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World Blind Union, 7th General Assembly, Geneva
August 17th – 23rd 2008
“UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities”

It is an honour to address the General Assembly of the World Blind Union here today. I have worked closely with representatives of the World Blind Union at the United Nations as we negotiated the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, and I know what a wonderful job the WBU does.  I also know how impressive, and effective, your representatives are.
They played a major role in the development, and adoption of the new Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities.

There is a real synergy between the new Convention and the theme of this WBU Conference: “Changing What it Means to be Blind – Taking our Place in the World.”

The Convention’s adoption, by the UN General Assembly in December 2006, gave birth to the first new comprehensive human rights treaty for 16 years, and the first of the 21st century.

It was the end of a negotiation embarked on by the United Nations in 2001. For the international disability community, including the WBU, it had been a much longer journey.

Disability organisations had long been pressing for a convention dealing specifically with the rights of persons with disabilities. 

Initially, many governments, even those traditionally in the vanguard of human rights protection, had reservations about the need to negotiate a major new human rights instrument. 
The resources required for such a negotiation were large, and it was argued that there was no need for a new convention, because the existing human rights instruments already applied to persons with disabilities, in just the same way that they do to everyone else.

In theory this argument was correct. But unfortunately practice did not always follow theory. 
The Universal Declaration of Human Rights, which is the founding human rights document, says everyone has the right to be free from discrimination.   

The Universal Declaration was followed a few years later by the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and by the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. These are also documents that say what all people have the right to, or what all people have the right to be free from.

However it is very clear that these rights have not been universally applied to all people.  Some groups have tended to be a lesser priority for Governments for enforcement of their rights over the years. 
That problem was quickly recognised so that after those two conventions we had a Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women, and an International Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Racial Discrimination.

So very early on, it was recognised that some groups of people who suffer from discrimination need to have their own specific conventions to spell out in more detail the rights that apply to those groups.   

Until very recently, persons with disabilities were left out of that process. 
However, as a result of the tenacious and persuasive lobbying by NGOs and disability organisations, including the WBU, the tide gradually turned in favour of a new convention.

The statistics compiled by the United Nations and the Specialised Agencies on the situation of persons with disabilities worldwide could have left no doubt that specific action needed to be taken. 
Persons with disabilities have been characterised by the United Nations as “the world’s largest minority.”

In fact, it is estimated that around ten per cent of the world’s population, or 650 million people, live with a disability.

This figure is actually increasing through population growth, medical advances and the ageing process.  Although eighty per cent of persons with disabilities live in developing countries, living with a disability is something that people in developing countries can increasingly expect due to longer life spans.

In fact, in countries with life expectancies of over 70 years, individuals spend on average about 8 years, or 11.5 per cent of their life span, living with a disability.

Disabilities are also a result of tragic developments, such as armed conflict; it is estimated that for every child killed in warfare, three are injured and permanently disabled.
World leaders recognised that the time had come for a new Convention, in their 2005 World Summit Outcome Document, which affirmed the need to finalise a convention on the rights of person with disabilities.

The failure of existing human rights instruments fully to ensure the human rights and fundamental freedoms of persons with disabilities does not mean that States have deliberately avoided their obligations.

However, many of the obligations under these instruments are set out in quite a broad and generic way, which can leave grey areas for their practical implementation for particular groups.

Often, too, the enjoyment of those rights and freedoms by persons with disabilities may require some adaptation by States to accommodate the disability in question.

Let me give just a couple of practical examples.  One, which will be very obvious to you, is that persons who are blind have just the same right to vote as everyone else, but if they are not permitted assistance in the voting booth, by someone they trust, that right is rendered somewhat nugatory.
Persons in wheelchairs have just the same freedom of movement as anyone else, but if public buildings are not accessible to them, that right may also be somewhat nugatory.  And so one could go on.  

Unfortunately, too, persons with disabilities can find themselves subject to more direct discrimination, and also to negative attitudes and stereotyping.  These are in fact amongst the many issues dealt with in the Convention.  

Certainly, those who participated in these negotiations were left in no doubt as to why this convention is needed. The candid contributions of civil society, including the eloquent presentations on behalf of the WBU, were invaluable in opening our eyes to the realities of the world for persons with disabilities, and in reaffirming why our task was so crucial.

Once the initial hurdle had been overcome, and there was broad acceptance of the need for a Convention, all of the participants, States and civil society together, have worked extraordinarily hard to get a worthy outcome.  

Their commitment was reflected in what the Secretary-General of the Untied Nations described on the Convention’s adoption, as ‘the most rapidly negotiated human rights treaty in the history of international law; and the first to emerge from lobbying conducted extensively through the Internet.”

What, then, does the Convention do? In essence it elaborates in considerable detail the rights of persons with disabilities under international law and sets out a code of implementation for governments.

It is a practically focussed convention, because it was so closely informed by the experiences of persons with disabilities worldwide, as represented by their organisations in the negotiations. They clearly articulated the challenges, difficulties and requirements of persons with disabilities in their interaction with society at large, and it is those areas – and they are myriad – on which the Convention focuses.

It will be the benchmark for future standards and action. 

The participation of civil society was at an unprecedented level for such a negotiation, with over 400 representatives preregistered at some of the later meetings. It truly enshrined the slogan of the international disability movement, “nothing about us without us”.

This is a lengthy convention, with over thirty substantive articles, many of them quite long, together with other articles which establish monitoring mechanisms at both the national and international levels.

The Convention spans a wide range of real-life issues in considerable detail, including accessibility, personal mobility, health, education, employment, habilitation and rehabilitation, participation in political life, equality and non-discrimination.

It is, as I have said, very much in tune with your theme for this conference: “Taking Our Place in the World.”

It marks a “paradigm shift” from thinking about disability as a social welfare matter to dealing with it as a human rights issue, which acknowledges that societal barriers and prejudices are themselves disabling. This is a rights based convention, not a social welfare convention.

There are several recurring themes throughout the Convention.

One is inclusiveness in the community, which is a central element. Too often, persons with disabilities have been treated separately – and have been separated off – from other parts of the community. Too often there has been an automatic fallback on institutionalisation.

This is not normally in the best interests of the person concerned, nor is it usually in the best interests of the community as a whole.

Persons with disabilities usually flourish best within the community, rather than outside it, and have a contribution to make to the community. Often that may require support or accessibility, but it is in the best interests of all to take this approach.

A second theme, closely related to the first, is bringing about a change in attitudes and getting rid of stereotyping. The Convention sets out various actions to be taken by States in this respect.

Attitudes need to change, and the Convention leads the way in this.

A third theme – and the Convention contains many practical measures – is accessibility. This can be physical accessibility to buildings, or it can be accessibility in other ways, for example providing signage in Braille, and providing accessible information and communication technologies, including for the blind, through universal design from which we will all benefit.

The Convention also deals with related issues such as ensuring personal mobility, where that is a problem, and facilitating independent living.

During the negotiations on the Convention at United Nations Headquarters in New York, it was found that the building (which dates back to the 1940s) was not at all accessible, nor were the UN’s systems. UN staff had to work hard with disabled participants to overcome these difficulties.
With the Convention now in force, effective implementation will be the key. That will require effective and coordinated action by disability organisations, which have worked so well in the negotiations, including by the World Blind Union and its constituent national groups.  It also requires early action by Governments. It requires early action by the UN system and specialised agencies.
That is why discussion of the new Convention, at major conferences such as this, is so important.  Civil society needs to raise awareness both within its constituent groups, and within society as a whole, about the new Convention, the paradigm shift it embraces, and the code of rights it contains. 
Ultimately, rights are maintained and strengthened through being used.  That requires awareness, and knowledge, and determination.

The discussion of the Convention at this General Assembly of the World Blind Union has an important contribution to make, and I wish you the very best for this important Conference.
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