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Madame Chairperson,
members of the CRPD committee
Today is the first time that Germany rises to the challenge of a review by the Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. But this is not the only reason why 26 March is a special day for us. Six years ago on this very day, the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities came into force in Germany. 
This was a very important and essential milestone; it reinforced the commitment to a human rights–based and participation– oriented policy for people with disabilities in Germany. 
Policies for people with disabilities have a long tradition in Germany.
In the second half of the 19th century, the first facilities for people with disabilities, which were paternalistic in nature, were established mostly by the churches. 
As part of Bismarck's social legislation, occupational accident insurance and old age and invalidity insurance schemes were set up introducing the first state benefits to alleviate the consequences of incapacity for work and of invalidity. These efforts were undertaken in the 80s of the 19th century. 
In the aftermath of World War I, the 1920 Act on the War-Disabled created the basis for providing benefits to the 1.5 million people of working age who were wounded in the war.  
This benefit system was continuously improved. It developed into a system – and I say this with all due modesty – with an extraordinarily high level of care. In 2013, we spent roughly 31 billion euros on rehabilitation and participation alone – that is almost the same amount that was earmarked for defence spending in that year's federal budget and it equalled no less than 1% of our GDP.  
As early as in the 20s of the last century, the benefit system was developed in such as way that it soon not only catered to war victims but benefited all people with disabilities. 
Another important breakthrough was the 1974 Severely Disabled Persons Act because it set the first legal standards for equal opportunities of people with disabilities and for an assistance scheme in its own right. 
This act also included a definition of the term disability. However, at the time a disability was still described as an abnormal physical, mental or psychological condition. It was only when a ban on disadvantaging people as a result of a disability was included in Germany's Basic Law in 1994 that the element of participation impairment was incorporated into the definition of a disability.
In 2001, this expanded disability definition became part of the newly created Ninth Book of the German Social Code. This marked a decisive step away from a welfare and towards a participation-oriented policy approach. 
It is with some pride that we think of this as a decisive paradigm shift in Germany's policies for people with disabilities.
However, many people – and of course especially people who are disabled themselves – feel that this transformation process is not proceeding fast enough. 
Ladies and gentlemen,
Without any doubt one reason why this process is more difficult for us than for others is the fact that not only the two World Wars, but especially the mass atrocities inflicted by the Nazis on people with disabilities, had a profound impact on our political and societal development. 
For a long time afterwards we lacked ease and naturalness when interacting with people with disabilities. 
As a result, there was either excessive protectiveness or impassive distance.
These are two sides of the same coin – a coin named insecurity.
This sense of insecurity does not take adequate account of the natural right of people with disabilities to self-determination and ownership. 
It also fails to see the opportunities that diversity offers for the development of all members of a society. 
Fortunately, over time and thanks to the experience gained, this sense of insecurity has further and further diminished. At the same time, we are increasingly learning to value our differences.
The entry into force of the UNCRPD in Germany provided another important impetus in this regard. We want greater participation for all. 
We want to be an inclusive country. We have already set out on this path and we will resolutely continue to pursue it. This is true especially because as I just outlined, we bear a special historic responsibility in the area of policies for people with disabilities. 
Ladies and gentlemen, 
Historical reasons are also at the origin of our federal system of government. Germany is a federal state – and of this we are very proud – despite of all the problems this sometimes creates in everyday policy-making. 
Federalism embodies basic principles enshrined in Germany's Basic Law – namely the division of powers and the principle of subsidiarity. 
And it serves as a countermodel to a centralist state that partially prepared the ground for the disasters of contemporary German history.
I do understand that people for example deplore and believe that our federalism in education matters acts as a break on the development of an inclusive education system. But I firmly believe that the solution cannot be to question the federalist division of powers as such. 
Regardless of the division of powers, the UNCRPD is binding at the federal level and also at state level. The UNCRPD applies to all entities of a federal state. Against this backdrop, we do not see our federal system as a burden, but rather as an opportunity. 
An opportunity to come up with smart strategies for the best possible path towards an inclusive society in a competition between the states. 
Recent developments have illustrated that this competition bears fruit all over Germany. It creates incentives when it comes to things such as further developing action plans or preparing legislation closely oriented to the standards laid down in the UNCRPD.  
In turn, we as the federal government do whatever is possible to encourage the states to consistently implement the UNCRPD. This for example includes regular exchanges and consultations with the states on the state of the implementation of the UNCRPD. 
Ladies and gentlemen,
I already alluded to the issue of an inclusive education when I spoke about our federal system, and I would like to say a little more about this subject. First of all, all young people in Germany have the right and the obligation to attend school regardless of whether they live with or without a disability. This includes the regular schools and the special needs schools for students requiring specialist support. 
This offer ties in with German traditions just as the states are responsible for our schools. The transition to an “inclusive education system at all levels” as a long-term goal in the spirit of the convention means that joint learning in regular schools should be the rule. In Germany we have been moving in this direction for a long time. 
In the meantime, various states have amended their legislation. The majority of states aspires to giving people a choice between regular schools and special needs schools. Over the last few years, the share of children with special education needs at regular schools has continuously gone up. 
When putting inclusive education into practice, our efforts must be based on sound findings. That's why Germany supports research and development projects in this area. The expertise of all stakeholders and professionals is a key prerequisite for successful inclusive educational offers.  For this reason the federal government and the states adopted a strategy for developing the skills of teachers in an effort to improve the quality of their training. Over a ten year period, up to 500 million euros will be spend in this field. 
As you can see, it is true that the states have the sole responsibility for our schools, but the federal government helps them to live up to their responsibilities.
Ladies and gentlemen,
Therefore inclusive education is one of the areas for action in the Federal Government's National Action Plan for the implementation of the UNCRPD which we simply refer to as the NAP. This action plan with its more than 200 individual measures was developed almost four years ago after the Convention had come into force in Germany. The approach underlying the action plan is that of “disability mainstreaming”, or the idea of taking into account the factor disability during each legislative initiative, each project and each measure. 
The action plan was an important step towards a change of mentality. But it’s not a completed document, but rather an instrument that is subject to regular reviews and that is further developed during each legislative period. 
That's why we commissioned an external and independent review of the action plan last year. The final report was submitted in autumn 2014, and it was presented to the general public during the “Inclusion Days 2014” – an event that lasted several days. 
The results of the report serve as an important input for the further development of the action plan which is due this year. Of course people with disabilities will be involved in this process from the outset. This is also prescribed by the coalition agreement of the acting governing parties. 
As early as at the end of this year, the revised action plan is to be submitted to the Federal Cabinet for its decision.
In addition, we have continuously and successfully galvanized support for initiatives and action plans at other federal ministries, the states, municipalities, cities, social partners, associations and institutions and also private enterprises. 
We will continue to do so because a lot of things can and must still happen in this area. This ties in with the spirit of the UNCRPD which – as you know – is not just addressed to the state parties, but also to non-state actors which includes all areas of society.
Allow me to comment in more detail on some of the areas for action to be found in the action plan that are currently on the disability policy agenda of the German government.
One of the central areas for action is "Work and Employment". Article 27 of the UNCRPD requires the state parties to provide for an inclusive labour market. This means they have to provide for a working environment where people with and without disabilities can participate in working life. 
The Federal Government fully accepts this task. The coalition agreement of the current government provides for the following commitment: "We want to support the integration of people with disabilities into the general labour market, thus improving their employment situation sustainably."
To have work is one of the most important keys to social participation. In recent years Germany has already been successful regarding the employment of people with disabilities. The number of people with disabilities who are in work is increasing continually. However, we are not yet content with the time it takes until such positive developments become a reality. Especially as the number of unemployed persons with disabilities is increasing in Germany. 
We must and will convince even more employers that people with disabilities are ready and capable to perform. New technologies, new types of work organisation and work flows are an excellent opportunity to achieve this objective. In brief: We want to bring more people with disabilities to the general labour market!
Ladies and gentlemen, 
Another very important aspect is the shaping and application of adult guardianship law. The German Adult Guardianship Law is not a system of "substitute decision-making", but it serves supported decision-making within the meaning of Article 12 of the UNCRPD. 
The core element of German Adult Guardianship Law is the right to self-determination. A person must not be placed under guardianship against his or her free will. A person may only be placed under guardianship if the interests of the person concerned cannot just as well be taken care of by an authorized representative or in another way which does not require the appointment of a legal guardian.
Placing a person under guardianship has no influence on his/her legal capacity. To be placed under guardianship is not tantamount to legal incapacitation. The personal wishes and preferences of the individual under guardianship are the guidelines for the guardian's activity; they determine the well-being of the person under guardianship. Therefore, just as the guardian's activities, representation has to based on the personal well-being of the individual under guardianship.  
It is in practice, that the quality of the guardianship ultimately shows. Therefore we will commission a study to review this practical quality of guardianships in 2015.  
Another important issue for people with disabilities in Germany is the right to vote.
Pursuant to the Basic Law the Members of the German Bundestag are elected by "universal suffrage", i.e. by all citizens. This, of course, also includes people with disabilities.
We do a lot in order to make sure that all citizens can exercise their right to vote by providing accessible polling stations, assistance and absentee ballots, and we inform the German population of this accordingly.
In Germany, persons with disabilities are not excluded from voting. Not even people with intellectual disabilities, prisoners, people living in psychiatric hospitals or persons under guardianship are excluded.
Persons who had to be placed under guardianship  by court order encompassing all areas of life because they are not able to take care of any of these matters themselves anymore, are, however, not entitled to vote, because participation in an election requires that an individual is able to take own decisions and to participate in a democratic communication process.
The Federal Government and the German Bundestag were convinced that their interpretation was in line with Article 29 of the UNCRPD when they ratified the convention. As there has been discussion lately whether the exclusion from the right to vote has perhaps been applied too widely, this issue is currently being examined in a broad-based study commissioned by the Federal Government.
Ladies and gentlemen,
A central disability policy project of the Federal Government in this legislature is the drafting of a Federal Participation Law. This piece of legislation shall help improve the personal circumstances of people with disabilities further. 
Integration assistance, so far a welfare benefit, shall be developed into a modern participation benefit. The focus is on people and their specific disability-related needs. The reform will take account of the changed understanding that people with disabilities have of their roles including planning their lives and self-determination.
Potential content of the reform - here I would like to mention by way of example the separation between subsistence-related and technical support in the framework of integration assistance, a single procedure to determine the needs of people with disabilities, "benefits as if from a single provider" and independent counselling, these and other topics are currently being discussed until April 2015 in a broad-based participation process, in particular with disability organisations. The results will then be translated into a bill by the Federal Government. The Federal Participation Law will be adopted in 2016 and shall subsequently enter into force. 
Another important project currently on our agenda is the reform of the Equal Opportunities for People with Disabilities Act, the “BGG” for short. Accessibility and the discrimination ban to be observed by public authorities, are central elements of the BGG. 
The law has already been in force for more than ten years. It is now to be developed further while taking into account the UNCRPD requirements. 
As one measure of the National Action Plan we have put the regulations and instruments of the Equal Opportunities for People with Disabilities Act to the test. The final evaluation report was presented to the expert community, including disability organisations, in September 2014. The evaluation results can be summarized as follows: 
The BGG is basically a good law. However, in practice it is not widely known yet. The work to develop the law further are already in full swing.
The disability organisations will also be involved.
With the reform we want to advance accessibility and adjust the law to the UNCRPD, where necessary. Unfortunately I cannot elaborate on the actual content of the proposed legislation yet as the coordination processes within the Federal Government have not taken place yet. And I cannot and will not anticipate the parliamentary procedure either. As for the timetable I can inform you that according to plan the amended BGG shall enter into force in early 2016.
Ladies and gentlemen, 
It is the declared goal of the Federal Government to promote the participation of disability organisations in the decision-making processes at the federal level in a sustainable manner. 
This requires financial and personal resources on the part of disability organisations. But we also need an administration that is willing to become involved in participation processes and to make them accessible. 
Therefore the Federal Government is of the view that financial support towards the political participation of disability organisations should be enshrined in law in the context of the reform of the BGG. This is a contribution to placing the development of structures and competences on a solid basis. 
Moreover, the Federal Government is currently trying to come to an agreement among themselves on a guide on Disability Mainstreaming. 
This guide is a working aid which should help to sensitize administrations even more for the concerns of people with disabilities.
And this brings me already to my next topic. 
Sensitization is linked to awareness-raising. The Federal Government takes the UNCRPD mission very seriously, i.e. to promote society’s positive perception of people with disabilities and to make society more aware of people with disabilities. In order to counter stigmatization and stereotypes we launched the successful campaign "Handicapping is curable" in the last legislative period. 
Furthermore we are also trying to raise targeted awareness for the rights of people with disabilities. 
The Monitoring Body at the German Institute for Human Rights, for example, organised a very successful legal conference some weeks ago in cooperation with the Federal Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs. The idea was to sensitize judges - who engaged in discussions with researchers and politicians - even more for the particular importance of the UNCRPD as a human rights convention that has found its way into the German legal system.
Madame chairperson, ladies and gentlemen, 
I hope that I was able to convey an impression of Germany's activities to implement the UNCRPD. I am sure you have noticed that we are not happy with what we have achieved so far! 
We are committed to continuing our way to an inclusive society in all walks of life. In the rounds of questions before us we would like to use the opportunity to explain to you in greater detail which are the next steps we want to take in order to achieve this goal.
Thank you very much for your kind attention and I am looking forward to your questions. 
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