The Chairperson and Members of the UN Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities,
Learned Rapporteur
Ladies and Gentlemen,

It is indeed a matter of great honour and it gives me immense pleasure to represent my country, the Republic of Mauritius at this 14th Session of the Committee on the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities during which the initial report submitted by Mauritius in line with its obligations under the Convention will be considered.

Let me take this opportunity to introduce to to the Committee the Members of my Delegation 

1. Mr. Swaminathan Ragen, the Permanent secretary of the Ministry of Social Security, National Solidarity and Reform Institutions;

2. Mr. Azize Bankur, the Head of the Disability Unit at the Ministry of Social Security, National Solidarity and Reform Institutions;

3. Mrs. Prameeta Goordyal-Chittoo, Assistant Parliamentary Counsel at the Attorney General’s Office;

4. The Staff of our Permanent Mission in Geneva
The Government of the Republic of Mauritius lauds the relentless efforts of the Committee of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities to ensure effective implementation of the provisions of the Convention and for engaging constructively with Member-states in this direction.
Respected chairperson and distinguished members, 
Mauritius is a democratic and Sovereign State governed by the two sacred doctrines; the rule of law and the separation of powers. It is governed by a written Constitution so that any statutory law which contravenes any section of the Constitution can be declared null by the Supreme Court of Mauritius.

The core principles of Human Rights are enshrined in Chapter II of the Mauritian Constitution which provides for fundamental rights and freedoms that include the right to life, the right to personal liberty, protection from slavery and forced labour, freedom of conscience, protection from inhuman treatment, protection from deprivation of property, protection of the law, freedom of expression, freedom of assembly and association, freedom of movement, protection for the privacy of home and other property and protection from discrimination.

As a country which is respectful of sacrosanct human rights principles, the Republic of Mauritius is a party to a number of the core international human rights instruments such as the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, the International Convention on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, the International Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Racial Discrimination, the International Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination, the Convention on the Rights of the Child and other Conventions related to  Human Rights. Last but not the least is the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities.

The Republic of Mauritius signed the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities on the 25th September 2007 and subsequently ratified same on 8th January 2010. 
The Republic of Mauritius was indeed proud to ratify the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities in 2010. The submission of our initial report on the implementation of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities pursuant to article 3.5, paragraph 1, of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities shows our faithful commitment to this mission.

The said report highlights the legislative and administrative measures taken by the Republic of Mauritius to fulfill its obligations under the Convention. At the same time, the report highlights the Government’s commitment to ensure the full realization of the rights of persons with disabilities.

The report was prepared after wide consultations at national level with all stakeholders such as representatives from various Ministries and parastatal bodies, civil society, NGOs and disabled persons’ organizations, that is, persons and organizations directly or indirectly involved with the implementation of the Convention. 

The consultative process at national level was the result of a workshop held on the 12th December 2011. This was an opportunity for all the stakeholders to analyse and debate the contents of the report in depth and take stock of all measures that have been taken and that will have to be taken for the implementation of the Convention. 

The workshop made a comprehensive analysis of the different strategies adopted by the Republic of Mauritius to mainstream disability issues.

Respected Chairperson and Members of the Committee

In fact, since Mauritius obtained its Independence in 1968, the uplifting of the downtrodden and the empowerment of the most vulnerable citizens has been the driving force of all Governments that have come to power. 

Despite intermittent periods of economic downturns, the Republic of Mauritius has never reneged on its commitment as a Welfare State. 

A panoply of community based services, cash transfer schemes, social assistance, pensions and allowances, private and public initiatives, non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and state-run programmes have always been made available to support all Mauritians to face the vicissitudes of life, especially those at the very lowest bottom of the social ladder.
Year in and year out, the programmes, schemes and policies have considerably increased to provide social coverage and protection to sections of the Mauritian population. 

In this context, it is worth pointing out that the amount of money spent on social expenditure as a percentage of total government expenditure has been increasing incrementally from 24% in 2006/07 to reach an estimated 31 % in 2015-2016. During the same period, the expenditure on social protection as a percentage of GDP has surged from 5% to 7 %. 

All this bears testimony to the fact that social protection is the cornerstone of the policies of the Mauritian Government.

Respected Chairperson and distinguished members, 

I want to say that in a country which has always prided itself on being a Welfare State, persons with disabilities have occupied a special and significant place in all the programmes and policies of successive Governments. 

As early as the 1940’s, social workers, philanthropists and political figures strived to set up the first organization for visually impaired people with a view to providing them with necessary support and to train them to lead an independent life.
Other groups of social workers, volunteers and parents later formed various associations to cater for different categories of persons with disabilities such as those who have hearing or intellectual impairment or are physically disabled or those with multiple disabilities.

In early 1950’s, the Mauritian population was struck by the polio epidemic. Those who survived the devastating epidemic became disabled for life.  Government came up with a programme of rehabilitation and empowerment for the polio survivors.  They were recruited in hospitals and orthopedic workshops to work as linen attendants, seamstresses and orthopedic technicians. 

As you can see, they were placed in employment in an environment where the medical model of disability was the dominant ideology as far as disability was concerned. But what is important is that initiatives were taken to value persons with disabilities by giving them the opportunity to work, to earn a living and to stand on their own feet. They were integrated as productive members of society.

Respected Chairperson and distinguished members, 

Since then, there has been no looking back. 

Instead of leaving the whole burden on NGOs and volunteers, Government began to assume a major role in the empowerment of persons with disabilities. 

In 1976, it came up with a revolutionary social measure to provide a social benefit to all persons having more than 60% disability, irrespective of income and work status.  Years after years, new measures have been introduced to enhance the social protection of persons with disabilities. And I am proud to add that the Republic of Mauritius is one of the few developing countries which give disability benefits and old-age pensions on a universal basis. This is complemented by other measures such as free transport, free education and free healthcare.
To mark the international year of disabled persons in 1981, the Government had set up a national body to coordinate the activities of voluntary associations catering for persons with disabilities. The National Council for Rehabilitation of Disabled Persons Act was enacted a few years later in 1986 to set up a National Coordinating Committee to advise the Government on disability issues.

In the context of the United Nations Decade of Disabled Persons (1983-1992), two important pieces of legislation were promulgated in the Republic of Mauritius to promote training and employment opportunities for persons with disabilities, namely, the Trust Fund for Disabled Persons Act 1988 and the Employment of Disabled Persons Act 1988. 

These represent the first affirmative actions as they made provision for a quota system for the employment of persons with disabilities. The two legislations were later merged in 1996 to become the Training and Employment of Disabled Persons Act with a view to enhancing training and employment of persons with disabilities.

In 1992, the Republic of Mauritius co-sponsored the Standard Rules on the Equalization of Opportunities for Persons with Disabilities at the level of the United Nations. A High-Powered Committee was set up on the issue of accessibility and this led to major amendments to the Building Act 1915 and to the promulgation of new accessibility regulations which established norms and standards for public buildings thus enhancing the accessibility of persons with disabilities to buildings, services and amenities.

Respected Chairperson and distinguished members, 
With the signature of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, an important paradigm shift took place on the issue of disability within the Republic of Mauritius. The Republic of Mauritius began to favour the social model to the medical model. 

It readily adopted the social model of disability and elaborated a National Policy Paper and Action Plan 2007-2012 which embodied the new approach and contained a string of measures. The key principles were empowerment, removal of barriers and integration in mainstream society.

A steering committee comprising non-governmental organizations, disabled persons organizations and representatives of Ministries and departments was set up to implement the plan of action. The Republic of Mauritius did not leave any stone unturned in proving its seriousness of purpose with regards to the implementation of the provisions of the Convention. 

For Mauritius it was not just a symbolic action. Mauritius adheres to the principles enshrined in the Convention and indeed is working towards the implementation of the provisions of the Convention.

By 2012, important recommendations were already implemented. I shall name but a few of those significant changes brought:

(i) the adoption of an official policy of inclusive education; 

(ii) amendments brought to the Training and Employment of Disabled Persons Act to impose more severe sanctions against non-compliant employers; 
(iii) the obligation of Para-statal bodies and Government companies to recruit a percentage of persons with disabilities; 
(iv) the enactment of the Equal Opportunities Act to prohibit discrimination on the basis of impairment; 
(v) networking with the Mauritius Employers Federation and other stakeholders to enhance employability of persons with disabilities; 
(vi) the setting up of a national database on disability; and 
(vii) the obligation for promoters to include accessibility features in construction projects. 

Respected Chairperson and distinguished members, 
I will now touch in slightly more details some of the most pertinent issues covered in the report. 

Whilst pondering carefully on the needs and expectations of children with disabilities and having scrutinized the very philosophies behind the provisions on this Convention, we decided that inclusive education should be the solution. 

However, it should not be utopian to dream of a society which is totally free from any kind of ill-treatment or abuse of persons with disabilities. As they have the right to voice their opinions, improvements in Communication and technology now enable them to express their concerns. 

In Mauritius, we listen to the needs of persons with disabilities. We have published the first volume of the sign language dictionary. We have a pool of trained sign language interpreters. Currently, a weekly news bulletin is broadcast in sign language to the general public. 
The Republic of Mauritius has a firm intention to make accessibility to its judicial system more effective and efficient for persons with disabilities. Upon request, cases involving persons with disabilities are heard on the ground floor of the Supreme Court in so far as Supreme Court cases are concerned. Otherwise, the Intermediate Court is already fitted with ramps and the Court rooms on the upper floors are accessible by lifts. Mauritius is also working on a plan with a view to creating various amenities to further promote and protect the rights of persons with disabilities with regard to access to justice.  For instance, we are contemplating to equip Court Buildings with ramps and other facilities. It is also proposed to make good use of sign language interpreters during court proceedings. 
Furthermore, avenues for redress against discrimination on disability basis have been increased with the setting up of the Equal Opportunities Commission and the Equal Opportunities Tribunal. As of date, 89 complaints have been received by the Commission and many of them have been resolved through mediation and conciliation. One case was sent to the Equal Opportunities Tribunal which adjudicated in favour of the person with disability. 

Moreover, several sensitization campaigns and regular social and cultural events having as themes the rights of persons with disabilities are organized to teach people their duty as law abiding citizens to promote and protect the human rights of persons with disabilities. 

Respected chairperson and distinguished members,

Our government is committed.  It has ensured that all social, economic, cultural and other aspects are well taken into consideration with a view to making the Republic of Mauritius a better place for our people, including persons with disabilities.
Buildings are now required to be constructed in a way to ensure access to persons with disabilities. Is it not interesting to note that the local authority may deprive a person of a permit to construct if the latter has failed to make accessibility for persons with disabilities part of its construction plan? 
I now turn briefly to politics. In the political field, The Republic of Mauritius has also decided to mark its valuable contribution in the recognition of the rights of persons with disabilities. The Republic of Mauritius is committed to ensuring that persons with disabilities are both able to vote to elect the representatives of the Central and local government and also to stand as candidate in any of these local or national elections. In order to ensure that in practice this measure really works, all polling stations have been made disabled-friendly. 

The underlying aim of all these endeavours is to provide persons with disabilities the opportunity to shape politics and the laws of their country if they are willing to do so. I want to share this fact with you for example in 2009, a visually impaired person was elected as Lord Mayor in one of the biggest towns in the Republic of Mauritius! 
Respected Chairperson and distinguished members, 
I would like to point out that the vision of the newly elected Government to which I belong is to create a disability-inclusive society where: 
(i) the human dignity of persons with disabilities is respected; 
(ii) their rights are respected; 

(iii) their talents and potential are valued on an equal basis with others; 
(iv) barriers are removed; 
(v) access to services and amenities is unhindered; 
(vi) emphasis is on their abilities and competencies; 
(vii) disability is hailed as an intrinsic part of human diversity; and 
(viii) discrimination on the basis of impairment is vehemently proscribed.

As you can see, we are gradually moving from the medical model to the social and human rights model of disabilities. Our Government’s programme 2015-2019 bears testimony to this important paradigm shift.

In fact, Section 24 of the Programme clearly stipulates “Government proposes to amend section 3 and 16 of the Constitution to prohibit discrimination on the basis of disability and introduce a Disability Bill to provide further protection to persons with disabilities”.
 My Ministry is presently working to push for these amendments. A draft Disability bill is ready and being vetted by the Attorney General’s Office. Once legally vetted, it will be circulated to all stakeholders, including DPOs for their constructive views and suggestions. 
A new Strategy Paper and Action Plan on Disability 2015-2020 is being worked out by my Ministry where principles of inclusive development, mainstreaming of disability issues and removal of barriers are at the top of priorities.

Respected chairperson and distinguished members,
I would like to seize this opportunity to mention that one of the first actions of this newly-elected Government was to substantially increase the social benefits for persons with disabilities. In fact, the newly-elected Government came to power in December 2014 and the basic disability pension was increased from around USD 91 to USD 139 (Rs 3,267 to Rs 5,000) in December 2014 itself. The budget for social benefits surged from around USD 408,333,333 (Rs 14.7 billion) in 2014 to reach the estimated figure of USD 763, 888,889 (Rs 27.5 billion) in 2015 (almost a 100% increase)
It is also worth to noting that out of 60000 persons within disabilities only less than 1000 live in institutions.
Moreover, with a view to providing appropriate opportunities and means to persons with disabilities to improve their skills and capacities and enabling them to realize their potential and talent, the Government encourages activities which can help them grow into confident, independent and productive persons. 

Since the beginning of 2015, the Government gave its support to various programs. In April last, artists from All India Deaf Arts and Cultural Society (AIDACS) performed with local artists with Disabilities in Mauritius for the first time with the collaboration of the Federation of Disabled Peoples Organizations Mauritius. 

Performing arts can also be a means to give persons with disabilities the opportunity to develop and utilize their creative and artistic potential on an equal basis with other citizens. In this light, the National Troupe of Artists with Disabilities has been launched in December 2014. This project allowed around 150 children and adults with disabilities to be trained in dance and music. 

Furthermore, a second volume of the Mauritian Sign Language Dictionary with the assistance of expertise from India is being worked out, with the main objective of removing barriers and creating new opportunities for the persons with Hearing impairment. It is important to remember that sign language plays a major role as mother tongue in developing the Hearing impaired’s identity. The elaboration of the first volume of the Mauritian Sign Language Dictionary was carried on with the valuable assistance of experts from France. 
In the field of education, the 23rd edition of the Francois Sockalingum Award was organized on Wednesday 5 August last. The Francois Sockalingum Award  is a scholarship scheme for students with disabilities who have passed their Certificate of Primary Education (CPE) and are pursuing their secondary studies. They receive a monthly stipend of Rs 750. This year 11 new beneficiaries were selected and received a cheque of Rs 6,000. This award was set up in honour of late F. Sockalingum who was himself a disabled persons and a strong disability rights activist.

Sports is also an ideal tool for fostering the inclusion and well-being of persons with disabilities. Not later than last week, we congratulated and rewarded our sportsmen with disabilities who participated in the Indian Ocean Island Games 2015 held in Réunion Island and in the Special Olympic World Games 2015 held in Los Angeles. Mauritius sportspersons with disabilities have won 28 medals in both Games. 
This is a clear signal that our country is making great strides in promoting the integration of the disabled in our society and focusing on their abilities rather than their disabilities. 
The performance of our sportspersons with disabilities captured wide attention of the media. Indeed, media coverage plays a crucial role in educating the public on disability issues and moulding public perception. Since the beginning of 2015, there have been numerous articles published in various newspapers where the significant efforts and actions of non-governmental organizations in the disability sector supported by the Government are appreciated. Some examples are the activities being done by non-governmental organizations to empower disabled persons through education and training, and the opportunities given to them for a holistic human development and to live a life with dignity and respect.
Having said this, I would like to add that Government works in strong partnership with non-governmental organizations to address disability issues. The Government recognizes that NGOs have first-hand experience working with the disabled and consider it important to provide them with necessary support since we share the same objectives, that is, all persons with disabilities enjoy the same benefits, human rights and respect on an equal basis with others. 

The NGO Trust Fund, under the aegis of my Ministry is actually working with 32 NGOs in the disability sector. The NGO Trust Fund considers applications for assistance from non-governmental organisations, finances, wholly or partly, services and projects, and ensures effective use of resources. In 2014, the NGO Trust Fund funded NGOs in the disability sector by providing a financial assistance of USD 366,727 (Rs 12,828,107). 

Furthermore, each and every time issues arise in the media regarding disabled or other vulnerable persons, prompt consideration is given by relevant departments or units of my Ministry. For example, in an alleged case of assault on a visually impaired person, and in an alleged case of sequestration and ill-treatment on disabled children, appropriate actions were immediately taken, such as the  victims were given immediate psychological support, guidance, advice and care.  
Respected Chairperson and distinguished Members of the Committee

Lastly I would like to also address the issue of the removal of reservations made by the Republic of Mauritius on certain Articles of the Convention. 

With a view to address disaster preparedness and risk reduction, the Government has developed a National Disaster Risk Reduction and Management Plan and has set up a National Disaster and Operations Coordination Centre within the Police Department to deal with disaster mitigation and relief. 
The Centre performs regular sensitization campaigns and simulation activities during which special needs of persons with Disabilities are taken on board. A National Disaster Risk Reduction and Management Bill is under preparation and once finalized reservation under Art.11 will be removed.

In line with its obligations under international agreements such as the Salamanca Statement, the Government of Mauritius has taken a series of measures to include children with disabilities in mainstream schools. These measures include (i) free transport for children to mainstream schools, (ii) scholarship given to these children to encourage them to pursue secondary studies in mainstream institutions, (iii) issuing annual communiqué to invite parents to register their disabled children for integration in mainstream schools,(iv) refund of taxi fares to students with disabilities attending local universities and (v)  free education from primary, secondary to tertiary levels in all Government institutions. Thus, children with disabilities can now gradually access an inclusive education. A policy decision will be taken to remove reservation under Art.24 (2) (b).

As regards the reservation on Article 9.2 d, which provides for building and other facilities to have public signage in Braille, draft Regulations are presently being worked out to address same.  Once the regulations are promulgated the reservation will be removed.

Mauritius has already signed the Optional Protocol but has not yet ratified it. It will ratify it once the above reservations are removed.

Respected Chairperson and distinguished members, 

You would agree with me that the implementation of Human Rights treaties, including the provisions of the CRPD is a dynamic and ongoing process which needs concerted, coordinated and coherent efforts. We are committed to honour our obligations under the CRPD in a progressive manner.
Respected Chairperson and Members of the Committee
Let me assure the Committee that the valuable suggestions and discussions resulting from this review session will enhance our commitment to pursue positively and progressively the implementation of the provisions of the Convention in the Republic of Mauritius and to achieve the overarching objectives and philosophy underlying them. 

Our delegation is now ready to engage in a constructive dialogue with the Committee.
Thank you.
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