Statement of the Deputy Minister of Labour and Social Protection of Population of the Republic of Azerbaijan, Mr. Anar Karimov

At the presentation of the 2nd and 3rd joint reports of the State of Azerbaijan on the implementation of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities,
to be held on March 12-13, 2024


Dear Committee members, 
Dear participants, 
Ladies and gentlemen!

Let me extend my greetings to you on behalf of the delegation of Azerbaijan and we look forward to productive discussions on the Convention implementation. 
The delegation is composed of representatives of 16 state institutions adhering to the Convention requirements in their daily regulatory activities, policymaking and strategic planning. 
Such multi-agency composition addresses the commitment of the Azerbaijani Government under this international treaty. 
· The Ministry of Labour and Social Protection of Population, primarily responsible for the Convention, along with employment, vocational education, rehabilitation, and integration of persons with disabilities into the society, covers a wide range of other social areas; 

· The Ministry of Justice, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Ministry of Science and Education, the Ministry of Economy, and the Central Election Commission actively collaborate to ensure that persons with disabilities have equal access to justice and human rights; 

· The Ministry of Emergency Situations, the State Committee on Urban Planning and Architecture, and the "Baku Metropolitan" work together in prevention of various types of social and physical barriers by guaranteeing inclusivity, accessibility, and personal security for persons with disabilities; 

· The Ministry of Health, the Administration of the Regional Medical Divisions (TABIB), and the State Agency on Mandatory Health Insurance provide health support and efficient access to health care services, rehabilitation, recreational opportunities, and overall independent living; 

· The Ministry of Culture, the Ministry of Youth and Sport, and the State Committee for Family, Women and Children Affairs, the Audiovisual Council, are responsible for ensuring and promoting non-discrimination and respect for the inherent dignity of the persons with disabilities.

In order to support the development of physical education and sport for persons with disabilities and their participation in global and regional competitions, the National Paralympic Committee, the Deaflympic Committee, and the Special Olympics Committee are functioning.
Since the establishment of the National Paralympic Committee that aims to strengthen the Paralympic movement and the development of athletes with disabilities, Azerbaijani Paralympians have risen to the highest podium at various international competitions. 
Nowadays, 146 Azerbaijani para-athletes compete in 14 different sports, and in 2023 they won 86 medals.
The Azerbaijan Deaflympics Committee works to promote sports among hearing-impaired persons, to prepare and implement the development sport programs, to train professional athletes, coaches, and judges, as well as to attract athletes to mass domestic and international competitions. 
[bookmark: _Hlk160883000]13 Azerbaijani athletes with hearing impairments participated in the Olympic Games held in Copenhagen in 1997, in Rome in 2001, in Taipei in 2009, and in Samsun in 2017.
The Special Olympic Committee provides an opportunity for people with disabilities to demonstrate their abilities and organizes local competitions for persons from different regions in order to discover new skills and to inspire others.
Azerbaijan was among the first countries to join the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities and its Protocol in 2008.
Prevention of disability, rehabilitation, as well as social protection of persons with disabilities, creation of necessary conditions for their participation in all public spheres and living a decent life are among the primary goals of the state's social policy. 
This is established in the Constitution as well as in strategic and relevant legal and regulatory documents.
Given the importance of taking continuous and systematic measures in this area, important work has been done over the past period to improve both legislation and practice. 
Some of measures that were either not yet carried out or mentioned as incomplete in the Committee’s report have been implemented over the last 5 years.
With regard to the effective implementation of the general obligations set out in the Convention, a Working Group has been established under the Ministry of Social Protection, consisting of representatives of relevant state agencies and non-governmental organizations of persons with disabilities. 
The main task of the Working Group is to coordinate and ensure the implementation of plans and strategies for the protection of the rights of persons with disabilities under the Convention. 
The functions of the independent monitoring mechanism provided for in the Convention are performed by the Commissioner for Human Rights (Ombudsman).
The effective social policy has enabled the gradual expansion of social protection, rehabilitation and integration of people with disabilities. 

Over the past 5 years, the country’s rehabilitation infrastructure is rebuilt to meet modern requirements and important steps are taken to expand its coverage. 

Also, there has been a considerable expansion in the range of rehabilitation means provided to persons with disabilities through state funding. 

One of the significant steps is the free provision of high-tech prostheses and motorized wheelchairs. 

As an important reform in the field of disability assessment through introduction of new criteria from July 2022, disability is determined based on the percentage of impairment of body functions in line with international best practices. 

Additionally, over the past five years, 146 out of the 159 services under the Ministerial mandate have been digitalized. 56 of those services are implemented proactively. 

The development of disability-related legislation and programs are carefully coordinated by the Government with groups representing persons with disabillities. 
At the initiative of the Government, a draft Law "On the Rights of Persons with Disabilities" was submitted to the UN Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities in 2014.
This initiative was the first in the Committee's experience and could serve as best practice. 
After considering the proposals of the Committee and other state agencies and local groups representing the community of persons with disabilities, the draft law was adopted in 2018.
The Law regulates the elimination of all forms of discrimination on the grounds of disability, the rehabilitation of persons with disabilities, and the creation of conditions for their social integration. 
Around 20 new regulations are adopted in connection with the implementation of the Law. 
These include creation of individual rehabilitation programs, reasonable adaptation of infrastructure facilities to make them accessible to persons with disabilities, rehabilitation of persons with disabilities, establishment of a register of persons with disabilities, etc.
According to the new Law, the term "child with disabilities" was replaced with "person with disabilities" to ensure a uniform approach.
The Individual Rehabilitation Program and the Regulation on the Rehabilitation of Persons with Disabilities regulates the following matters:
- medical, vocational, psychological and pedagogical rehabilitation;
- development of social skills;
- habilitation measures, rehabilitation tools and services;
- determining the need for sanatorium-resort treatment.

Also, the Individual Rehabilitation Program provides rehabilitation measures for individuals with disabilities, enhancing their ability to work by gaining specific skills, and improving their independent living.
In this regard, the new electronic platfrom was set up called "Individual Rehabilitation and Abilitation Programme" module under the Ministry of Social Protection.
This electronic platform is integrated into other electronic systems and registers of other state institutions. The implementation of the Individual Rehabilitation and Habilitation Programme has already started. 4,694 people were already served through this application.
[bookmark: _Hlk160814415]A new regulation on the register of persons with disabilities was approved in 2021, enabling the formation of a unified and comprehensive information system on persons with disabilities. 
The register contains personal data on persons with disabilities, such as the date of disability assignment, disability degree, duration and cause, date of the next disability assessment, employment guarantee, percentage of disability and diagnosis.
This register is already put into operation and is integrated into the information systems and registers of 5 state bodies.
The Regulation on reasonable adaptation of infrastructure facilities for use by persons with disabilities has been approved, ensuring the realization of fundamental human rights and freedoms by persons with disabilities on an equal basis with others.
According to this regulation, enterprises and organizations must ensure that the transport, communication, information, cultural, household or other social infrastructure facilities under their authority are reasonably adapted for use by persons with disabilities.
It should be noted that the regulation was prepared with assistance of local and international experts, and Recommendation No. 5 (General Commentary) on Article 5 of the Convention was taken as a guide.
In 2022, the new "Labor Relations and Employment" electronic system was introduced as a centralized labor relations platform for employers and workers. 
This system enables the receipt of all requests for reasonable adjustments and the monitoring of their execution from a single platform nationwide. 
Additionally, it promotes equal participation of people with disabilities in public life, including the labor market.
New regulations called "Criteria for the Definition of Disability" were approved and came into force in 2022.
The new criteria takes into account international best practice, as well as the EU document "Physical and Mental Disability Assessment Scale", the International Classification of Diseases (ICD), the WHO standard diagnostic tool used in epidemiology, health management and clinical purposes (based on the 10th edition) and the International Functional Classification (IFC). 
As a result, the number of disability criteria increased aprx 5 times and reached 616.
Since 2022, disability is determined by the percentage of body functions’ impairment instead of the traditional three degrees and limitation of health capabilities. 
A legislative package was adopted to amend about 100 legislative acts to reflect the new criteria for disability determinatio.
The new criteria for disability assessment aim to evaluate not only the diseases and their severity but also the degree of their impact on a person’s life. 

Such assessment takes into account the possibilities of social rehabilitation and adaptation and transits from the traditional (almost outdated) medical model to a modern social model. 

Since the introduction of the new criteria, 70 thousand people are already assessed and assigned with disability and arising therefrom rights and allowances.

Following the Committee's recommendations and in line with the requirements of the social model outlined in the Convention, it has been acknowledged that derogatory and offensive words and expressions regarding persons with disabilities should be replaced with neutral terminology.
In this regard, aprx. 40 legislative acts are adopted to replace words and phrases in national legislation. 
As a result, all derogatory and offensive language in the national legislation has been completely eliminated.
In 2020, disability-related adoption restrictions were removed to eliminate discrimination. Currently, there are no restrictions on adopting of pesons with disabilities. 
Additionally, an allowance of 600 manat (aprx 350 USD) is established and assigned to adopters to encourage the adoption of children of this category.
Since the removal of the disability restriction on adoption, 12 cases of adoption by persons with disabilities were registered. 

The legislation was amended to ensure equal conditions and opportunities for persons with disabilities to effectively use information technologies and the Internet.
This decision guarantees accessibility of official Internet information resources of all state bodies for persons in this category based of Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG). 
Currently, 15 rehabilitation centers operating under the Ministry of Social Protection provide rehabilitation services for persons with disabilities. 
Since 2019, 10 rehabilitation facilities have been renovated, 2 new rehabilitation facilities and 1 RehaPoint have been launched. 
Services for people with disabilities are available in inpatient, outpatient, online and mobile forms at these facilities. 
In 2023, rehabilitation services were provided to aprx 88 thousands people with disabilities.
In line with the State Program for Socio-Economic Development of Regions for 2019-2023, rehabilitation infrastructure for persons with disabilities is established in accordance with modern requirements, and works are underway to expand the coverage.
57 types of rehabilitation devices have been provided at the expense of the state budget.
For the first time, persons with disabilities have been provided with high-tech prostheses and motorized wheelchairs.
Currently, 485 high-tech prostheses were delivered at the expense of state funds.
In collaboration with WHO, rehabilitation equipment provided to persons with disabilities using the state budget is grouped according to the WHO classification. 
Moreover, as part of the project to expand the list of rehabilitation facilities their number has been increased from 57 to 81. 
Promotional material was developed and shared on various social media platforms to increase awareness of the disability-related reforms implemented. 
These include the assessment of disability, procedure for reasonable adaptation of infrastructure facilities for persons with disabilities, the promotion of a positive image of them, and the advocacy of their equal rights as members of society. 
In 2023, 67 social media videos were created and published on various platforms.
In order to strengthen social protection of vulnerable groups of population, 4 social reform packages have been implemented in the last 5 years. 
As a result, the minimum disability pension increased by 2.5 times, the average monthly pension doubled, social benefits and pension payments increased 5-fold. 
The amount of disability allowances increased almost 4 times, pensions - almost 3 times.
After the last report, a new care allowance was established, which is paid to persons with 85-100% disability and to persons caring for children with disabilities.
A total of 4 million people are covered by these reforms and 7 billion manat (aprx. 4 bln USD) is allocated annually from the budget.
DOST centers started to be founded since 2018 and offer services to the public in the areas of labor, social protection, employment, and disability from a single platform. 

DOST centers offer 159 services to citizens in 15 areas, delivering social services through innovative methods and the "one-stop-shop" model.
In addition, since 2021 the new DOST Center for Inclusive Development and Creativity  has been working to help adults and children with disabilities identify and develop their creative potential.  

The center provides programs in 14 multiple disciplines (such as floristry, musical classes, culinary and cooking, landscape design, metal and wood carving, carpet weaving, sewing, knitting, ceramics studio, arts and crafts) to learn new skills, participate in creative endeavors, improve their communication skills, create a sense of community, and support social inclusion for all. Over 480 persons from vulnerable groups have benefited from the Center's services over the course of its operation. Last year alone, over 180 beneficiaries, including 135 individuals with disabilities, received training at the Center. 

Consistent and wide-ranging reforms in the social sphere have been highly recognized internationally, with the Ministry of Social Protection receiving 44 international awards and certificates in the last two years.

The automated disability assessment system was recognized as an advanced, efficient and transparent working mechanism that was recommended by the UN for dissemination and application in the framework of South-South Cooperation. 

This system was positively evaluated at the "Best Practice for Europe" competition organized by the International Social Security Association (ISSA) and was awarded a special ISSA award. 

"Proactive Assignment for Persons with Disabilities" project, one of the digital initiatives of the Ministry of Social Protection, has won the Zero Project 2024 competition of the Essl Foundation (Austria).

A project named "Supporting Reforms in the Rehabilitation System of Persons with Disabilities in Azerbaijan" was implemented as part of collaboration with the European Union. 

Its objectives included helping people with disabilities with social integration, transitioning from the medical to the social rehabilitation models, and increasing the quality of services that they receive. 

The project's primary goals included restructuring the personnel and organizational structure of rehabilitation facilities as well as adapting rehabilitation services to the social model.

A pilot project on the application of the World Health Organization's WHODAS (World Health Organization's Disability Assessment Schedule) survey is being implemented within the framework of cooperation with the World Bank.
The Government of the Republic of Azerbaijan reiterates its commitment to the obligations undertaken by the Convention. 
We will continue our efforts to ensure all socio-economic, political, personal rights and freedoms of persons with disabilities, create a fully accessible physical environment for them, facilitate their full integration into society, and apply international standards in this field.

Thank you for the attention. 
