneurship and Information Technology came into force that provides detailed requirements for buildings related to the special needs of persons with disabilities. 
Accessibility Task Force was established by the government in September 2019 and it is due to present its report in July 2021. The Task Force has conducted a review of the accessibility of the Estonian society focusing on the following: housing, public buildings, road infrastructure, public transportation, audio-visual media, e-services. In September 2020 the Task Force presented its interim report to the government, including a comprehensive list of preliminary policy proposals. In July 2021 these proposals will be finalised in the final report and implemented. 
Additionally, in June of 2020, Estonia set up a working group of experts from five ministries to transpose the European Accessibility Act and we are currently finalising the draft of the national Accessibility Act in this regard. 

Since May 2019 sign language interpretation service is available via Social Insurance Board for persons of working age and since January 2021 same service is available for all age groups and is provided via Skype. The Estonian technical aids system was reorganized in 2016 with an aim to give people the opportunity to purchase technical aids from companies all over Estonia. New contracts, established under the new regulation, abolished service capacity limits and gave companies opportunity to establish new service points and serve people all year round. The reorganization with later amendments has also simplified the evaluation of person’s need for technical aids. The budget and users of technical aid system has increased over the years – year 2020 the budget was 13 497 662 euros and there were 54 153 service users. Additionally, in January 2021, Social Insurance Board started a pilot project to make applying for technical aids easier with an aim to provide technical aid for people of working age without previous assessment of disability or work ability. 
Transition from institutional care, that prevailed in our past, to community-based care has been one of our priorities. With co-financing from European Regional Development Fund as well as European Social Fund, there has been wide-spread changes and developments in social welfare. Also, during the last 10 years budget of special care service has doubled. 

Responsibilities of assisting persons with disabilities are divided between the state and local governments. However, the Estonian regional disparities have led to the unequal availability and quality of assistance and therefore state supports local governments financially with open calls for the development and provision of social services and Estonian Social Insurance Board provides strategic and operational counselling for local governments to improve the quality of assistance. Both, the state and local governments have acknowledged the need to simplify the current journey of people with disabilities in the assistance system. 

In the field of children with special needs  we are currently starting to redesign the support systems for children with special needs. In the first stage, we want to bring together the various assessments and decisions in the social- and educational fields so that the parent does not have to turn to several different institutions. In 2020 we raised the social benefits, which vary according to the severity of disability. The monthly amount of the allowance is: 138 € to a child with moderate, 161 € to a child with severe and 241 € to a child with profound disability.
As of January of 2020, a strategic partnership funding agreement with Disables Persons Organizations was concluded for a period from 2020 till the end of 2022 with a yearly sum of 1.2 million euros and a total sum of 3.6 million euros. 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, the rights and situation of persons with disabilities have been considered and several services have been improved, which we are happy to discuss further during our dialogue. 
We know that we still have work to do to meet the requirements of the Conventions and the needs of people as we still face challenges with equal treatment and non-discrimination, accessibility, local government social protection and supervision, however, we see that the rights of persons with disabilities are today among the political priorities and thus, we hope that future progress will be swift.
Thank you for your kind attention! We now do our best to answer all your questions as thoroughly as we can. 
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