
Opening Speech – CRPD Constructive dialogue
22/08/2024 – Geneva


Madam President,
Members of the Committee for the Rights of Persons with Disabilities,

Allow me to start by thanking the Committee for the opportunity to participate in this constructive dialogue. Belgium appreciates and supports the work of the Committee to protect and promote the rights of persons with disabilities around the world. We recognise that this exchange is a valuable lever to ensure the protection of fundamental rights and to improve better policy outcomes for persons with disabilities.
Belgium submitted its combined 2nd and 3rd periodic report to the committee in early 2020. A substantial number of actions and trends, not to mention a global pandemic, took place in the intermediate. Therefore, in these opening remarks we will primarily highlight some of the main evolutions during the last four and a half years.
We would like to reiterate that Belgium remains fully committed to the implementation of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. Which is why, in 2021, the Belgian Constitution was revised to insert a new article -  article 22ter - that enshrines the right to full inclusion of each person with a disability in our society, including the right to reasonable accommodations. 
Yet, a state is not a machine in which a mere legal input results automatically and always in the desired outcome. It is a community of many actors who need to be reminded, convinced, and compelled. This is especially the case for crosscutting issues, such as disability. This is why, since our last reporting cycle in 2014, we have been continuously looking for, and experimenting with, better methods to strengthen disability mainstreaming and policy coordination for the implementation of the Convention.
As a federal state, key competences touching upon the lives of persons with disabilities are split among the different levels of power. By definition this leads to divergence between regions and communities. Obviously this may not detract from the fundamental rights that every entity must respect, but the policy approach may differ. Throughout this dialogue, we will aim to remain concise, but with answers that honestly reflect the differences that may exist.
Different entities have developed their own strategies and action plans for the implementation of the CRPD. At the federal level, a significant step was made in 2021, with the adoption of the “Federal Disability Action Plan 2021-2024”. It links the coalition agreement – a key policy planning document – to the rights enshrined in the convention, international recommendations and demands from civil society. With this new approach we managed to achieve a better implementation and foster dialogue between the representative organisations of persons with disabilities and policy makers. This approach was given a legal base in May 2024, obliging every future government to draft an action plan for the implementation of the convention.
To strengthen the coherence between the different strategies and action plans, and resolve cross-competence challenges, an Interministerial Conference for Disability was re-established in December 2022. This Interministerial Conference is a permanent platform for cooperation and decision-making consisting of all competent Ministers and Secretaries of State for disability policy and equal opportunities. It meets at least twice a year at the ministerial level, and thematic working groups have been set up to prepare and ensure the implementation of decisions. 
To ensure that the work of the Interministerial Conference is grounded in a human rights based approach of disability, an inter-federal disability strategy was adopted. This strategy provides a framework that links both the work programme of the interministerial conference and the various plans and strategies of every entity with the UNCPRD and the EU Strategy for the rights of persons with disabilities.
To strengthen the participation of persons with disabilities, new advisory councils of persons with disabilities were created over the last three years by the Flemish government, the Walloon Region, the Brussels-Capital Region, the French-speaking community and the German-speaking community. These advisory councils are a crucial tool to respect the principle of “nothing about us, without us”.
Members of the committee,
Regarding article 9 on accessibility, which is primarily a regional competence, the Walloon Region adopted, in 2022, the “Accessibility Plan 2022-2024”, which was drafted in collaboration with civil society. The mainstreaming of accessibility has been included in all the competences of the Region through this plan. The Plan also contains guidelines on the development of accessible public places, the construction and renovation of accessible hospital infrastructure and support for professionals. 
In the Brussels-Capital Region both the building regulations and the Manual of Public Spaces are currently being reformed with particular attention to accessibility. For the former this includes a broadening of the concept of accessibility to include persons with disabilities and not just persons with reduced mobility. In addition new training courses on accessibility are being provided for road workers.
To update the accessibility regulations in the Flemish Region, consultations with stakeholders, including persons with disabilities and their representative organizations, architects, and the construction sector, let to a concept note with the principles for revision. Implementation of this reform will be up to the next government. The Flemish Accessibility Agency, Inter, is actively raising awareness on accessibility, updating regulation, fostering collaboration between administrations and ensuring the accessibility of information. 
Regarding article 14, the protection of the rights and autonomy of persons with disabilities in Belgium has been reinforced in their interaction with the judicial and penitentiary system since our second and third periodic report. The legal protection of persons with disabilities has been strengthened with the adoption of the  law of 8 November 2023, which aims to enhance the management and oversight of administrators of persons with disabilities to ensure the respect of obligations under international human rights law and the UNCRPD. The law of 26 June 1990 on the protection of persons with mental disorders, was also reformed in May 2024. These reforms promote inclusive practices, reduce stigma and ensure robust legal and medical standards, with the aim of reducing the number of involuntary admissions where possible. In penitentiary settings, a focus has been made on the mental health of interned individuals, including those with intellectual disabilities. New extra-penitentiary facilities specialized for the needs of individuals with disabilities are being built. 
In the implementation of article 19 concerning the right to independent living and inclusion in the community, the Flemish government has refinanced the personal budget, which is meant to cover the additional costs incurred by disability and provides support for person-specific needs, has been refinanced over the last years. This led to drastically reduced waiting lists for priority groups. A program to support parents, children, schools and childcare with inclusive pathways by providing accessible and rapidly deployable assistance in childcare and schools has also been launched. In order to turn institutions into excellent public services, the Flemish Agency for Persons with Disabilities worked closely with, and provided funding to an academic working group.
For the Walloon Region, a “Strategy for Integrated Life Course for Persons in loss of Autonomy” was adopted in 2021, which considers deinstitutionalization as a process aimed at promoting the autonomy, liberty of choice and respect of persons with disabilities. The strategy seeks to propose frameworks to persons losing autonomy, their relatives and their caretakers to maximize their autonomy in many areas such as choice of living environment, the diversification of homecare services or support for close caregivers.
Within the scope of article 24 on education, which is a community competence, the Flemish government has introduced a new decree in 2023 regarding learning support for pupils with special educational needs in the mainstream education system. This reform seeks to maximize the development of the pupil, to strengthen their well-being, increase their autonomy, and crucially, to make their full-fledged participation possible in the mainstream primary and secondary education system.  Each mainstream school is affiliated with a learning support center, with teams of experts who provide learning support to pupils, teachers and school teams. There are new measures to support the capacity for basic care and increased care of mainstream schools, as well as measures to improve the quality of specialized education and to stimulate the collaboration between the mainstream and specialized education schools. 
The right to work and employment as enshrined in article 27, is an important lever for both inclusion in society and the fight against poverty. Target group employment policies are a regional competence. In the Flemish Region, the financial assistance in the framework of individual tailored support was expanded as of July 2023 to all employers who employ a person with a temporary or permanent work-related disability. These subsidies aim at compensating the additional costs or the reduction in productivity of the employee with a disability as well as compensating the need of guidance on the work floor. Self-employed persons with work-related disabilities may also be eligible for such support measures. 

The Brussels-Capital Region introduced a new employment subsidy in July 2024 to encourage employers to recruit jobseekers with disabilities. In addition, the "Pool H" service, will soon manage job offers provisionally reserved for persons with disabilities. Work is ongoing to strengthen the services to persons with disabilities by the public service for jobseekers and employers. A study completed in July 2024 sets out recommendations for improving the practices and services of Brussels public players active in the field of entrepreneurship for persons with disabilities, with particular attention to gender differences.
In the Walloon Region, measures have also been taken to promote socio-professional inclusion. Supported employment measures have been made permanent and deployed to the areas of capacity-building, sustainable employment and activity creation. Such services provide job coaching and guidance to support employees with disabilities to integrate and maintain their position within companies.
The federal government took measures to remove barriers within social protection for access to work and facilitate professional reintegration. These include the new back-to-work pathways with an integrated follow-up within the social security branch of invalidity. Within social assistance, starting in 2024, persons receiving an income replacement allowance can, under certain conditions, earn more without losing their allowance for a period of 2 years. Other measures include a new simplified access to the regime of self-employed and a simulation tool to increase predictability and calculate the impact on household income of (part-time) employment. Several initiatives to improve the employment rates of persons with disabilities in the public sector were also launched.
To protect the adequate standard of living and social protection as enshrined in article 28, measures were taken to raise the lowest benefits towards the poverty line  Between 2021 and 2024, the income-replacement allowance was increased by 10.75%, on top of the automatic indexation that keeps the allowances in line with inflation. Other measures were also taken to increase the fairness of the social assistance for persons with disabilities. In 2021 the so-called 'price of love', which led to a reduction or loss of the integration allowance due to the partner’s income, was abolished. 
Members of the committee,
I would like to conclude with a look ahead. This constructive dialogue comes at a most opportune timing in our political cycle. Following elections last June we are at the start of a new legislature for all levels of power. This gives us a golden opportunity to better integrate the output of this constructive dialogue in our multi-year policy planning. I am happy to announce that consultations with policy makers, representative organisations of persons with disabilities and the independent mechanisms have already been planned to discuss your concluding observations and to identify potential actions and initiatives for the next 5 years. 
We look forward to your questions and recommendations.
Thank you very much.
