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I. INTRODUCTION

The OAS General Assembly, at its thirty-sixth regular session (Dominican Republic, June 2006), by Declaration AG/DEC. 50 (XXXVI-O/06), declared the “decade from 2006 to 2016 to be the Decade of the Americas for the Rights and Dignity of Persons with Disabilities, with the theme: ‘Equality, Dignity, and Participation,’ the objectives of which are the recognition and full exercise of the rights and dignity of persons with disabilities and their right to participate fully in economic, social, cultural, and political life and in the development of their societies, without discrimination and on an equal basis with others.”  It also declared “the need, during the aforementioned Decade, to undertake programs, plans, and measures to bring about the inclusion of and full participation by persons with disabilities in all aspects of society; to carry out social, political, economic, cultural, and development programs, so as to enable such persons to attain opportunities on an equal basis with others; to promote effective measures to prevent new disabilities; and to provide persons with disabilities with access to rehabilitation services and programs.”

At the same regular session, the OAS General Assembly also adopted resolution AG/RES. 2230 (XXXVI-O/06), in which it requested the Permanent Council to establish, in the framework of the Committee on Juridical and Political Affairs, a working group to prepare a Program of Action for the Decade of the Americas for the Rights and Dignity of Persons with Disabilities (2006-2016), taking into account the document entitled “Draft Program of Action for the Decade of the Americas for Persons with Disabilities (2006-2016)” (CP/CAJP-2362/06 corr. 1), presented by Peru.  That resolution also requested the Working Group to hold a special meeting during the second half of 2006 to receive inputs on the Draft Program of Action from the member states of the Organization of American States (OAS), from the pertinent OAS organs, agencies, and entities, from other regional and international bodies, and from civil society organizations, including organizations of persons with disabilities and their families. 

On December 8, 2006, the Working Group approved the Draft Agenda (CAJP/GT/DDD-3/06 Rev. 2 corr. 1) for the Special Meeting to Receive Inputs on the Draft Program of Action for the Decade of the Americas for the Rights and Dignity of Persons with Disabilities (2006-2016), which was held on December 12, 2006, in keeping with the calendar drawn up by the Working Group (CAJP/GT/DDD-2/06).  The Special Meeting was divided into seven parts; the first six parts covered each of the objectives contained in Draft Program of Action: society, health, education, employment, accessibility and political participation.  Finally, the seventh part was devoted to strategies of the Draft Program of Action.   

II. INAUGURATION

The Special Meeting came to order at 10:00 a.m., on Tuesday, December 12, 2006.  The Chair of the Working Group and Alternate Representative of the Permanent Mission of Peru to the OAS, Ms. Ana Peña, offered some words of welcome.  First she clarified a number of aspects about the draft agenda, basing her remarks on the proposal submitted by the delegation of Peru.  Next she explained the structure of the meeting set out in said agenda.  Then she referred to the main OAS resolutions and documents that gave rise to the meeting and provided the framework for the event, the purpose of which was to receive contributions to the Program of Action and then submit them for approval at the next General Assembly.  She informed that 10 civil society organizations had asked to take part in the Special Meeting.  Those requests were processed in accordance with the resolution that governs civil society participation in OAS activities (CP/RES. 759 (1217/99).  The Chair then proceeded to list the organizations taking part. No objections were made to the agenda, which, consequently, was approved.
Next, the Chair of the Working Group, Ms. Ana Peña, recalled that the meeting was being broadcast over the Internet for persons and organizations unable to attend.
Mr. Luis Miguel del Águila, Representative of Peru to the Committee for Follow-up on the Inter-American Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Persons with Disabilities, took the floor.  Mr. del Águila said that he would refer in his remarks to the origin of the initiative, the structure of the Program for the Decade, and to its importance and significance.  He began by mentioning the background to the initiative and said that the adoption of the Declaration constituted a victory that unites all countries as brothers.  He recalled that the initiative that gave rise to the Declaration stemmed from the experience of persons with disabilities, their families, and the organizations that work with them.  As a civil society initiative, he said that civil society should participate in the different stages of the Program’s design and implementation.  As regards the importance and significance of the Program of Action, he said that it constitutes a draft work plan through which it was being attempted to incorporate a disability perspective in the problems of all the countries in the Americas.  Its objective is for disability not to be seen as exclusively a problem of people with disabilities, but as a problem of discrimination and of social institutions.  Regarding the structure of the program, he mentioned that it describes an ideal society in which people with disabilities can develop as persons.  It takes its inspiration from the Declaration of the Decade and takes into account the principles and provisions of the Inter-American Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Persons with Disabilities of June 1999 as well as from the UN Convention adopted on Wednesday, December 13.  He also mentioned that the program promotes short-, medium-, and long-term programs and that its aim is to draw attention to the problem, stimulate regional measures to bring about substantive change, and improve quality of life for persons with disabilities.  As to the guidelines that are applied to accomplish the objectives, he mentioned equality of opportunities and the institutional model OAS countries undertake to implement in different areas, such as education, health, employment, etc.  Mr. del Aguila went on to explain that the program proposes measures, inter alia, to bring about the social inclusion of persons with disabilities and ensure that they have equal opportunities and the necessary tools to break free of poverty, prevent disabilities, and be productive members of society.  The program also provides for the improvements in public transportation and in information and communications, and encourages their active participation in the community and in decisions on issues that concern them.  The program gives particular attention to women, indigenous people, children with disabilities, and other vulnerable groups.  He then mentioned that the approval of the Program of Action should be preceded by a conference that allowed for the participation of civil society organizations, which would encourage social inclusion, in order to ensure the rights of 90 million persons with disabilities, in particular in Latin America and the Caribbean.  He underscored that persons with disabilities can and should contribute to development and observed that the States do not invest enough to develop the potential of persons with disabilities.  Finally, he added that the Program of Action should establish monitoring and support mechanisms to carry out the program, as well as creating a fund to finance its implementation.  He also called for greater commitment from the OAS, an institution that should assume leadership of the issue and create a specific secretariat in this area, so as to establish a regional mechanism to safeguard the interests of persons with disabilities.

III. CONTRIBUTIONS ON OBJECTIVE I OF THE DRAFT PROGRAM OF ACTION: SOCIETY

Dr. Michael Bach, Executive Vice President of the Canadian Association for Community Living, mentioned that the aim of his presentation was to answer the question as to how to build inclusive societies in the Americas, bearing in mind that for thousands of years persons with disabilities have been excluded from society.  He drew attention to the need to reconstruct societies and to understand those dynamics.  He then proposed a number of adaptations that society should make and how they relate to some of the strategies of the program.  He suggested that the program should be linked more explicitly to the UN Convention on disability to be adopted on December 13, 2006.  He proposed that by 2016 progress shall have been achieved in keeping with the spirit of the UN Convention.  He mentioned that 130 million people with disabilities in the world live on less than a dollar a day.  He then gave a presentation on the dynamics of inclusive societies.  He outlined a basic understanding of how inclusive societies work, for which it is necessary to bear in mind the presence of three types of actors.  The first main actor is the state, the second is markets, and the third is civil society. All of them need to be highlighted and they all play a role in constructing an inclusive society.  The program must address all three groups.  The state element covers democratic political institutions, good governance, human rights, health, education, etc.  The market element includes housing for workers, public transportation, financial services, etc.  Civil society includes organizations of persons with disabilities, their alliances and local and global networks, the public sphere, etc.  He explained that a society may be considered inclusive when these three agents act in a balanced manner; in other words, a productive tension must be maintained between them so that persons with disabilities are included.  The relationship between state and markets must ensure equal access to those markets for people with disabilities.  Accommodations need to be introduced in the transportation system because this hinders access to the labor market.  Attention should also be given to incentives, access to microcredit, housing development, etc.  As regards the relationship between civil society and markets, he mentioned the need to promote key partnerships that offer opportunities to people with disabilities, which helps to develop the social capital that enables them to access markets.  He said that without a productive civil society there would be no innovation and markets would not be open.  He added that public policy changes are needed and that civil society can contribute knowledge and expertise to that work. Such would be the scheme of an inclusive society and of the key foundations and relationships that need to be built for that to occur. Dr. Bach mentioned the importance of developing an inclusive society through investment in the State, civil society, the OAS and other multilateral and regional institutions.  He also mentioned that the capacity of states to implement the UN Convention should be strengthened.  In that same connection he noted that civil society should be strengthened in order to do the same thing, as should the capacity of the OAS, all with the purpose of combating poverty and promoting inclusion.  Dr. Bach said that, in turn, each of these objectives should have its own strategies.  With respect to member states, he mentioned that the Peru program focuses very specifically on them and that it should not be too specific because a generic framework of action would be more appropriate, as it would permit sensitive adjustments in the contexts of different societies.  He said that OAS institutions should create and implement a plan that engages civil society and creates an “OAS approach” to inclusive development.  He mentioned that civil society should contribute its knowledge to show what really works, rather than rely on localized or ad-hoc solutions, and that the General Secretariat could carry out the aforementioned strategies.
IV. CONTRIBUTIONS ON OBJECTIVE II OF THE DRAFT PROGRAM OF ACTION: HEALTH

Ms. Alison Hillman, Director of Mental Disability Rights International (MDRI), acknowledged the efforts of the OAS in taking proactive initiatives on behalf of the rights of persons with disabilities.  She also thanked Peru for its work in the process.  She said that she had three recommendations for improving the text and making it achievable.  In first place, she mentioned that the organization that she represents recommends that implementation mechanisms be established within the Program of Action so as to ensure that states take concrete actions in consultation with civil society organizations, and that said mechanisms be monitorable.  She mentioned that MDRI also recommends that the provisions establishing the framework be included before entering into the objectives, as the framework would provide the context within which states would work. With respect to methods, objectives, and measures, she said that it must be ensured that national plans of action are created and that they be consistent with the aims of the Hemisphere.  For example, states could engage in an assessment of their laws and policies in consultation with the appropriate civil society organizations, and within one year establish a detailed plan of action that includes, inter alia, indicators of progress and benchmark goals that address each state’s realities.  As regards civil society organizations, she said that they must play an integral role in the process.  States should make all information available and guarantee its accessibility.  She also said that an independent mechanism should be created to monitor implementation of the Program of Action.  States should assess their progress in the first year and also collect specific information in order to adjust policies and plans as they move forward.  As to the second recommendation, she said that MDRI believes that the Program of Action should adopt rights-based language consistent with the UN Convention to be adopted on December 13, since that would help to strengthen the text of the Program of Action.  For instance, more detailed and specific provisions should be included to enforce the rights of persons with disabilities, particularly their right to full integration in their communities.  With regard to specific measures on health, she added that the language could be strengthened by committing states to taking positive measures to improve health; ensuring equitable access to health services; incorporating mental health in public services; and ensuring that health workers provide the same quality of services to persons with disabilities as to other persons, grounded in the principle of informed consent.  On the topic of rehabilitation, states should create social rehabilitation and training programs, among others, and promote the inclusion of support services as an integral part of rehabilitation.  Furthermore, she stated that MDRI recommends that states design and implement mental health awareness campaigns in order to prevent stigma and the marginalization of people with mental disabilities.  The third recommendation was the proposal that the Program of Action include express reference to the human rights of the most vulnerable populations, such as children or adults in segregated environments, including psychiatric facilities, prisons, or special schools. MDRI also recommended that the specific needs of these people be addressed through concrete and specific measures.  Finally, MDRI believes, with respect to resources, that the implementation of the program is an opportunity for significant contribution.  In this connection, MDRI urges states to ensure that these resources be invested in programs that further the inclusion of all persons in community life and considers that the resources should be used to implement services that allow persons with disabilities to become integrated rather than be channeled toward structures that perpetuate the isolation of persons with disabilities.

Next to take the floor was Dr. Javier Vásquez, Human Rights Specialist of the Pan American Health Organization (PAHO).  First, he thanked the Permanent Council of the OAS for the Program of Action, which was such an important initiative in the area of promotion and protection of health.  He also congratulated it for basing these measures on human rights, which are a fundamental tool for health sector reform.  He said that in September last the PAHO member states adopted resolution CD47.R1, which approved specific measures on the physical and mental health of persons with disabilities.  He explained that his recommendations are partly based on that resolution.  He said that a certain level of health is necessary in order to exercise rights and participate in the civil, social, and political life of a country.  The exercise of rights proposed by the Program of Action is essential to enable persons with disabilities to enjoy a high level of physical and mental health.  He mentioned several human rights instruments, which he suggested be included in the Program of Action.  Given the link between health and human rights, he mentioned that PAHO decided to support the OAS member states in this initiative.  Among its contributions, the most fundamental are those that have to do with the implementation of the Program of Action.  In the first place, PAHO proposed the creation of training workshops. PAHO is of the view that only limited knowledge exists of the international conventions and treaties that protect the right to health and the enjoyment of physical and mental well-being.  Training workshops should be held to disseminate the regional and international instruments that protect human rights and persons with disabilities, in particular among officials in the health sector and human rights defenders, among others.  He also proposed that the media be engaged to promote a culture of health.  He mentioned that human resources need to be trained, especially those that work in the area of rehabilitation.  Second, he said that PAHO proposes the reformulation or review of policies, plans, and programs on disability.  His organization offered its technical support to ensure the inclusion of health standards in these instruments; to revise policies and laws on disability in order to make them consistent with international rules and standards; and create rehabilitation systems that allow the exercise of rights.  He also mentioned the advisability of creating technical committees in the member states to review, in consultation with PAHO, plans, policies, and laws on disability.  He explained that the technical support of PAHO would also extend to early detection of disability, which should be included in the primary healthcare system.  In sum, PAHO offered to work with member states to include disability at the primary and intermediate levels of care and create community-based systems.  He went on to say that disability, health, and human rights should also be part of the agenda of ombudsmen and related institutions, and mentioned that PAHO is working in collaboration with several countries to accomplish this. Finally, PAHO proposed strengthening research on the causes and prevalence of disability in participation with educational institutions.  He also mentioned the importance that PAHO can share these data, which it has already recorded, with the inter-American system.  He added that relations between the General Secretariat of the OAS and PAHO should be strengthened and, to that end, his organization was fully disposed to contribute to the implementation of the Program of Action.

V. CONTRIBUTIONS ON OBJECTIVE III OF THE DRAFT PROGRAM OF ACTION: EDUCATION

Ms. Diane Richler, President of Inclusion International, mentioned, first, that there are also an African and an Arab decade for persons with disabilities, and that the role of civil society is essential.  Civil society must play a strong role, not only in bringing forth ideas for this meeting, but also in the development of the plan and its implementation.  She said it was unfortunate that so few organizations could attend the event.  She commented that the process in the United Nations was very rich thanks, in part, to the active participation of civil society organizations, and she noted the absence of organizations for the deaf and the blind.  She said that the UN Convention is more detailed than the OAS Convention.  She explained that she did not know how many states in the Americas would ratify the UN Convention, but that all of the States played an active part, and she believed that more countries in the Americas would ratify the UN Convention rather than the OAS Convention.  She suggested, therefore, that it was important to be realistic, that the UN Convention would eventually supersede the OAS Convention, and that there would be a global initiative focused on the UN Convention in which the provisions for its implementation would be more comprehensive than in the OAS Convention.  Therefore, the inter-American decade should take into account where the energies of the States were going on, since it could prove an unnecessary and parallel process to that of the UN.  She mentioned that the success of the Asia-Pacific decade is partly due to the role of the UN, and that the OAS should also collaborate with UN agencies so that the decade of the Americas could take advantage of those resources.  She went on to mention that states parties would have strict obligations under the UN Convention, which was not the case with the OAS Convention. With respect to the Program of Action, she said that it contained no points that she would argue with. Next she explained what obligations exist under Article 24 of the UN Convention. First she mentioned the right of persons with disabilities to education.  She said it was important to recognize how many children do not go to school in the Americas simply because they have a disability. Another element of the UN convention is that persons with disabilities should not be excluded from the general education system.  In the Americas there are special education entities, but the general education system has not been responsible for educating people with disabilities.  The UN Convention would also require an inclusive, quality education.  Another element of the Convention is a specific recognition that measures be taken to employ teachers -including teachers with disabilities- and other staff to work on all levels of education.  She observed that this is not highlighted enough in the Program of Action.  She also explained some of the implications of the UN Convention for education.  Among them she mentioned, by way of example, that of eliminating legislative or constitutional barriers to the inclusion of children with disabilities in the regular education system.  Another implication is to ensure that one ministry be responsible for the education of children with disabilities.  In third place she drew attention to the need to ensure that one school system be responsible for the education of all children, which would require amalgamation of budgets and adoption of laws, among other measures.  Next she mentioned the importance of transforming existing resources, for example, by training special teachers to serve as regular teachers; transferring students from special programs to regular classes; reviewing student testing methods, for instance, to enable blind people to take tests in Braille.  Fifth, she mentioned the provision on pre-service and in-service training for teachers so that they can respond to diversity in the classroom.  Sixth, she spoke of the need to provide training to educational administrators and support staff on how to respond to individual student needs.  Seventh, she mentioned the importance that ensuring conditions that constrain teachers to teach inclusively are addressed, and that aspects such as class size, inter alia, are taken into account.  Finally, she mentioned the importance of early childhood care and education in light of the importance of reaching children while they are young.  As regards governments, she mentioned that it is important to create a planning process that involves the regular education system, the special education system, representatives of organizations of people with disabilities, and family organizations. Priorities must be established with clear goals and timelines. For the OAS institutions, she recommended that education ministries be supported so that they can share knowledge on best practices in different countries, as well as the development of a mechanism that provides for civil society participation in regional processes.  Finally, with respect to organizations of people with disabilities, she suggested the need to develop more capacity in order to participate significantly in the inter-American system, provide support to families on how to collaborate with the education system and with governments and the OAS to share best practices.

VI. DIALOGUE AMONG THE DELEGATIONS

Subsequently, several delegations took the floor.  The delegation of Chile expressed gratitude for the event's organization and the presentations made.  It mentioned that six years ago the OAS undertook to ensure equal rights and opportunities for persons with disabilities, which has to do with access to education, health, and work, but also with other elements, such as equal protection of the law, nondiscrimination, social inclusion, and the way in which society perceives and relates to persons with disabilities.  Among its suggestions it mentioned, in first place, the advisability of promoting a right-based approach with respect to persons with disabilities, since it is an interesting and achievable prospect to consider such persons as active holders of rights.  It regarded the exercise carried out by PAHO as very valuable, as was the resolution mentioned by Mr. Javier Vásquez, inasmuch as it focuses on the issue from a right-based perspective.  It said that the state should play a central role to promote real change in the situation of people with disabilities.  It mentioned that regional and subregional cooperation should be strengthened through alliances established with the private sector and civil society.  It added that the Committee for Follow-up on the Inter-American Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Persons with Disabilities should be constituted as soon as possible.  It also suggested that inclusive plans and policies be implemented in schools in order to encourage the spread a culture of respect for the dignity and rights of persons with disabilities.  It also referred to the importance of giving exposure to the inputs and contributions of persons with disabilities, artists and other creative people, professionals, and workers, among others, and mentioned that this perception should be disseminated to make it a universal outlook in our societies.  It said that Chile is interested in promoting a regional approach that includes a cultural change centered on promotion and protection of human rights.  Lastly, it said that its country is willing to work, collaborate, and learn from best practices in the region.

The delegation of the Dominican Republic congratulated Peru for including the issue of disability in the OAS agenda.  It addressed the points raised by Ms. Richler and said that to ensure the success of the Program of Action it would be necessary to build on what the UN was already doing, and that the Program of Action should be linked in a more concrete manner to the plans that are being carried out in other countries of the Americas in this area.  It said that the elements that had been cursorily approved in the Declaration should be made explicit in the Program of Action.  Second, in reference to strategies, it said that it is important to include the OAS in the Program of Action since at present it is not mentioned in it.  In that connection it noted that the OAS would be able, for example, to disseminate via its web site a list of civil society institutions that work with persons with disabilities.  It also mentioned by way of an example that the Trust for the Americas is engaged in a program with Microsoft Corporation to provide training to persons with disabilities.
The delegation of Ecuador mentioned that the Vice President-elect of Ecuador has a disability and that would reinforce its country's commitment to the program.  It also mentioned that the OAS has been a pioneer on the issue of disability, recalling that the convention in this area was adopted in 1999 and that it should continue to play this leading role in the future.  As regards the Program of Action, it recommended underscoring the role of the family, given the importance of the family in the lives of people with disabilities.
The delegation of Venezuela mentioned, first, that it was necessary to create a document that served as a preamble to the plan, since not all of the elements that should be covered in each of the aspects could be included.  In that connection, it said that there are important instruments on development, inclusion, and participation of persons with disabilities that originate from different international entities and should be mentioned in a preamble as elements of reference.  Second, it observed that the problem should be regarded as a question of rights, which should not be merely declaratory but enforced.  Next it explained that it did not agree with the presentation of Dr. Bach of Canada insofar as the reference to markets was concerned, since the position of Venezuela is to emphasize the need of the state and society to participate with mutual responsibility and to act in a way that respects the rights of persons with disabilities.  In this context, it expressed its rejection of the market discourse and added that it is the exercise and existence of rights perfectly established in international treaties that is the approach that must prevail.  It also said that it was necessary to cease regarding persons with disabilities as being excluded and, rather, to look upon them as persons with dignity to be taken into account, have their opinions heard, participate in programs, and be included in all aspects of society.  As regards education, inclusion should be the rule that is adopted and developed.  On that point, it mentioned that education continues to be differentiated and that at present there is a special policy in place on education for persons with disabilities in which the treatment is considerably inferior to the treatment offered in regular education.  It also said that it is necessary, in the sense expressed by the representative of Chile, for the OAS to assume its responsibility as an agency with respect to the creation of the committee referred to in Article VI of the Inter-American Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Persons with Disabilities.

The delegation of Colombia expressed gratitude for the special meeting.  It then mentioned that the program seeks a participatory relationship between state and society to ensure the integration of persons with disabilities.  With respect to the chapter on strategies in the Program of Action, it mentioned that there is a lack of clarity and it is necessary to establish the need for legislation.  It also said that it is necessary to implement and construct a public policy in our countries.  It made a number of the observations on the situation in Colombia and how the problem has been addressed there.  It also mentioned that one of the strategies to which more importance needs to be accorded is dissemination of the issue, for example, via the Internet.  In reply to the delegate of Venezuela, it commented that the Secretary General of the OAS had announced the convocation of the committee provided for in the Convention on this matter and that several countries have already appointed delegates.  Finally, it agreed that it was essential to approach the issue from a rights-based perspective, and that such an approach should be included in the program.

The delegation of Costa Rica began its remarks by expressing gratitude for the initiative.  It drew attention to the emphasis placed on the relationship between the program of action and rights in the presentations of both Ms. Hillman and Mr. Vásquez.  It explained that the Inter-American Convention sets out the measures that states parties must adopt. The Program of Action also established concrete measures.  In that regard, it noted that each measure contained in the program is designed to fulfill a particular right.  Accordingly, the Program of Action should constitute a set of guidelines by which to realize rights.  It asked about the role of the OAS with respect to the strategies, monitoring, and verification of implementation of the Program of Action.
There followed a break and the meeting resumed at 2:30 p.m.
The delegation of the United States appreciated the participation of civil society in the process.  It then referred to an article in the UN document and drew attention to the importance that people with disabilities participate actively in the process.  Next it mentioned that it favored the creation of a plan of action that includes achievable goals, promotes the rights of persons with disabilities on an equal basis with others and does not include any new rights.  It alluded to the contributions in areas such as society, among others, that its delegation made in the documents presented, and it referred the meeting to those documents.  With respect to the issue of society in the Objective I, it said that they wish to have more information on the concept of defender of persons with disabilities and hope for greater clarification of the concept of social responsibility.  Finally, it said that its delegation looks forward to deepening the dialogue on disabilities and that they have provided several documents to the working group, since their aim is a discussion that is fruitful for the Program of Action.  It thanked Peru and the General Secretariat.

The delegation of Panama thanked Peru for its efforts in preparing the Program of Action as well as all those who made contributions. It underscored the importance of the spirit that exists in order for there to be a document that provides a framework for measures to improve quality of life for persons with disabilities.  It recalled that Mr. Miguel del Águila remarked about the importance of holding a regional conference and the creation in the OAS of an executive office to coordinate the activities of the Program of Action.  It mentioned that Panama has created a consultative council for persons with disabilities as well as a national secretariat for the integration of persons with disabilities.  It then noted that Panama is committed to the Inter-American Convention in this area and, in that context, presented an offer for the consideration of the OAS to host the first follow-up meeting on the Convention next year. It also offered the OAS the auspices of its country for the installation of an executive office to guide and mentor the necessary measures to achieve the objectives of the Decade.  It mentioned that the OAS must participate significantly and decisively in the office since it could be the mechanism through which the OAS can involve itself in the process.  It also said that this initiative finds a parallel in the office that is being created in Africa and that a UN office of this type is already operating in the Asia-Pacific region.  It explained that the office also performs a fund-raising function. In addition, it drew attention to the importance of the presence of persons with disabilities, in keeping with the clamor raised in the assembly.  The OAS, persons with disabilities and their families, and governments, should also be an integral part of the structure so that the Decade can succeed and the inclusion of this traditionally excluded population is finally achieved. 

The delegation of Mexico began its remarks recalling that there are 600 million persons with disabilities in the world.  It said that the 1999 Inter-American Convention, which entered into force this year, and the Declaration for the Decade open the way for groundbreaking approaches and synergies to coordinate regional and global efforts.  It mentioned the importance of preparing a regional work plan consistent with the international standards of the UN and with human rights. It mentioned that as its contribution, Mexico had distributed a comparative table on the Program of Action and the International Convention that contrasts the New York instrument with the lines of action that must conform to the regional situation.  It thanked Peru for its contributions in the working document and expressed gratitude for the observations formulated by other entities, civil society, and PAHO, among others.  It mentioned its conviction that the work would proceed well and guidelines could be set.  It made the following observations on the discussions held that morning. With respect to the vision, it is essential that the poverty element be reflected in the Program of Action.  It recalled that Mr. Águila said that if persons with disabilities who live in situations of disadvantage were not included they would never be able to find a way out of poverty.  It is necessary to consider the local, regional, and national levels as core elements, as Ms. Allison mentioned. It explained that in the New York Convention, Mexico defended the urban/rural dichotomy, and that this should again be taken into account in order appropriately to reflect characteristics specific to the region. With respect to society, it noted the definition of Canada which speaks of discriminatory barriers rather than using other terms, which was something that ought to be examined in greater depth.  On the question of health, it explained that they are in favor of a tactic other than the medical or handout approaches, and that it is necessary to analyze with care the tremendous offer of PAHO to monitor the application of the future program.  As regards education, it said that Mexico wishes to include the issue in the general education system and concurs with the three points mentioned by Ms. Diane Richler on the general and inclusive education system.  It also remarked that Mexico wishes to include the issue of cooperation in the program.  Furthermore, it particularly acknowledged and welcomed the participation of civil society, as occurred at the UN, and said that it would like the same to happen here in Washington.  Finally, it noted that Mexico, through its diplomatic missions throughout the world, has requested data to collect information on institutions that work with people with disabilities and that those data could be shared with the OAS and this Working Group in order to continue to move forward.

The delegation of The Bahamas commended Peru and the OAS for their efforts regarding the proposals and the Program of Action.  It also commended the participants for their recommendations. It said that The Bahamas supports the presentation of Ms. Alison Hillman on the health objective and that the issue should no longer be accorded secondary importance as on other occasions.  It explained that the Bahamas has facilities and programs that encompass health, mental health, and rehabilitation. It expressed its desire that the issue of domestic violence be included in the Program of Action. It also mentioned legislation in the Bahamas for the protection of persons with disabilities, including a proposed law and the National Health Insurance Act of 2006.  It said that the Act identifies several categories of persons who are to benefit from national health insurance.  It concluded by expressing its backing for the structure of the document and the plan overall, and mentioned its hope that it would serve to improve standards of living for persons with disabilities, which would be beneficial for the region.

VII. STATEMENTS BY CIVIL SOCIETY

Next, the floor was taken by different representatives of civil society organizations. Catalina Devandas of Proyecto Sur, Foro por los Derechos Humanos of Costa Rica, recalled the pioneering role of the OAS on the issue of disability and mentioned that as a civil society organization they regard the Program of Action as an instrument that could served to uphold and restore the rights of people with disabilities in the region, as well as containing strategic lines of action that could guide states interested in ensuring that persons with disabilities can enjoy their rights.  She said that the importance of the Program of Action is linked to the recent paradigm shift from a medical to a social approach.  She also suggested that the countries seize on the experience they have gained in the UN negotiation process to enrich the regional mechanism.  She referred to the advisability of establishing a follow-up mechanism to ensure the effectiveness of the plan of action, in which the OAS ought to have a central role, in particular in disseminating information.  In this context, she supported the proposal to create an executive office.  She also suggested that a forum be held to enrich the contribution of civil society and reiterated that the OAS could act as a clearinghouse in the region, engaging international finance organizations or urging countries to incorporate a section for the protection of persons with disabilities in their ombudsmen's offices.  She said that consideration must be given to the issue of poverty and that the measures contained in the plan should be made consistent with the millennium goals in an inclusive development agenda involving all actors in all areas.  She explained that disability is a crosscutting issue present in all areas and, therefore, should be a part of all public policies and development plans.  Efforts to eradicate poverty and the resources allocated for that purpose should not create more barriers.  She also said that disability should be made an integral part of all these plans.  She added that there was a need to strengthen actors, member states, and civil society, which should participate at the national and regional level.  With regard to the issue of the right to health, she indicated that persons with disabilities should enjoy the highest possible guarantee of exercising that right.  She maintained that disability is part of human diversity and will always be present in any stage of life and that steps should be taken to avoid, prevent, or minimize the complications that could arise in a situation of this type.  She also drew attention to the importance of efforts to improve quality of life for persons with disabilities.  In conclusion, she said that primary prevention measures should not entail a bigger budget than is allocated to primary or secondary care.

María Verónica Reina of Syracuse University mentioned that they have submitted a contribution by e-mail, and congratulated the initiative of Peru and all of the governments that support it.  She said that the efforts made reflect the latest tendency in the vision on disability, and that efforts should build on all the work done hitherto.  In this connection she observed that all of the states have been involved in the UN Convention, and that that knowledge should, therefore, be harnessed, since seminars, meetings, and other events were held.  She added that it was pointless to dispute the language already adopted by the UN.  She remarked that civil society organizations only want the coverage that all other citizens receive; they ask nothing more, merely the same that is accorded to others. She went on to say that disability should be a crosscutting theme in all government programs, and that it should always be included in the main program and not through a variety of special programs.  Next, she said that the Program of Action should serve to help to update and bring into play the legal framework in force, given that 90% of countries already have laws in place.  She also said that particular attention should be given to appropriate control of government spending, as well as of private investment in civil society organizations.  She said that the program should strengthen the organizations of persons with disabilities, since they are still weak and need greater information.  She went on, recalling that in the United States there is great activism by persons with disabilities and that was why they have secured a number of advantages in that country.  She said that there is good dialogue in Venezuela in that respect, as there is in Brazil, where there are several organizations that work with persons with disabilities.  With regard to education, she said that a document was presented for consideration, and added that the education system includes the special education system, and the aspect that needs improvement is inclusion in schools, because schools are not inclusive.  In conclusion she underscored that all persons with disabilities should be able to be included in regular schools.

Pamela Molina of Ciudadanía Real de Sordos of Chile said that she was grateful for the opportunity to participate and mentioned the value of the UN process.  She explained that that process demonstrated that civil society enriches the Convention with its contributions. She also said that it should be borne in mind that several countries already have laws but that they have lacked effectiveness in practice and that now there was an international convention.  In that connection she posed the question as to what contribution the OAS can make and remarked that to some extent it was bound to lose relevance because our societies require answers specific to our political and cultural contexts.  She suggested that a nondiscrimination and equal-opportunities approach be adopted.  The states should ratify and implement the UN Convention as a matter of priority, which entails the elimination of discriminatory provisions from laws. She also said that the exercise of rights, self-determination, and an independent life should be promoted for persons with disabilities. She underscored that the States parties to the inter-American convention in this area should be part of the Antidiscrimination Committee, which should be strong in order to prepare objective reports.  She also suggested the creation of a biannual review mechanism for the plan, in order to move ahead with the consolidation of indicators and evaluation methods.  She noted the fact that the majority of persons with disabilities live in underdeveloped countries; 90 million in Latin America. Since poverty begets disability it is necessary to include the issue as a crosscutting aspect of all public policy. All homes should be accessible, and plans for small businesses should also target persons with disabilities.  States parties should require multilateral agencies to make provision for persons with disabilities in all programs.  On a cultural level, she remarked that the need for a culture shift is paramount and put forward a concrete proposal that the states promote inclusion for persons with disabilities in the media, by presenting them in a positive light and dispelling the negative vision of them as physically helpless.  She also mentioned that public information should be fully available.  She said that our countries should recognize the language of deaf people and that it should be incorporated in education programs to ensure an inclusive education, which has so far not been the case because the right to be educated in one's own language is not observed.  She also said that it would be advisable to introduce a seventh line of action in the program in order to strengthen the organizations of persons with disabilities, which would guarantee the effectiveness of the plan for the Decade, as the experience of the UN shows.  She expressed her desire to know more about the mechanism for accreditation of civil society organizations with the OAS, as well as the procedures for registration and accreditation.  In conclusion, she mentioned that there are significant measures that the OAS can adopt, such as holding international seminars, follow-up, and other activities.

Dr. Michael Bach took the floor to respond to the question of the delegation of Costa Rica as to how the OAS agencies could be engaged in the process.  The Decade would require leadership from the institutions involved, and that could include direction to agencies such as PAHO, the Inter-American Children's Institute, UN regional agencies, and related entities.  It is necessary to advance the goals and visions of the Decade, using the UN Convention as a lens.  He also mentioned the advisability of establishing regional initiatives and actively supporting a viable social and economic development model.  Lastly, he suggested that civil society organizations should be proactively engaged.
Tara Melish of Mental Disability Rights International said, with respect to the concept that the Program of Action concerned measures and not rights, that the two issues cannot be separated because they go together.  This Program of Action has to do with the measures required to fulfill rights.  She added that the Program of Action does not include all measures, simply a number of guidelines.  The Program of Action should be viewed as a framework within which local processes would be implemented. Civil society should also participate through a rights-based approach.  She mentioned that the representative of PAHO gave a number of examples in his remarks on how they participate in promoting disability rights.  In conclusion she suggested a number of measures that could be carried out by a follow-up committee to be created.

The delegation of Venezuela made a vigorous protest because he had again had accessibility difficulties in the afternoon, was carried up the stairs, and brought into the building by the rear.  He mentioned that a US representative of Trust for the Americas had decided to withdraw due to lack of accessibility and that he had only come in order to leave his protest on record.

VIII. CONTRIBUTIONS ON OBJECTIVE IV OF THE DRAFT PROGRAM OF ACTION: EMPLOYMENT

Messrs. Darío Soto and David Rojas took the floor successively in representation of Trust for the Americas.  They gave a presentation on their organization, describing its structures and the functions they perform, as well as the Trust’s specific program on disability, in which more than 12 countries in the Hemisphere are engaged.  They mentioned that they promote strengthening for civil society organizations through technical assistance, foment exchange of best practices, create regional alliances, and encourage international cooperation in the Americas, among other activities.  Among their main efforts, attention should be drawn to the promotion of dependent and independent employment for persons with disabilities in the public and private sectors.  As to their specific objectives, they underscored the importance of working with employers (in both the public and the private sector) on processes to raise awareness of the importance of the inclusion of persons with disabilities in the workforce.  Second, they mentioned the support provided for activities on labor integration for persons with disabilities designed to connect them to the labor market through employment and/or self-employment strategies.  With respect to measures, they suggested the following points:  a) engage or provide support to the media in awareness raising to promote inclusion; b) include job reviews, taking into account the fundamental elements of employment, or positions that allowed direct inclusion; c) implement promotion programs on the impact of adapted technologies that serve as tools to facilitate and/or permit workforce inclusion; d) work closely with business owners to develop standards, emphasizing the inclusion of persons with disabilities as a social responsibility; e) reintroduce best practices in regulations, laws, and mechanisms that encourage workforce inclusion for persons with disabilities; f) review and evaluate what other provisions have been adopted and implemented for inclusion of persons with disabilities in the labor market; g) devise mixed training, instruction, and mentoring programs for employment seekers; h) provide support for governmental microenterprise programs, SMEs, and management training for independent businesses and/or cooperatives; i) create a social framework that validates quality and social responsibility and promotes inclusive industry. They also said that the Trust makes its experience at the local and hemispheric level available in order to catalyze measures and resources needed to carry out workforce inclusion activities for persons with disabilities based on their potential as members of society.  Finally, they recommended building on the present advances in adapting vocational training and labor inclusion processes currently underway in several countries, which could serve as a model for the rest of the Americas.  A video produced in the framework of the POETA program was then shown.

IX. CONTRIBUTIONS ON OBJECTIVE V OF THE DRAFT PROGRAM OF ACTION: ACCESSIBILITY

Mr. Manuel Campos Director of the National Secretariat for the Integration of Persons with Disabilities (Panama) offered a number of observations on the plan carried out in Panama, which, he said, has produced admirable results in the area of accessibility.  He began, saying that Decree 103 issued by the current president of Panama created CONADIS, which is part of the national policy on social inclusion for persons with disabilities and their families.  This policy constitutes a priority for the present Panamanian government.  It is a consultative agency created to promote and contribute to the process of integration of persons with disabilities and represents an example of democratic participation.  The decree also created SENADIS, which is the technical secretariat of CONADIS attached to the office of the President.  It provides advice to all executive branch organs on social integration, autonomy, and development of persons with disabilities. It acts as a liaison between government institutions and civil society organizations that work in the area of disability.  Next, Mr. Campos listed the guiding principles of Panama’s policy on disability: human rights, accessibility, universality, equality of opportunities, autonomy and an independent life, and citizen participation, among others.  He then mentioned four strategic guidelines of the plan:  awareness raising, adequacy and application of legal standards, parity of opportunities, and promotion of research.  He also informed that the President of Panama pushed forward a constitutional reform that provided that the nondiscrimination clause also applies to persons with disabilities.  He mentioned that the component on parity of opportunities contains all the necessary elements to ensure a better quality of life for persons with disabilities.  He mentioned that 11% of Panamanians have some form of disability, so that the plan benefits 1.8 million Panamanians, including the families of people with disabilities.  It is thought that 425 million people in the Latin America have a disability and that number could be multiplied by five family members.  He said that the Decade should translate into concrete measures that bring about improvements in the areas of health, education, and employment.  As to the results of efforts to ensure parity of opportunities in Panama, he mentioned the following progress to date under the 2005-2009 national strategic plan:  an inclusive national education plan that takes account of diversity; a family enterprise project on socio-economic linkage for persons with disabilities and their families; and a department of workforce inclusion in the Bureau of Employment of the Ministry of Labor and Workforce Development.  In the latter, disabled persons are included in the sections that administer regular employment plans.  There is also a disabled persons national comprehensive healthcare office; four comprehensive rehabilitation centers in the provinces; eight community-based rehabilitation projects that use appropriate technology; a draft design for a 2017 national accessibility plan, which includes accessibility guidelines for engineers, architects, builders, etc.  The purpose of the latter is for buildings to be suitably constructed, architectural designs improved, and greater accessibility assured.  In this context, he mentioned that accessibility amounts to more than a ramp; it is not a purely architectural issue.  Universal accessibility sets out the conditions with which environments, products, and services must comply in order to be understandable, usable, and practicable for everyone.  He said that the concept also encompasses access to urban and architectural constructions, transport, information and communications, health, education, the workplace, and leisure; that all of this is like a chain, and that measures adopted should act coherently on each element to ensure equality of opportunities.  This promotes independence and quality of life for all. Each element entails a series of measures.  Everyone should be able to use, enjoy, and receive products and information and communication services in the manner for which they are designed and conceived.  He concluded by expressing his optimism for an Americas region at the service of all.

X. CONTRIBUTIONS ON OBJECTIVE VI OF THE DRAFT PROGRAM OF ACTION: POLITICAL PARTICIPATION


Mr. Roberto Leal Ocampo, Director General of Inclusión Interamericana, thanked the Chair of the Working Group for her stewardship of the meetings, all the delegates, and his civil society colleagues.  He said that his organization has been contributing a series of elements necessary for the promotion of human rights of persons with disabilities since 1991.  In the framework of this meeting he said it was difficult to say anything that had not already been covered but that he would reiterate and address a number of specific points.  He mentioned that the work of Inclusión Interamericana included a study which would be interesting to summarize and make available as an input for the Program of Action.  He then proceeded to draw attention to four elements of that study.  First, persons with disabilities, their families, and their organizations carry an enormous burden as a result of exclusion.  Second, they are a sector that has been rendered invisible; in other words, they have not been taken into account by governments as interlocutors when citizen participation forums have been created; their existence has simply been ignored.  He said that it is an issue that has been connected with the traditional question of health which obstructs a holistic conception and an overall understanding of disability.  The task of the various social actors in this field has been hindered and impaired, which ultimately harms the dignity of persons with disabilities, whose rights as human beings are violated on a daily basis through the denial, for instance, of such things as access to culture, information, transport, health, employment, and fitting material and spiritual conditions.  He said that it is essential to validate a set of principles that should be included as crosscutting aspects of all measures, which should not be understood as mere declarations but adopted as values.  First, all persons with disabilities are persons.  Second, disability must be addressed on the basis of respect for human rights and citizenship.  Third, capacity is above all a social product that emanates from attitudes and practices that society adopts to the detriment of those who suffer some form of disability, and so exclusion becomes a problem.  Fourth, disability should be approached from an integral perspective, encompassing, therefore, all the areas mentioned.  Fifth, each country should implement a national policy that comprehensively addresses disability and leads to full inclusion.  Sixth, persons with disabilities and their families and organizations must be valid interlocutors in the policy design, implementation, and evaluation process.  These principles should serve as precepts, as guidelines for the plan of action.  However, he added that they are insufficient unless they are accompanied by policies, plans, and programs that enable the objectives to be achieved. The combination of objectives and principles makes it possible to identify a set of inalienable obligations for states.  He then proceeded to list those obligations:  include policy in plans; eliminate measures that further discrimination; provide support for organizations of persons with disabilities; contribute to the exercise of their right both to influence policy and to social oversight; foster legal reforms and adoption of new laws; ensure the right to participate in those plans and policies; raise standards of living; facilitate the creation of jobs; introduce inclusive education; improve access to public services; fight poverty and extreme poverty.  There are several urgent strategic lines of action, including, for example:  ensuring full exercise of rights in the areas of health, education, employment, sports, and accessibility; harnessing the resources of our governments; taking steps that help to break the prevailing negative social view; encouraging inclusive education, as Ms. Richler mentioned, and promoting a comprehensive rehabilitation plan.  Mr. Ocampo continued his remarks, saying that the aim should be to facilitate the inclusion of persons with disability in employment and generate initiatives that help to create these jobs.  It is also necessary to eliminate the barriers mentioned by Mr. Manuel Campos; ensure compliance with the conventions on persons with disabilities ratified by each state party; negotiate sponsorship for projects implemented by organizations in the sector; and promote the active participation of persons with disabilities. He added that it was important to ensure that this population is actively included in the poverty alleviation plan, and he underlined the need to strengthen the parity agencies responsible for ensuring integration. He also drew attention to the importance of political will to complement all of the objectives since otherwise they would be difficult to achieve.  He stressed the crosscutting nature of the issue.  Finally he said that democracy, and not simply electoral democracy, should enhance participation for all sectors and in that way society would discharge the debt it owes to persons with disabilities.  He expressed his satisfaction at the presentations given, which covered the interests of the groups concerned.
XI. CONTRIBUTIONS ON THE STRATEGIES OF THE DRAFT PROGRAM OF ACTION

Mr. Luis Gallegos Chiriboga, Ambassador of Ecuador to the United States, commended the Chair of the Working Group on the organization of the event and expressed gratitude for the invitation.  He referred to the approval on December 13, 2006, of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, in which the countries of the region have played a prominent part.  He then informed that the number of persons with both visible and invisible disabilities is increasing, which was cause for concern.  In contrast to other human rights, in which there is a downward trend, disabilities among human beings tend to grow and so, therefore, does the need for the full observance, promotion, and protection of the rights of this group.  Disability also concerns development.  Societies must be viewed holistically, otherwise a dysfunctional society is created.  He added that persons with disabilities should be integrated in productive processes to be able to live with dignity.  He mentioned that societies that fail to integrate their most vulnerable members will be unable to confront the challenges posed by the ever changing reality of the world in which we live.  He commended the initiative to begin consultations on an issue that affects the future of society and constitutes a problem not only of the state but of the community at large, since the roots of exclusion and disability surpass the legal sphere.  He underscored that the program would require a transformation in the conduct of societies.  He suggested that the Program of Action could also include the new accomplishment of the international community and incorporate a vision of cooperation.  He recommended the coordination of cooperation among the states that ratified the UN Convention and added that through cooperation it is possible to create the conditions for a more just world.  He explained that the possibility of horizontal cooperation exists and experiences could be shared to help the 650 million people who live with disability.  He said that technology should be shared and similar measures carried out.  With respect to the program, he remarked that it entails a profound change in societies, so that they would become more inclusive, and that this was not merely a question of legal reform.  He drew attention to the objective of having inclusive societies with sustainable development, seeking realistic solutions for the efforts of persons with disabilities.  He stressed the importance of the full observance of international law.  Next he listed a number of issues on which efforts should center:  inclusion of a disability perspective; strengthen the knowledge base on multiple issues and matters connected with disability; broadened the circle of persons involved in order to work harmoniously toward objectives; promote dialogue and collective measures to create a new community so as to ensure the creation of a more inclusive society.  Finally, he said that it is possible to create a society that corrects discrimination and works toward justice, in which differences do not prevent the full exercise of rights

XII. DIALOGUE AMONG THE DELEGATIONS

The delegation of Chile said that the meeting has been important for nourishing the Program of Action and then listed a number of elements worth noting from the meeting.  First, it mentioned the right-based perspective as a core element, along with the indivisibility of both first- and second-generation human rights as they apply to the right to health. It said that it is necessary to keep in mind that there must be coherence between the activities of the OAS, its organs that promote rights, and all other organizations and entities of the inter-American system. It applauded the fact that importance has been given to the creation of a committee to follow up on the inter-American convention in this area. It added that the Program of Action should mention concrete measures, as well as pertinent instruments and resolutions.  Finally, it said that the whole process should be accompanied by a change of mindset with which persons with disabilities were viewed.

The delegation of Venezuela said, in first place, with respect to employment, that it was important to mention the 21 instruments of the ILO that date from 1958 to 2002, which have to do with labor, vocational training, health and safety, and reincorporation of persons with disability, etc. this is more important than the insistence on employment quotas for persons with disabilities because very often there is an exaggeration in establishing quotas, with the result that they do not match the number of people who are genuinely suited for a particular position. It stressed that it was necessary to observe the ILO instruments.  As regards accessibility, it said that this encompasses several aspects, including architectural and urban design and that states should be required to conform to ISO standards. He also said that national provisions should be regarded as legal standards and not, therefore, optional, and that if that happens it would be perfectly easy to put accessibility into practice.  With respect to access to communications, he mentioned that obstacles exist but that there has also been progress in terms of use of information technologies, in particular among blind and deaf persons; the latter through communication media, and the former through screen readers that can be distributed free if the political will exists to make them available.  With respect to strategies, he mentioned the importance that persons with disabilities be taken into account for the 2010 censuses in order to register them in national registries, rather than continuing to use prevalence records, since the former provide an accurate count of the number of persons with disabilities.  He said that the censuses should include questions which should be context-specific to Latin America and not the same as those carried out in the United States, for example. As to the issue of political will, he said that it is not a question of lip service or an expression of intent, but of actually enforcing the Program of Action, of establishing timelines, goals, deadlines so that steps can be completed and targeted.

The delegation of the United States said, with respect to employment, that it should be provided on an equal basis without discrimination, which is more effective than the establishment of quotas.  As regards accessibility, it said that the Program of Action should focus on progressively achievable goals, rather than mandating total accessibility which might not be achievable in the Decade.  On the question of political participation, the United States encouraged the incorporation in the Program of capacity building for civil society organizations to increase participation for persons with disabilities.  It also requested the opportunity to make some additional comments in writing on the Program of Action at the appropriate time.  It thanked everyone for their participation and said it looks forward to continued dialogue on these issues.

The delegation of Mexico said, on the issue of employment, that particular attention should be given to increasing employment opportunities in the public and private sectors.  It said that the issue of quotas has been superseded due to lack of results and a careful examination should be made to determine if it would be advisable to include it in the program.  It added that the creation of cooperatives could be positive for stimulating employment for persons with disabilities.  As useful elements for a new text, it reiterated the importance of a right-based approach and the fact that rights are indivisible, and drew attention to the need to make disability a crosscutting issue in the multilateral system.  It thanked Peru for its efforts.  Finally, it mentioned that any goals and deadlines established should be based on realistic and progressive targets, given the limited resources of some governments, notwithstanding that the undertaking genuinely entails a change of perspective on the issue and that firm progress in that direction is called for.

The delegation of Uruguay congratulated the Working Group to prepare the Program of Action and, in particular, Peru. It said that the Program of Action has made it possible to organize the work and the review into separate tasks.  It underscored that the methodology has been good and that it supports all the observations of PAHO and the various civil society groups.  Finally it said that it would continue to work with the OAS toward the equality, dignity, and inclusion of persons with disabilities.

The delegation of the Dominican Republic first commended the initiative of Peru. It observed, with respect to the issue of employment, that normally one tends to think of adults, but that attention also needs to be given to the families in order to determine what they can be offered, so that the family can also be involved in the process.  In this connection it said that persons do not exist in isolation and that the family should be more actively included in the Program of Action.  It congratulated the representative of Panama and called on the support of the OAS, which has been active for years in providing training for human resources, which constitutes good practice.  Finally, it expressed its backing for any activities undertaken to ensure that the plan for the Decade does not remain a dead letter but becomes a new paradigm for the integration of persons with disabilities.

XIII. STATEMENTS BY CIVIL SOCIETY

Pamela Molina of Ciudadanía Real de Sordos of Chile congratulated all those present for their work and for demonstrating their interest in taking part.  She said that political participation for persons with disabilities and their civil and political rights should be guaranteed in all matters concerning the community.  She considered that CONADIS in Panama should be an instrument to fight for the rights of persons with disabilities.  She said that persons with disabilities should continue to play an active consultative and oversight role so that public policies are inclusive and living conditions improve.  As regards strategies, she suggested the formation of national committees that include representatives of persons with disabilities, which should be able to evaluate the practical effectiveness of the plan to be designed as a result of the meeting.

XIV. PRELIMINARY CONCLUSIONS OF THE CHAIR OF THE WORKING GROUP AND OTHERS

Ms. Ana Peña, Chair of the Working Group, thanked everyone for their participation and offered the following summary of the meeting.  First, she said that the meeting served as a basic input to enrich discussions on the issue.  In that way, the Program of Action would become a reality. She mentioned that the process should take into consideration the obligations adopted by the States in other international forums and that they should be reflected in a preamble in the Program of Action that recognizes the rights of persons with disabilities, as requested by the delegate of Peru. She also referred to the way in which the OAS would accompany or monitor the Program of Action. The Chair drew attention to the proposal to create a voluntary fund and to disseminate the Decade and the commitment of the agencies involved more widely, so that it would become a reality.  She also mentioned that the issue should be a crosscutting one, so that persons with disabilities are regarded as equal to everyone else. She also referred to the interest in holding a regional conference and thanked Panama for its offer. She recalled the suggestion of the delegation of Chile that particular attention should be given to a right-based approach and the fact that rights are indivisible.  She pointed out that the declaration is very emphatic on this point, given that it makes mention of all rights.  She recalled that on the issue of health several interesting proposals were heard regarding the inclusion of other groups not mentioned, including children, adults, etc.  The Chair commented that all the proposals would be taken into account, that some were presented in writing, and that others were in the report and would serve as inputs when the negotiation process began.  Next she announced that she would not be present at future meetings because she had been transferred to Lima and that henceforth the task would fall to the Vice Chair of the Working Group, Ms. Marcela Matamoros of Costa Rica.  She apologized for the lack of adequate facilities for the persons with disabilities who had been invited and said that was part of the challenges that the Organization must address for the future.


Next, the Vice Chair of the Working Group, Ms. Marcela Matamoros, expressed public appreciation to the Chair for her hard work and resolution in taking the issue forward.
The Chair of the Working Group said that the deadline for additional contributions was fixed at January 15, 2007. The meeting was adjourned at 5:45 p.m.
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