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Ms. Chairperson,

Distinguished Members of the Committee,

Ladies and Gentlemen,
We are grateful for the opportunity to present to your attention the First National Report of the Republic of Bulgaria on the implementation of the obligations under the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities.

The state policy for protection of the rights and integration of persons with disabilities in the Republic of Bulgaria is an essential part of the overall policy for the protection and promotion of human rights and fundamental freedoms. Persons with disabilities enjoy the special care of the state and society.

The Republic of Bulgaria places great importance on the comprehensive implementation of the obligations under the Convention as demonstrated by the composition of our delegation:
· Ambassador Deyana Kostadinova, Permanent Representative of Bulgaria to the United Nations and other international organizations in Geneva, a person with a great experience in the field of social affairs;

· The Ministry of Labour and Social Policy and its agencies are represented by Ms. Eleonora Pachedjieva, Dr. Nadezhda Harizanova, Ms. Miglena Miteva, Mr. Marin Baychev, Ms. Teodora Lyubenova, Mr. Ivailo Naydenov, Ms. Julia Zafirova, Ms. Margarita Disheva and Ms. Polia Kanyova. They all have different expertise with a narrow specialisation on various aspects of the protection of the rights of persons with disabilities in Bulgaria;

· Ms. Emanuela Stoilova and Ms. Boyana Aleksov, officials of the Ministry of Education and Science, will answer questions related to inclusive education;

· The commitments of the Ministry of Justice will be presented by Ms. Mirena Tsenova;

· Ms. Nona Georgieva from the Ministry of Regional Development and Public Works will inform you on issues concerning accessible environment;

· Additionally, officials from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Permanent Representation of Bulgaria in Geneva – Ms. Maria Spassova, Ms. Albena Gfeller and Ms. Aleksandra Dimitrova are also present. 
Allow me to introduce myself officially, my name is Mincho Koralski, and I am the Executive Director of the Agency for Persons with Disabilities.

The report we are presenting today was prepared in a transparent manner. All authorities and institutions, dealing with human rights actively participated in the preparation of the document.  Relevant NGOs were also involved in the process and provided valuable comments. 
In this regard, I would like to emphasize the important role of the national human rights institutions, namely the Commission for Protection against Discrimination and the Ombudsman, who is also present today. Similarly to other periodic reports of the country to the UN Treaty Bodies, the two institutions were actively involved in the preparatory process.
These clearly demonstrates our readiness to share, in an open manner, how we are meeting our obligations under the Convention, what challenges we are facing and the good practices we have established and adopted. 

Ms. Chairperson, I would now like to draw to the attention of the Committee to some significant developments in recent years, related to:
· The national legal framework;
· Deinsitutionalisation of children and adults with disabilities; and
· The international activities for the protection of the rights of persons with disabilities.
1. National legal framework

The adaptation of Bulgarian legislation to the requirements of the Convention is an ongoing process and its successful implementation implies the active involvement and cooperation with non-governmental organizations and persons with disabilities at every stage of the planning of measures, their discussion, adoption, implementation and monitoring. In this respect, a Second Action Plan is being drawn up, outlining the concrete steps and defining the role and functions of individual government bodies and stakeholders during the reporting period. The plan contains six priorities, aimed at improving the quality of life and social inclusion of persons with disabilities.
In order to improve the quality of life of persons with disabilities, to prevent discrimination on the grounds of disability, to ensure their full and active participation in all spheres of public life and to promote the respect of their rights in all policies, a National Strategy for Persons with Disabilities 2016 – 2020 has been adopted and is being implemented. The strategy has been developed to meet national commitments to implement the Convention.
In the summer of 2018, the Ministry of Labour and Social Policy prepared the adoption of a new law on the rights of persons with disabilities. This initiative was provoked by the changes in societal development and aims to meet the public's expectations for reforms. The draft outlines the development of the policy for social inclusion of persons with disabilities and the reform of this system. The drafting of the bill was conducted in full transparency and in active consultations with all stakeholders, including persons with disabilities, their organisations and representatives.

The draft Persons with Disabilities Act proposes a new comprehensive legal framework to regulate public relations related to the promotion, protection and safeguarding of the rights of persons with disabilities and support for their social inclusion. The rights of persons with disabilities shall be guaranteed in a way that respects their human dignity, by applying an individual approach and assessing their needs, and taking into account the requirements of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities.

Another priority that we would like to address is the reform of the social services system. A concept of a new Social Services Act has already been endorsed. It will requires the development of a regulatory framework, mainly related to the establishment of new standards for quality and efficiency of social services, monitoring and control of the system, etc.
2. Deinsitutionalisation – children and adults with disabilities
As a result of the targeted policy in pursuance of the National Strategy "Vision for deinstitutionalization of the children in the Republic of Bulgaria", serious investments were made in the creation of new services, and in strengthening the capacity of the system and the specialists. One of the most significant results achieved during the first stage of the process is the total closing of all specialised institutions for children with disabilities and for children from 4 to 7 years of age.
Another important result is the prevalence of care in a family environment as opposed to resident care. In addition, the number of children in specialized institutions has been reduced by nearly 90%. The number of social services in the community for children and families increased considerably. A significant part of the state was spent on funding the reform and all services and on sustaining them. We received very serious financial support from the European Structural and Investment Funds. This support is still ongoing in the implementation of the next stage of the updated Action Plan for the implementation of the National Strategy, adopted by the Government in October 2016. At this stage, we will further develop the network of supportive social and integrated services for prevention, early intervention, support and prevention of the need for residential care. According to UNICEF, Bulgaria is among the first countries in the world that have achieved positive results in the implementation of this process and we are open to sharing best practices in this field.

Persons with disabilities and the increasingly aging population in Bulgaria also need more public spending on long-term care. The National Long-Term Care Strategy provides for the creation of conditions for the independent and dignified life of older people and persons with disabilities, through the provision of quality, accessible and sustainable long-term care services, according to their individual needs, in order to achieve a better balance between quality of services and their effective and efficient provision. A strong focus in the Strategy is also put on the deinstitutionalization of care for the disabled and the elderly, the development of services in the home environment and the support of families, with increased responsibility for the care of dependent family members. Promoting synergies between social and health services, including the development of innovative cross-sectoral services, as well as the implementation of an integrated approach are also among the priorities of the Strategy.
With the adoption in January 2018 of the Action Plan (2018-2021) by the Government, for the implementation of the National Long-term Care Strategy, the process of deinstitutionalisation of persons with disabilities and the elderly started. The plan covers the measures only for the first four-year phase of the deinstitutionalisation of the care for the elderly and the disabled, which should be finalised by 2034.

Ms. Chairperson,

3. I would like to draw your attention to the international activities of the Republic of Bulgaria in strengthening the rights of people with disabilities.

In the period 2017-2018, Bulgaria was President of the Conference of States Parties to the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities and played a key role in the preparation, organisation and conduct of the 10th and 11th sessions of the Conference. To the significant success of the Session contributed the full and effective participation of all stakeholders (over 1,500 participants), incl. states, the UN system, persons with disabilities and their representative organisations, human rights defenders, civil society, national human rights institutions, international organizations and others. Persons with disabilities and their representative organisations, on the initiative of Bulgaria and with the support of the other countries in the Conference Bureau, were actively involved in all stages of the preparation and realisation of the Conference, in accordance with the principles of the Convention on the Participation of Persons with Disabilities.
During the Bulgarian Presidency of the Council of the EU in the first half of 2018, the topic of „Equal rights of people with disabilities” was a top priority in the social dimension. More specifically, it included:

· Equal treatment and non-discrimination as a key factor for overcoming the challenges in the economic and public life;

· Fighting poverty and social exclusion: promoting the concept for early childhood development and investing in education and  early child care as  effective means  for prevention of school dropout and social exclusion;

· Equal rights of people with disabilities: enhancing the accessibility requirements for products and services and guaranteeing enjoyment of human rights of people with disabilities and their full participation in the socio-economic life.

As a concrete result from the Presidency on this priority, the adoption of a Progress Report on the Proposal for a Directive of the European Parliament and of the Council on the approximation of the laws, regulations and administrative provisions of the EU Member States should be mentioned, as regards the accessibility requirements for products and services (the so-called European Accessibility Act).

Ms.  Chairperson,

Distinguished Members of the Committee,
The Republic of Bulgaria is mindful of the challenges that lie ahead and takes targeted and effective measures to overcome them.
The Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities is one of the most progressive UN instruments, which involves changing the model from a medical to a human rights based one. In this lengthy process, the Bulgarian authorities will remain committed to their active work in line with the recommendations of this Committee.

We hope for a constructive dialogue with all of you and we stand ready to answer to all of your questions.
Thank you.   
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