[image: ]
Maat for Peace’ Report submitted to The Committee on Rights of Persons with Disabilities on The European Union
January 2025
The European Union signed the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities on 30 March 2007 and ratified it on 23 December 2010 (hereinafter referred to as the “Convention”). By virtue of this ratification, the European Union is now a State Party to the Convention, and has concurrent competences with Member States in certain areas of human rights, which allows it to cooperate with them in implementing those competences. In this context, the European Union submitted its second and third reports to the United Nations Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (“the Committee”) in April 2023, after submitting its first report in June 2014, to demonstrate its commitment to the provisions of the Convention[footnoteRef:1]. [1:  Ratification, Reporting & Documentation for European Union, ohchr, https://2h.ae/wfUt ] 

The European Union is home to around 70 million people with disabilities ranging from mild to severe. However, these individuals continue to face significant challenges in participating in social life on an equal footing and independently, as well as difficulties in accessing employment and healthcare[footnoteRef:2]. In this context, Maat for Peace, Development and Human Rights is submitting this report to the Committee, as the European Union will be subject to review during the Committee’s 32nd session, scheduled to be held from 3 to 21 March 2025. The report aims to assess the European Union’s compliance with the provisions of the Convention, highlighting the most prominent challenges and providing recommendations to address them, thus contributing to supporting the Committee in conducting a comprehensive and objective assessment of the European Union’s file during the next session[footnoteRef:3]. [2:  People with disabilities, Federal Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs, https://2h.ae/SrAS ]  [3:  CRPD - Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 32nd Session (03 Mar 2025 - 21 Mar 2025), ohchr, https://2h.ae/BVGW ] 

Article 5 - Equality and non-discrimination
In March 2021, the European Commission launched the “Strategy for the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 2021-2030” (hereinafter referred to as the “Strategy”), a ten-year plan to improve the lives of persons with disabilities within the European Union and globally. This strategy builds on the findings of the “European Disability Strategy 2010-2020” and places particular emphasis on ensuring equal participation and effective protection of persons with disabilities from all forms of discrimination and violence. The strategy also seeks to achieve equal opportunities in access to justice, education, culture, sport and tourism, while ensuring equal access to all health services[footnoteRef:4]. [4:  People with disabilities, Federal Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs, https://2h.ae/SrAS ] 

Maat stresses that the new strategy builds on the lessons learned from its predecessor, with a focus on ensuring that all persons with disabilities in the EU enjoy their human rights without discrimination on the grounds of gender, ethnic origin, religion or belief or age. It also focuses on enabling them to participate equally in social and economic life, providing freedom to choose their place of residence, lifestyle and with whom they live, as well as facilitating their movement within the European Union without any restrictions related to their support needs, while ensuring their protection from discrimination. In this context, the inclusion and support of persons with disabilities is a fundamental obligation under Article 19 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union and Article 26 of the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union. However, despite these legal obligations, the vast majority of persons with disabilities, who constitute around 100 million people within the European Union, continue to suffer from social exclusion. They also face significant challenges in the labour market, as they are more likely to be unemployed, with only 51.3% of them working compared to 75.6% of people without disabilities[footnoteRef:5]. Moreover, they face discrimination and the risk of poverty and social marginalization to a greater extent than others, with reports indicating that 52% of persons with disabilities feel at least discriminated against based on their testimonies. This situation reflects a significant delay in fulfilling the EU's obligations under Article 5 of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities to date[footnoteRef:6]. [5:  EU must support rights of workers with disabilities with Disability Employment Guarantee, EDF, https://2h.ae/KfNc ]  [6:  Do European Parties care about integrating people with disabilities?, the good lobby, https://2h.ae/lNLw ] 

Article 9 - Accessibility
The new strategy includes a set of measures and initiatives across various fields, most notably improving accessibility, which is an essential element for ensuring freedom of movement and enabling persons with disabilities to fully participate in public and private life, while enhancing their independence and ability to make their own decisions. In this context, Maat has recently monitored positive steps taken by the European Union. In October 2024, the Council of the European Union adopted two new directives that facilitate travel for persons with disabilities within the EU. The first relates to the establishment of the “European Disability Card”, while the second relates to the establishment of the “European Parking Card for Persons with Disabilities”. These two directives aim to ensure equal access to privileges or preferential treatment during short stays in EU countries, including reduced or exempted entry fees, priority access, assistance, and the provision of dedicated parking spaces. The scope of these provisions has been extended to include non-EU citizens legally residing in EU countries, allowing them to use these cards during their short stays in EU member states[footnoteRef:7]. [7:  European disability card and European parking card for persons with disabilities: Council adopts new directives, Council of the European Union, https://2h.ae/BSWs ] 

On the other hand, in November 2024, the European Council held negotiations that could lead to the rollback of some of the improvements proposed by the European Commission on the rights of passengers with disabilities. The Council seeks to remove the provision that requires airlines to allow the accompanying person to travel free of charge in cases where the airline requires people with disabilities to travel with an accompanying person. According to the proposal, airlines will only bear the cost of the passenger’s ticket, while airport fees and other charges will remain the responsibility of the passenger. Maat considers this proposal to be a very worrying step, as the additional fees constitute a large part of the total cost of the ticket. The adoption of this decision would also hinder the effective implementation of the provisions contained in Article 9 of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities as required[footnoteRef:8]. [8:  EU Council unacceptably weakens the rights of passengers with disabilities, EDF, https://2h.ae/nKUa ] 

Article 12 - Equal recognition before the law
Maat notes that EU Member States have not fully complied with Article 12 of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, which guarantees equal recognition of the legal capacity of persons with disabilities before the law. Many Member States still have policies that allow persons with disabilities to be deprived of their legal capacity, either completely or partially. In this regard, Maat notes that 12 EU Member States allow persons with disabilities to be deprived of their legal capacity completely, while 9 allow partial deprivation. On the other hand, 6 countries have abolished almost all forms of deprivation of legal capacity, but still impose some exceptions. The EU and the Council of Europe, including the European Court of Human Rights, have not yet taken sufficient measures to promote and protect the legal capacity of persons with disabilities. This failure reflects a failure to guarantee the autonomy and right to make decisions for themselves, which calls for further efforts to achieve full compliance with Article 12 of the Convention[footnoteRef:9]. [9:  EDF Human Rights Report 2024 - Legal capacity: Personal choice and control,  EDF, https://2h.ae/TVoY ] 

Article 24 – Education
Maat has observed that over the past five decades, special schools in many European countries have been criticized for isolating students with disabilities, limiting their academic and social opportunities. Experience has shown that segregated schools are not only harmful to students with disabilities, but also negatively impact their peers, fostering an environment of exclusion and perpetuating social stigmas associated with disability. They also undermine the principles of inclusion and diversity, hindering the integral development of all children. To address these challenges, the European Union supports Member States’ efforts to improve education. A European Schools Task Force has been established to address the recommendations adopted by the Committee in its 2015 Concluding Observations[footnoteRef:10]. [10:  Combined second and third periodic reports of the European Union under Article 35 of the Convention, due in 2021, https://2h.ae/UIXa ] 

Furthermore, the EU Disability Strategy 2021-2030, launched by the European Commission in March 2021, places inclusive education as a key priority. The strategy aims to improve the educational experiences of children with disabilities across Europe, with a focus on enhancing accessibility, improving teaching practices, increasing support, and ensuring that every child is given the opportunity to succeed, regardless of their abilities. As a result of these efforts, recent data indicate that around 65% of children with disabilities in Europe are now enrolled in regular schools, although this percentage varies from country to country and from one type of disability to another[footnoteRef:11]. [11:  Inclusive education for children with disabilities in Europe, Humanim, https://2h.ae/pERI ] 

However, significant challenges remain to provide education for people with disabilities in accordance with the provisions of Article 24 of the Convention. In this context, Maat documents that many old school buildings, especially in rural areas or historic neighborhoods, lack the necessary facilities for people with disabilities, such as ramps, lifts, and accessible bathrooms. These infrastructure gaps prevent many students with disabilities from fully accessing their schools. The lack of qualified staff is another challenge, as many teachers and assistants lack the necessary training to effectively meet the needs of students with disabilities. Some teachers have also expressed their inability to deal with these needs in the classroom. Social and behavioral barriers remain an obstacle to inclusive education within the EU, as stigma against students with disabilities persists in many countries, often starting with teachers, colleagues, and even parents. These negative attitudes lead to bullying and limit the opportunities for social integration of these students. Finally, Maat notes that standardized curricula often fail to meet the needs of students with disabilities, requiring more efforts to prepare schools and provide them with the tools and strategies necessary to adapt education and assess students with different abilities[footnoteRef:12]. [12:  Ibid ] 

Article 29 - Participation in political and public life
The European Union has paid increasing attention to the political rights of persons with disabilities in recent years. In its 2020 Strategy and Citizenship Report, the European Commission committed to supporting the rights of persons with disabilities to electoral participation. Indeed, the Commission facilitates the exchange of good practices within the European Cooperation Network on Elections and has commissioned studies on the political participation of persons with disabilities. In its proposal to rewrite the Directive on Voting Rights for EU Citizens on the Move, the Commission imposed a requirement on Member States to provide electoral information to persons with disabilities and older persons, as well as to provide digital information to facilitate access to political information for persons with disabilities[footnoteRef:13]. [13:  Combined second and third periodic reports of the European Union under Article 35 of the Convention, due in 2021, https://2h.ae/UIXa ] 

However, Maat points out that persons with disabilities continue to be excluded from some aspects of political life in the EU. Human rights reports have revealed that the websites of major political parties in Europe are still not adequately adapted to meet the needs of persons with disabilities. These parties include the European People’s Party, the Party of European Socialists, the European Green Party, the European Left Party and the Identity and Democracy Party. These conditions contribute to the violation of the right of persons with disabilities to political and party participation within Europe. Reports have also shown that European political parties do not sufficiently commit to providing information in a way that facilitates access for all voters, regardless of their special needs. This neglect not only harms the rights of persons with disabilities, but also negatively affects the democratic process as a whole[footnoteRef:14]. [14:  Access Denied: The (in)accessibility of European Political Party websites, EDF, https://2h.ae/dTRo ] 

With regard to the needs of persons with disabilities, some political party websites suffer from unjustified barriers to accessibility, which leads to the exclusion of segments of users and the violation of their right to access information. Among the most prominent problems monitored by the reports are the poor color contrast on some websites, in addition to some parties removing codes that support the needs of users with disabilities, which has deliberately made those websites less accessible. These practices contribute to undermining the proper implementation of the provisions of Article 29 of the Convention, which emphasizes ensuring the full and effective participation of persons with disabilities in political and public life[footnoteRef:15]. [15:  Ibid] 

Article 30 – Participation in cultural life, leisure, entertainment and sport
Recent human rights reports indicate that the number of persons with disabilities living in isolated and unsafe environments is increasing in many EU Member States. It is currently estimated that 1.4 million persons with disabilities, both children and adults under the age of 65, live in such environments, compared with 1.1 million a decade ago. This increase raises concerns about the extent to which persons with disabilities are included in cultural life, leisure and sporting activities within the EU. The data shows that 13 Member States have seen an increase in the number of adults with disabilities living in institutions compared with ten years ago, and the number of children in such institutions has increased to 466,000[footnoteRef:16]. [16:  EU countries are segregating more and more people in institutions, EDF, https://2h.ae/lgcu] 

In a related context, it has been reported that at least 852,000 persons with intellectual disabilities live in segregated care institutions across Europe, in addition to a further 32,000 in psychiatric hospitals. Maat notes that forcing adults with intellectual disabilities to live in institutions results in their excessive exclusion from society, reducing their opportunities for social relationships outside of these institutions. They also face difficulty in accessing public services compared to the rest of society. Maat points out that many of these institutions are located on the outskirts of cities or in rural areas, which increases their spatial isolation and reduces their opportunities for access to employment and public services, as well as their participation in cultural life, recreational activities and sports, which is in clear contradiction to the provisions of Article 30 of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities[footnoteRef:17]. [17:  Housing for people with intellectual disabilities, inclusion Europe, https://2h.ae/vhdr] 

Recommendations
Maat for Peace, Development and Human Rights presents the following recommendations to the European Union to enhance the optimal implementation of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities:
1. Maat recommends promoting equality and non-discrimination by developing effective oversight mechanisms that ensure member states’ commitment to implementing anti-discrimination laws, especially in the areas of work, education and health services. It also require launching awareness campaigns targeting society and employers to reduce social stigma towards persons with disabilities and promote equal opportunities. This can be done by adopting unified standards for accessibility in infrastructure, transportation and websites, with penalties imposed on non-compliant parties.
2. Maat calls for providing financial and technical support to member states to modernize infrastructure, especially in rural areas, in addition to reviewing national legislation to ensure the elimination of all forms of deprivation of legal capacity for persons with disabilities.
3. Decision-making support programs must be strengthened that enable persons with disabilities to exercise their legal rights independently.
4. In terms of education, Maat recommends allocating budgets to rehabilitate old schools to be prepared for the needs of students with disabilities, in addition to providing training programs for teachers and assistants to meet these needs effectively. Curricula should also be strengthened to be flexible and inclusive, allowing them to be adapted to suit all abilities.
5. In the political field, Maat stresses the need to oblige political parties to provide websites fully adapted to the needs of persons with disabilities, in addition to facilitating their access to polling stations by equipping them with appropriate infrastructure. Initiatives should also be launched to raise awareness of the importance of political participation for persons with disabilities.
6. Finally, Maat stresses the need to strengthen policies and provide material and moral facilities that ensure the integration of persons with disabilities in community, cultural and recreational activities, while enhancing their participation in policy development and monitoring its implementation to ensure that their actual needs are met.
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