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Introduction

This report has been prepared within the framework of the "Strengthening Organizations of Persons with Disabilities to Prepare Alternative Reports" project, sponsored by the European Union and executed by the United Nations (UN) High Commissioner for Human Rights. The effective information presented in this report is derived from representatives of public associations such as "For an Inclusive Society," "Support to Persons with Disabilities," "Silent World," "Support to Persons with Disabilities and Sportsmen Speaking Sign Language," and "Chirag" Child Development Center. These representatives actively participated in the project's training sessions.
Dedicated to the theme of "Access to Education and Rehabilitation Services for Children with Hearing and Speech Disabilities," this report is prepared in the context of the implementation of Article 7 (Children with Disabilities) of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities by the UN in the Republic of Azerbaijan.
The alternative report, crafted using an appropriate methodology, meticulously analyzes the accessibility of education and rehabilitation services for children with hearing and speech disabilities. It scrutinizes the state of compliance with international obligations outlined in the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, along with the corresponding recommendations from treaty bodies. The report highlights deficiencies, outlines existing challenges in providing access to these services for such children, and puts forth recommendations for their resolution.
 
1.  Analysis of Accessibility Opportunities for Children with Hearing and Speech Disabilities to Education and Rehabilitation Services

According to information from the State Statistics Committee of the Republic of Azerbaijan, the registered number of children with complete hearing loss by the end of 2022 was 1236, those with partial hearing loss were 2082, and those with speech disorders were 4417. Hearing and speech-impaired children, like others, are protected by the Constitution of the Republic of Azerbaijan.
"On the Rights of Persons with Disabilities," "On the Rights of Children," "On Education," "On Education (Special Education) of Persons with Disabilities," "On the Protection of the Health of the Population," "On Social Services," and other normative legal acts. Additionally, international agreements such as the UN Conventions "On the Rights of Persons with Disabilities" and "On the Rights of the Child," to which the Republic of Azerbaijan is a party, affirm their human and civil rights and freedoms. Discrimination against them is prohibited and subject to legal prosecution.
During the report preparation process, we identified several positive steps of great importance in terms of safeguarding the rights of individuals with hearing and speech disabilities. These steps were revealed through monitoring conducted to analyze the implementation of obligations outlined in the Convention "On the Rights of Persons with Disabilities" and the recommendations of treaty bodies.
By ratifying the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, the Republic of Azerbaijan embraced the commitment to refrain from discriminating against individuals with disabilities, acknowledge and respect their unique characteristics, and recognize them as integral members of humanity. In addition to these obligations, the state has also undertaken the responsibility to eliminate derogatory language that undermines the honor and dignity of persons with disabilities from its legislation.
As part of significant reforms aligned with the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, Azerbaijan has made substantial improvements to national legislation. Within this framework, numerous vulgar, banal, and rude expressions that evoke negative feelings and self-doubt concerning persons with disabilities in normative legal acts have been replaced with modern and ethical expressions.
For instance, revisions in up to 40 legislative acts have replaced terms such as "mute" with "completely limited ability to speak," "blind" with "completely limited vision," and "deaf" with "completely impaired hearing." Similarly, the term "retarded" has been replaced with "mental retardation," "handicapped" with "identified disability," "physical defect" with "physical deficiency," and "disability" with "injury," among others. These replacements aim to eliminate negative stereotypes and facilitate the social integration of individuals with disabilities.
The previous expressions perpetuated certain negative stereotypes about people with disabilities, hindering their social integration. The use of expressions in line with these new changes, both in spoken language and written texts, reflects a respectful treatment of individuals with disabilities and their unique characteristics.
Over the years, cochlear implantation (prosthesis of the inner ear), a method widely used globally, has emerged as the primary solution for restoring hearing ability in individuals with severe or total sensorineural hearing loss due to various factors, including the use of antibiotics. This medical intervention has demonstrated positive outcomes in practice.
In the initial stages, this operation was limited to a maximum of 300 people per calendar year, with a specific numerical restriction imposed by the compulsory medical insurance fund. However, it is noteworthy that, in a commendable move, recent changes to the "Envelope of Compulsory Health Insurance Services" under the decision of the Cabinet of Ministers of the Republic of Azerbaijan No. 263 dated 04.08.2023 have enabled cochlear implantation surgery to be performed without any limitations.
Furthermore, the age limit for insured individuals experiencing severe bilateral sensorineural hearing loss later in life has been raised, with the surgery age limit now set at 65 (sixty-five) years, replacing the previous limit of 40 (forty) years. The age limit for individuals with congenital severe bilateral sensorineural hearing loss remains at 5 (five) years, as before.
Under the Ministry of Labor and Social Protection of the Population, the Social Services Agency, along with the State Medical-Social Expertise and Rehabilitation Agency, conducts speech therapy examinations and corrective interventions for children with hearing and speech disabilities in various profile institutions, funded both by the state budget and non-governmental organizations. Several social services and rehabilitation programs are organized for these children within the framework of state orders in the service sector.
Within the context of the "2018-2024 State Program for the Development of Inclusive Education for Persons with Disabilities in the Republic of Azerbaijan," the provision of speech therapy services to children with hearing impairments and speech disorders is deemed crucial in enhancing their inclusive education opportunities. However, we contend that the scope of inclusive education should be expanded and implemented nationwide.
Additionally, the "State Program for the Development of Social Services in the Republic of Azerbaijan for 2023-2026," approved by the Decree of the President of the country No. 4059 dated 28.08.2023, introduces positive measures such as recognizing "Social worker," "Social pedagogue," and approving professional and qualification standards for "social work specialist-psychologist." These steps aim to provide social services to individuals facing challenging living conditions and adopt new educational programs to organize social work.

         2. Current Challenges in Providing Access to Education and Rehabilitation Services for Children with Hearing and Speech Disabilities and Recommendations for Their Resolution
Article 7 of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, addressing children with disabilities, mandates that participating states must take all necessary measures to ensure that these children fully exercise all human rights and fundamental freedoms on an equal basis with their peers (1). In all actions concerning children with disabilities, priority is given to their best interests (2). States Parties are obligated to ensure that children with disabilities, on an equal footing with their counterparts, freely express their views on matters affecting them, in a manner appropriate to their age and level of maturity. They should also receive assistance tailored to their disability and age to realize these rights (3).
As per Article 21 of the Convention, one of the responsibilities of countries adopting this document is to guarantee the acceptance and use of sign languages, Braille, augmentative and alternative methods, as per the choice of persons with disabilities, along with all other methods of communication, in official dealings.
Regrettably, based on the provisions outlined in the Convention, we observe significant hurdles faced by children with hearing and speech disabilities across all sectors of society due to their challenges in expressing their opinions. This is particularly pronounced for those who are completely deaf. While assistance can be provided by individuals proficient in sign language, the scarcity of specialists with such proficiency is notable in our country. This shortage is linked to the fact that sign language is not officially recognized as a communication language in the country, and, simultaneously, it is not incorporated into the curriculum of higher and secondary education institutions.
In paragraph 10 of the final recommendations adopted at the 139th meeting on 10.04.2014, the UN Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities expresses concern that, despite the use of sign language in the State, it is still not officially recognized. Paragraph 11 of the final recommendations emphasizes that the State Party should take effective steps to officially recognize sign language as one of its languages. Additionally, in paragraph 41(c) of those recommendations, the Committee suggests that the State should provide quality training for teachers, including those with disabilities, using braille and sign language. This includes efforts to enhance the education of children with disabilities from all categories, including deaf and hard-of-hearing girls and boys.
According to the combined second and third periodic reports submitted by the Government of Azerbaijan to the Committee, it is mentioned that "a draft amendment to the Law of the Republic of Azerbaijan 'On the Rights of Persons with Disabilities' concerning the adoption of sign language (gestures) as an officially used communication language by the state has been prepared and agreed upon with relevant state institutions. It will be submitted to the government."
Proposing such a significant change represents the next step towards aligning national legislation with the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. The aim is to create broader conditions for individuals with disabilities to access information on an equal level with others, freely express their opinions and ideas, and integrate into society at large. This initiative will also facilitate the publication of literature for the hearing impaired, expanding the use of sign language. Additionally, plans include the implementation of subtitle or sign language systems in television programs, movies, and video films.
Unfortunately, as of now, the draft law "On Amendments to the Law of the Republic of Azerbaijan on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities," prepared by the joint working group of the Ministry of Labor and Social Protection of the Population and the Ministry of Science and Education in 2019, has not been officially adopted.
In response to the request submitted by the "For the Inclusive Society" Public Union for the Support of Persons with Disabilities to the Ministry of Science and Education, it was conveyed that the draft law is currently in the stage of agreement with the relevant institutions.
Despite the passage of several years since the initiation of the bill aiming to officially recognize sign language as a means of communication in our country, it has yet to be adopted. Consequently, we believe it is imperative to intensify collaborative efforts to expedite the adoption of these changes, which are designed to ensure that individuals with hearing impairments can access information on par with their peers and express their thoughts and ideas freely.
Recent commendable efforts by the Ministry of Science and Education to foster close cooperation with civil society institutions and individual researchers in researching and resolving prevalent issues in the education sector are noteworthy. While such initiatives are crucial, there are still challenges in integrating children with hearing and speech disabilities into the education system. There is a pressing need to augment the number of educational institutions, particularly in regions across the country, to provide quality education to these children.
Educational opportunities for children with hearing and speech disabilities in rural areas are particularly unfavorable. Many parents are reluctant to send their daughters from rural areas to schools in Baku, or the children rightfully resist separation from their parents, resulting in avoidance of education. This avoidance not only isolates these children from society but also contravenes their rights as stipulated in international agreements and national legislation to which the country is a signatory.
The scarcity of centers providing surdological, audiological, speech therapy, social, pedagogical, and psychological services funded by the state budget in Baku, and the absence of such centers in most regions, present a significant challenge. Furthermore, the pricing structure of some private centers may not align with the financial capabilities of low-income families. The lack of qualified professionals, such as "doctor-surdologists," "audiologists," "deaf pedagogues," and "speech therapists," poses a serious concern.
While some higher and secondary educational institutions in the country provide general knowledge in these fields to students studying "Corrective Training," this does not necessarily entail specific specialization. Therefore, it is crucial to address the pressing need for training specialists in relevant fields to work in service centers, both in the state, municipal, and private sectors, that offer the aforementioned services for children with hearing impairments, including those who have undergone cochlear implantation surgery, and those with complete hearing loss.
Simultaneously, there is only one preschool educational institution—specifically, the Republican Specialized Nursery for Hearing-Impaired Children (Kindergarten)—that caters to children with hearing and speech disabilities throughout the entire republic.
This institution, currently under the jurisdiction of the Baku City Executive Authority and transferred to the Ministry of Science and Education, has the permission and capacity to provide training and education for only a limited number of children. Unfortunately, the outdated material and technical infrastructure of this institution, despite its extensive area, has yet to be replaced with a modern building equipped to meet contemporary standards. Additionally, it lacks the necessary equipment and a qualified teaching staff at the required level. Considering that the operational lifespan of the current nursery-kindergarten building has already elapsed and is unsuitable for major repairs, the construction and implementation of a new, modern building becomes imperative. This practice should be considered for adoption in all cities and regions of the republic in the future.
In this context, it is crucial to enhance the material-technical and personnel potential of Kindergarten No. 17, specifically designed for speech-impaired children, operating in the Yasamal district of Baku.
The social-psychological, pedagogical, and medical rehabilitation of children with hearing and speech disabilities is essential for their integration into society. While the state implements various programs and social projects to provide rehabilitation services, such as Cochlear implantation surgery, there is room for improvement. Cochlear implantation surgery, which brings sound to the silent world of those who are completely deaf, is widely appreciated by society as a commendable initiative.
Medical expenses during hospitalization/surgery, as well as special medical expenses (such as the cochlear implant system components), are included in the medical service tariff. However, the company providing the cochlear implant system is expected to adjust the device's sound at least three times within 12 months after the operation. Additionally, 36 sessions of speech therapist and 36 sessions of psychologist services are included in the tariff. Despite being part of the appointed service tariff, continuing these procedures in the subsequent periods poses significant challenges for families belonging to the socially sensitive population group.
After reaching the specified limit, financial difficulties often lead to an interruption in the rehabilitation process for children who have undergone cochlear implantation surgery. Furthermore, the outcomes of such a costly operation are often less satisfactory, raising legitimate concerns. Urgent steps should be taken to either eliminate the mentioned limit or extend it for a reasonable period to ensure the continuity of the necessary correction and rehabilitation process funded by state funds.
Furthermore, it is vital to establish the legal status of community-based rehabilitation, daycare, and social-psychological assistance centers. Model statutes should be prepared and approved, and these centers should be exempted from taxation for at least 10 years, similar to preschool educational institutions (as stipulated in Article 106.1 of the Tax Code). Alternatively, the application of specific concessions would be beneficial. Additionally, the creation of two centers financed by the state budget—namely, the Center for Correction and Speech Development for Hard of Hearing Children and the Center for Social Rehabilitation and Hearing Services for Deaf Children—holds significant importance.
Through the research, it has become evident that significant obstacles exist in providing access to sports for children with hearing and speech disabilities. Drawing inspiration from global practices, it is imperative to establish the Azerbaijan National Deaflympics Committee dedicated to individuals with limited hearing and speech abilities, including children. While there have been some initial steps taken in this direction within our country, it is crucial to expedite the process and further develop initiatives in this regard.

RECOMMENDATIONS

1. Accelerate the process of officially recognizing sign language as a means of communication for individuals with hearing and speech disabilities in areas where the state language is predominantly spoken in Azerbaijan. Simultaneously, incorporate the teaching of this language into higher and specialized secondary educational institutions.

2. Considering that the building of the Republican Specialized Nursery for Hearing-Impaired Children has long exceeded its operational lifespan and is unsuitable for major repairs, it is essential to construct and commission a new modern building on its premises. Additionally, similar facilities should be created in other cities and regions of the country to establish nursery schools.

3. Ensure the operation of educational institutions catering to children with hearing and speech disabilities in all regions.

4. Take immediate measures to either eliminate the aforementioned limit or extend it for a reasonable period to ensure the uninterrupted provision of relevant correction and rehabilitation services to children funded by state resources after cochlear implantation (inner ear prosthetics) surgery.

5. Define the legal status of community-based rehabilitation, daycare, and social-psychological assistance centers. Prepare and approve model statutes, and exempt them from taxation for at least 10 years. Similar to pre-school educational institutions (Article 106.1 of the Tax Code), or grant them specific benefits.

6. Establish two centers financed by the state budget under the Ministry of Labor and Social Protection of the Population: the Correction and Speech Development Center for Hard of Hearing Children and the Social Rehabilitation and Hearing Service Center for Deaf Children.

7. Expand the scope of inclusive education and implement it nationwide. Take necessary steps to enhance inclusive education opportunities for children with hearing impairments and speech disorders.

8. Support initiatives related to the establishment of the Azerbaijan National Deaflympics Committee and encourage the participation of individuals with hearing impairments in the Deaflympic games.
