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Madam Chair, distinguished Committee members, 

It is an honour for the New Zealand delegation to be here today, and, on behalf of the New Zealand Government, to convey our strong support for the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities.   I would like to emphasise our willingness to engage fully in the dialogue over the next two days and our openness to the Concluding Observations that will follow. 
On behalf of the entire delegation, I would like to thank Madam Chair, the Country Rapporteur Professor Ron McCallum, and the Committee, for taking the time to be there today and engage with us for New Zealand’s first review under the Convention. This process provides New Zealand with the opportunity to review and reflect on our achievements and challenges in regards to the realisation of the rights of disabled people in our country.

It is my pleasure to introduce the New Zealand delegation:

· Sacha O’Dea, General Manager, Ministry of Social Development

· Kathy Brightwell, Acting Group Manager, Ministry of Health

· Toni Atkinson, Group Manager, Ministry of Health
· Brian Coffey, Group Manager, Ministry of Education
· Steven Sue, Senior Policy Advisor, Ministry of Business, Innovation and Employment

· Michael Tully, National Manager, Accident Compensation Corporation

· Craig Linkhorn, Senior Counsel, Crown Law
· Carl Reaich, Deputy Permanent Representative, New Zealand Permanent Mission to the United nations
· Jarrod Clyne, First Secretary, New Zealand Permanent Mission to the United Nations, Geneva

· and Sarah McDowell, Policy Officer, Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade

Information about New Zealand
Before I share our progress on the Convention, I would like to identify some features that make our country New Zealand, unique. We are a relatively small democratic country located in the Southern Pacific region. Our most recent census shows we have a population of 4.5 million people, with a land mass roughly the size of the United Kingdom. New Zealand has over 200 ethnicities. Residents of New Zealand identify as being of Maori, Pacific, European, Asian and many other ethnic groups. The vast majority of New Zealanders live in cities. 
Our founding document is the Treaty of Waitangi; it was signed in 1840 between the Crown (that is, the British government at the time) and our indigenous people, Maori.  New Zealand has a House of Representatives parliamentary system. National elections are every three years, with the next election taking place this weekend on the 20th of September. 

Finally, I would like to clarify the specific use of language in regards to how New Zealand refers to disabled people. In New Zealand, we use the term ‘disabled people’ rather than ‘persons with disabilities’. This is because disabled people have told us this terminology reflects what the social model of disability means to them. 

Implementation of the Convention
In order to demonstrate how we are implementing the Convention, we need to look back and reflect on our journey thus far. 

As you know, New Zealand played a leading role in the development and negotiation of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities.  I want to acknowledge the leadership played by the former New Zealand Permanent Representative to the United Nations in New York, Ambassador Don McKay, who so ably chaired the Ad Hoc Committee that negotiated the Convention that brings us all here today. 
Our commitment to the Convention was also demonstrated through the partnership between Government officials and representatives of disabled people that made up the New Zealand delegations to New York. They worked together, both in New York and at home, to discuss and debate the text to ensure it reflected that vision of disabled people living a good life, with the same rights as other citizens. The commitment to the Convention is shared, not just by those individuals involved during the negotiations, but right across our country, from the smallest Disabled People’s Organisation to the highest levels of Government.

There are two key milestones that stand out in our journey to implement the Convention. We see these milestones as being the outcome of the interrelationship between Article 33 on National implementation and monitoring, and Article 4.3 on ensuring disabled people are involved in decision-making that concerns them. 

The first milestone was the establishment of a coordination mechanism as identified in Article 33 of the Convention.  In 2009 the New Zealand Government agreed to the establishment of the Ministerial Committee on Disability Issues to provide coherent overall direction for disability issues. This Committee was specifically charged with improving the Government’s responsiveness to disabled people as envisaged by the 2001 New Zealand Disability Strategy. 

One of the ways in which the Ministerial Committee sought to improve coherence and traction across Government was through the development of Disability Action Plans. These Plans have identified priority issues for disabled people that require cross-government efforts to address. This has been important as many of the barriers disabled people face don’t fit neatly into the silos of traditional government agency portfolios.  They also require collaboration between the Government and the disability sector. 

The second important milestone in our journey was the establishment of the Independent Monitoring Mechanism. In New Zealand, our implementation of Article 33, paragraph 2, is enabled through a three-way partnership between the Human Rights Commission, the Office of the Ombudsman and the Convention Coalition, which is a group of Disabled People’s Organisations. 

The Independent Monitors meet with the Ministerial Committee on an annual basis. They also meet with the Chief Executives’ Group on Disability Issues. This Chief Executives’ Group plays a key role in supporting the Ministerial Committee and cross-government coordination and collaboration.

During the 2013 meeting of the Independent Monitors and the Chief Executive’s Group, the Independent Monitors raised concerns about the methods for implementation of Article 4.3 of the Convention, namely that disabled people, through their representative organisations, were not being sufficiently involved in decision-making that concerned them. 

The Chief Executives responded to this by agreeing put the draft of a new Disability Action Plan to the side and to start again; this time working with Disabled People’s Organisations. 

These two milestones, the establishment of the Ministerial Committee and the Disability Action Plan process, and the role the Independent Monitors play in providing feedback directly to Government, have resulted in a fundamental change in the way we work. 

Status of the implementation of the Convention
Madam Chair,

This now brings me to the present day, and the current status of implementation of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities in New Zealand.

The new Disability Action Plan 2014 – 2018 looks and feels completely different to the last version. This is because we adopted a co-design approach, working in partnership with Disabled People’s Organisations with the starting point of just a blank sheet of paper. This Plan spells out the things disabled people want to change, their vision of a future where all New Zealanders experience equal rights of citizenship. The Plan has five, person-directed, outcomes: safety and autonomy, well-being, self-determination, community and representation. 

While we are just at the beginning of implementing the new Disability Action Plan, we have put in place structures we hope will give fuller effect to Article 4.3 of the Convention. This includes having representatives from all seven of the national Disabled People’s Organisations on the working groups that will develop new projects under the Plan. 
Representatives from all seven Disabled People’s Organisations will also meet with the Chief Executives’ Group on Disability Issues on a quarterly basis as the official governance mechanism for the Plan. We have ensured that these Disabled People’s Organisations will have the opportunity to provide advice, independent of Government officials, to the Chief Executives if they have concerns about implementation of the Plan and Article 4.3 more broadly. The Chief Executives’ Group on Disability Issues and the Disabled People’s Organisations also recently signed an agreement that commits both sides to actions to ensure the improved realisation of Article 4.3 of the Convention.

There is of course, much more that needs to be done to make sure this new way of working becomes business-as-usual for the Government. However we feel that we have made a good start, and are aiming in the right direction. We now know that by hearing directly from disabled people, through their representative organisations, we can develop better quality policies and plans and use resources more effectively. 

In addition to the new way of working with Disabled People’s Organisations, there are several other accomplishments we would like to share with you. 

The Enabling Good Lives approach is a new way for the Government to provide disability support services. Much like the new Disability Action Plan, the Enabling Good Lives approach was developed by disabled people, based on their vision for what disability supports should look like. The approach is underpinned by several principles, including self-determination, this is about ensuring disabled people are in control of their lives. 
Another principle is the focus on ordinary life outcomes; disabled people are supported to live an everyday life in everyday places, and are regarded as citizens with opportunities for learning, employment, having a home and family, and social participation, like others at similar stages of life. 

In summary, the Enabling Good Lives approach is a demonstration project in two regions of New Zealand. It brings together the Ministries of Health, Education and Social Development to integrate funding and services for disabled people. It supports independent navigators to work with disabled people and their families to identify aspirations and goals and plans to achieve them. Put simply, it means that disabled people can choose when, where and how they receive support rather than this decision being made by the Government or by service provider organisations. 

Another area of work that we are proud of is in New Zealand Sign Language.

Although New Zealand Sign Language has been an official language since 2006, a Human Rights Commission report in 2013 identified that Deaf people continued to experience barriers when using Sign Language, and that this had an impact on their quality of life, their enjoyment of human rights, and  that it also impacted on Deaf children. 

As a result of this report, the Government worked with an Expert Advisory Group made up of eight members who represented the diversity of the deaf community and Sign Language users. On the basis of recommendations from this Group, the Government has committed $6 million to support the promotion and maintenance of New Zealand Sign Language. This includes establishing a permanent Advisory Board and a Fund to support projects. An important part of this work will include supporting tri-lingual interpreters who are fluent in New Zealand Sign Language, Te Reo Maori and English. This will help improve access to Maori culture, custom and language. 

While we recognise there is more to be done to improve the quality of statistics about disability, including improving administrative data, our national Household Disability Survey provides us with a valuable source of information about the lives of disabled people. This post-census survey is completed every five years. 
The most recent survey has identified that a quarter of our population, or 1.1 million people, identify as disabled. Most importantly, the survey enables us to compare outcomes for disabled people to non-disabled people. As we move forward with our new way of working with Disabled People’s Organisations, we expect information from this survey will help shape the way policies and services are developed and programmes delivered. 

At the national parliamentary election on the 20th of September, there will be a new telephone dictation service. This means that disabled people who require assistance to mark their voting paper will be able to cast their vote independently and secretly for the first time. Work is also underway to investigate online voting for local body elections and there will be a trial in 2016. 

Disability Action Plan
The new way of working with Disabled People’s Organisations has identified some areas where more work needs to be done. The Government has agreed to start work on these through the new Disability Action Plan. There are several actions which are the heart of addressing concerns disabled people have been raising for some time and I would like to briefly share some of these with you today.

One of the four main result areas of the Disability Action Plan is promoting access in the community. This includes a specific action to review the building accessibility regulatory system. This review took place earlier this year and the Ministry of Business, Employment and Innovation and the Office for Disability Issues are now working with an Access Reference Group to develop a long-term plan for the Government to improve the accessibility of public buildings. This work has benefitted from the close involvement of disabled people, including representatives of Disabled People’s Organisations, through the Reference Group. 

We know that there are many other issues related to accessibility that are important to disabled people. Some of these, like improving the accessibility of transport services, are included in the Disability Action Plan. 

We recognise that we have room to improve in respect to equal recognition before the law for disabled people.  We have strong domestic legislation that supports equal recognition and enjoyment of legal capacity by disabled people. However negative attitudes and, in some cases challenges with implementation of the legislation, can result in unequal treatment for disabled people. We are committed to changing this. The Disability Action Plan includes an action focused on supported decision-making. This work will be done in partnership between government agencies and Disabled People’s Organisations. 

We are also taking steps to ensure that disabled children have the same rights to be living with their families as non-disabled children. The Vulnerable Children Act 2014, and amendments to other Acts, were made recently to improve the way vulnerable children are cared for by the State. Some of the changes directly impact on disabled children and are being implemented as part of the Disability Action Plan process. 
The Ministries of Health and Social Development are working with the disability sector, including Disabled People’s Organisations, to scope what changes may be required to ensure that disabled children, whose parents are no longer able to care for them at home and who are voluntarily placed in out-of-home care, have the same rights as other children to live in the community. 

Concluding remarks
Madam Chair,

I thank you for the opportunity to present Opening Remarks on behalf of the New Zealand Government to this distinguished Committee.   Our experience to date, particularly with Article 4.3, has immeasurably improved what we do and how we do it. We also believe this experience demonstrates the value the Convention can play in being a practical tool for guiding national actions. 

We will endeavour to respond to questions from the Committee as transparently and concisely as we can. We are here today with the full knowledge that there are some areas of implementation of the Convention where progress is not as it should be. As such, we see this as being a critical opportunity to be held accountable for our obligations under the Convention.  We also place great value on this occasion as being an opportunity to be guided by this Committee of experts as to future areas of focus. Ultimately, this is an opportunity to improve outcomes for all New Zealanders.

I would like to seek the permission of the Committee to provide an opportunity for Mr Paul Gibson, the Disability Rights Commissioner from the New Zealand Human Rights Commission to offer some opening remarks. 

Thank you.


