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Distinguished Chair, 

Distinguished members of the Committee, 

Ladies and gentlemen, 

It is a pleasure to be with you for the opening of the twelfth session of the Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities and to welcome you on behalf of the Secretary General.  I also convey the greetings of the new High Commissioner for Human Rights, Mr. Zeid Ra'ad Al-Hussein, who succeeded Ms. Navi Pillay on 1 September 2015.   The new High Commissioner was appointed for a four year term by the Secretary-General following the unanimous approval by the General Assembly on 16 June 2014. The High Commissioner has written to all treaty body members underlining the importance he attaches to your work, and his intention to meet with you at the first opportunity.  
My name is Antti Korkeakivi and I am the Chief of the Indigenous Peoples and Minorities Section here in OHCHR.  I would like to use this opportunity to brief you on the work of OHCHR on the human rights of indigenous peoples and minorities, in particular the rights of persons with disabilities.   But first I would like to update members of the Committee on developments since your last session in April of this year. 

Elections

Elections for nine members of the Committee were held in New York on 10 June 2014. Let me congratulate the members of the Committee who were re-elected: namely  Ms Theresia Degener, Mr Hyung Shik Kim, Mr Stig Langvad, and Mr Damjan Tatic.  The Committee will welcome five new members in January  2015.

At the end of this year, the mandate of five members of the Committee will come to an end. To Mr Lofti Lallahom, Ms Edah Maina, Mr Ron McCallum, Mr Carlos Rios Espinosa, Mr Xavier Torres Correa, I would like to acknowledge your contribution to the work of the Committee and wish you success in your professional and personal endeavours in 2015.
Let am also at this point inform that Committee that since your last session in April 2014, seven countries have ratified or acceded to the Convention bringing the total number of States parties to 150. Four further countries have ratified the Optional Protocol to the Convention bringing to 84 the total number of ratifications of the protocol.   
Treaty body strengthening resolution 

You are all aware of the successful adoption last April of General Assembly resolution 68/268 on Strengthening and enhancing the effective functioning of the human rights treaty body system. This Committee has been granted one and a half extra weeks of plenary time next year, which will be used to deal with in-coming reports as well as to reduce your backlog. The discussions on implementing the resolution have already begun within the forum of the Chairpersons’ meeting at the end of June, during which your Chair admirably represented the Committee. Your Chairperson will debrief you on the outcome, but please let me say the following on behalf of OHCHR. The Chairpersons’ meeting was the first meeting since the adoption of GA resolution 68/268 on the strengthening of the treaty body system. The Chairpersons welcomed this resolution, which opens a new chapter in the history of treaty bodies and “expresse[s] the commitment of human rights treaty bodies to further develop their work as a system.” 

The recommendations and decisions of the Chairpersons’ meeting demonstrate that progress has been achieved, but also that much follow-up is now required by each of the nine treaty bodies. In particular, as endorsed by the Chairs, Committees should consider making the Simplified Reporting Procedure (SPR) available after 1 January 2015. Treaty bodies should also consider the alignment of the constructive dialogue and the concluding observations along the lines endorsed by the Chairpersons and clearly identified in paragraphs 5 and 6 of General Assembly Resolution 68/268. 

Taking advantage of the momentum created by the GA Resolution, we should further improve the quality and efficiency of the system and its delivery. As you know, the Secretary General was tasked in Resolution 68/268 to report back every two years to the General assembly on “progress achieved by the treaty bodies in achieving greater efficiency and effectiveness in their work” (paragraph 40). Our major aim, that I trust you all share, is to demonstrate results. 
Disability and development

As we move towards 2015, the international community is increasingly focused on arriving at an agreed sustainable development framework to succeed the MDGs.  The General Assembly’s Open Working Group on Sustainable Development Goals released a revised Zero Draft of proposed goals and targets on 30 June 2014. This draft set of 17 proposed sustainable development goals and targets which currently constitutes the basis of negotiations by Member States.  Proposed goal 10 is a stand-alone goal on the reduction of inequalities within and among countries, which materializes the principle that no one is left behind in the development agenda. Goal 4, to which UNICEF and OHCHR jointly contributed, is about ensuring inclusive and equitable quality education and promoting life-long learning opportunities for all. One of its targets envisages that by 2030 equal access to all levels of education and vocational training will be achieved, including for persons with disabilities.  
The negotiation process of the SDGs is ongoing; by the end of 2014 the Secretary General will release its synthesis report to the General Assembly, while intergovernmental negotiations are expected to continue until September 2015. 

The work of OHCHR on indigenous and minority rights

I would now like to make few remarks about the nexus between the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities and our work on indigenous peoples and minorities. As you know, the Convention highlights the difficult conditions faced by persons with disabilities who are subject to multiple forms of discrimination, including on the bases of their national, ethnic or indigenous orgin. Their concerns are also stressed in a Secretary General’s Guidance Note on Racial Discrimination and Protection of Minorities, the preparation of which was coordinated by OHCHR last year.

Your Committee has issued valuable concluding observations on the situation of indigenous persons with disabilities, including in respect of Argentina, Australia, El Salvador, Paraguay and Peru, as well on Roma and other minorities. In order to make sure that you receive up-to-date information on indigenous peoples’ issues for your country-specific and thematic work, our section has facilitated the participation of indigenous peoples in your sessions through the UN Voluntary Fund for Indigenous Peoples.  With support from the Fund, five indigenous persons with disabilities attended the 9th and 11th sessions of this Committee, contributing also to your pending general comment on women and girls with disabilities. Furthermore, we have recently revised the general criteria for the selection of grantees of the Fund, with a view to encouraging applications from indigenous persons with disabilities and made the application forms more accessible for persons with disabilities. 

The Fund will also bring two indigenous women with disabilities to the High-Level Meeting of the General Assembly, known as the World Conference on Indigenous Peoples, to be held in New York on 22-23 September. The World Conference is a major opportunity to increase efforts to advance indigenous peoples’ rights, and it is promising that the draft outcome document contains several references to indigenous persons with disabilities, including a commitment to improve their social and economic conditions through targeted measures and to ensure that national legislative, policy and institutional structures are inclusive of indigenous persons with disabilities. 

The Expert Mechanism on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, a subsidiary body of the Human Rights Council supported by our section, has also paid increased attention to persons with disabilities. This week, the Expert Mechanism will present to the Human Rights Council a study on access to justice in the promotion and protection of the rights of indigenous peoples. The study highlights issues related to indigenous persons with disabilities and identifies several barriers and remedies in this regard. It focuses on articles 21 and 22 of the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, which affirm indigenous peoples’ right to the improvement of their economic and social conditions and states that “particular attention shall be paid to the rights and special needs of indigenous elders, women, youth, children, and persons with disabilities” with regard to areas including education, employment, housing, health and social security. 

Our capacity building work includes a comprehensive fellowships programme, providing intensive training in human rights to indigenous peoples and minority advocates.  To date, only one person with disabilities has participated in this programme, and we are therefore keen to improve our outreach in indigenous and minority communities to persons with disabilities to encourage more applications. 

Human Rights Council 
Madame Chair

I would now turn to recent developments in the Human Rights Council of importance to the Committee. 

In its resolution 25/20 entitled “the right to education of persons with disabilities” and adopted in March 2014, the Council decided that its next annual interactive debate on the rights of persons with disabilities will be held in March 2015. The debate will focus on Article 19 of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities which deals with independent living and inclusion in the community. The Council also requested OHCHR to prepare its annual study on article 19 in consultation with stakeholders. OHCHR has prepared and disseminated a questionnaire on the subject. I understand that the Committee plans to have a discussion on the topic during your session. 
At its June 2014 session, the Council organized a panel discussion on Technical Cooperation and Capacity Building in advancing the rights of persons with disabilities though legal and institutional frameworks, including public-private partnerships. The Committee was ably represented by your Chairperson. OHCHR contributed to the interactive dialogue though its report its activities in support of efforts by States to promote the rights of persons with disabilities in their national legislation, policies and programmes. 
Importantly, the Council also decided at its June session to appoint a Special Rapporteur on the rights of persons with disabilities. The process for the appointment of the mandate holder is ongoing.
7th Conference of States parties
Distinguished members
The Seventh Conference of States to the CRPD also took place in June 2014. The Committee was represented by its Chair and its Rapporteur. A number of other members of the Committee participated in panels and round tables focused on the incorporation of the CRPD provisions in the post-2015 development agenda, on the situation of youth with disabilities, and on the implementation and monitoring of the Convention at the national level.    The Conference represented a significant opportunity for the Committee to further disseminate its General Comments on legal capacity and accessibility.  The Committee also had the opportunity to engage with a member of the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women on the intersectionalities between gender and disability.  OHCHR supported several side events, including one on achieving progress in making societies accessible and inclusive and another one on inclusive education. 
Secretary General’s Bulletin on the employment and accessibility for staff members with disabilities in the United Nations Secretariat 
Madame Chair

On 19 June 2014, the Secretary General issued his much awaited Bulletin on the employment and accessibility for staff members with disabilities. This is a landmark policy document commits the United Nations Secretariat to improving accessibility and full inclusion of staff with disabilities. It addresses physical facilities, conferences and services, documentation, and access to information among other matters. The policy provides for the fostering of a workplace culture and conditions inclusive to persons with disabilities, through awareness raising and training activities. It also establishes a monitoring mechanism in the form of the appointment of a United Nations focal point on disability and accessibility in the workplace. The organization is currently developing an administrative regulation for the implementation of the policy.
OHCHR work on disability

I would now turn to some recent work by OHCHR and other UN partners of relevance to the Committee. Under the lead of the World Health Organization and OHCHR, and with the support of UNICEF, UNWomen and UNFPA, experts of the Committee involved in a draft general comment on women and girls with disabilities held a two-day discussion with representatives of these agencies. The meeting addressed issues such as the intersectionality between gender and disability, violence against women and girls with disabilities and sexual reproductive rights of women with disabilities. 
OHCHR continues to engage in the promotion and protection of the rights of persons with disabilities at the country level.  The Regional Office for Europe, based in Brussels, will hold its first regional workshop on the rights of persons with psycho-social disabilities in October this year.  The work of the Committee has been central to the planning of this event.  IN Moldova, the UN Human Rights Advisor facilitated the establishment of an interdisciplinary working group on legal capacity reform which prepared a draft law regulating the institutional framework for legal capacity support. The working group also prepared guidelines for local authorities on the components of the right to legal capacity, which have been applied by an increasing number of municipalities in the country. 
Madame Chairperson, I have given but an overview of the many developments since your last session.  As the Committee meets for this session, the number of initiatives focused not only on persons with disabilities but on the rights of persons with disabilities is – in the view of OHCHR – growing exponentially.  The challenges also remain very real, particularly in the concentration of armed conflicts we are experiencing globally at this time.  This is a fertile time for the Committee’s work and guidance.
With that, allow me to conclude by saying that we look forward to seeing a most successful and productive 12th session of the Committee unfold and wish you all the best in the important work the Committee will undertake in the weeks ahead. 

Thank you, Madame Chairperson
