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1. I am pleased to present to this Committee on Juridical and Political Affairs for its consideration the draft resolution entitled "Program of Action for the Decade of the Americas for the Rights and Dignity of Persons with Disabilities (2006-2016).”  In this document, the General Assembly would resolve to adopt the Program of Action attached thereto, which was the outcome of a process involving 10 formal and three informal meetings held since January 25, 2007.  The Program of Action consists of a preamble and five parts:  a Vision Statement, a Mission Statement, Objectives, Specific Measures, and Strategies.  Its essential objective is to serve as a guide for member states in formulating their public policies, adopting their domestic measures, and cooperation.

2. I wish to emphasize that the draft submitted to this Committee provides for the establishment of a technical secretariat that would have responsibility for follow-up of the Program’s objectives and measures.  Its nature and other aspects will be presented to this Committee for its consideration during the third quarter of this year.  I wish to bring it to your attention, Mr. Chair, that the Permanent Mission of Panama to the OAS has presented note PANA-OEA-3-151-07, dated March 13, 2007, which reiterated the interest of the Panamanian government in establishing, within the framework of the Program of Action, a Secretariat for the Decade, headquartered in the Republic of Panama, to support, coordinate, and follow up on the Program’s objectives and specific measures.

3. The following background, Mr. Chair, should be borne in mind:

a.
The General Assembly, at its regular session held in Santo Domingo in 2006, declared the Decade of the Americas for the Rights and Dignity of Persons with Disabilities (2006-2016), with the theme:  "Equality, Dignity, and Participation.”  The objectives established in said initiative may be summarized as follows:

i. Recognition and full exercise of the rights and dignity of persons with disabilities without discrimination and on an equal basis with others.
ii. The undertaking by member states of programs, plans, and measures to bring about the inclusion of, equal opportunities for, and full participation by persons with disabilities in all aspects of society.
iii. The promotion by member states of effective measures to prevent new disabilities; and to provide persons with disabilities with access to rehabilitation services and programs.
b. The regular session of the General Assembly held in Santo Domingo instructed that a working group be established, in the framework of this Committee, to prepare a Program of Action for the Decade.  Said group, established on August 31, 2006, began its activities under the chairmanship of Peru, with Costa Rica as Vice Chair.  Its efforts were productive, taking up the challenge initially posed and taking as the base text a draft presented by Peru.  Subsequently, an interesting compilation of information on the topic was developed that incorporated the inputs of states, civil society organizations, and other regional and international organizations.

c. The Chair, held by Peru, convened a special meeting of the Committee, held on December 12, 2006.  Civil society organizations, especially those specializing in this area, and international organizations such as PAHO and the ILO, participated in this exercise.

d.
The Office of International Law of the General Secretariat systematized the inputs received in a document entitled “Consolidated Text of the Preliminary Draft Program of Action – Decade of the Americas for Persons with Disabilities (2006-2016).”  Since January 25, 2007, this has served as the basis for deliberations.  That day, the member states entrusted me with the honor of chairing this Working Group.  On February 5, 2007, the Working Group elected Mr. David Quiroga, Alternate Representative of Chile to the OAS, as Vice Chair of this Working Group.  The Vice Chair and the Chair presented numerous draft proposals for negotiation with the aim of synthesizing and facilitating the working group.
It is significant, Mr. Chair, that this issue, pertaining to the dignity and rights of persons with disabilities, has been included on the hemispheric agenda.  The Working Group also took account of global and regional efforts, such as the recent adoption of the United Nations Convention and the implementation of the Committee for the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Persons with Disabilities.  As Chair of this Group, it was my responsibility to attend the meeting held in Panama and to establish that, with regard to this special topic, there is a direct connection between the inter-American agenda, national agendas, and civil society.
I wish to recognize explicitly the Secretariat, Carolina Santa Maria, the Office of International Law, Mr. Dante Negro and Mr. Luís Toro, and Mr. David Quiroga for their work in advancing the Program of Action.
Lastly, I wish to thank each and every delegate who comprised this Working Group.  I hope it has been an enriching and highly positive negotiation experience, but I consider that it will be much more satisfactory if we strive to disseminate, promote, and work with a view to implementing this plan of action for the over 90 million persons with disabilities in this Hemisphere.
In consideration of the foregoing, I would like to request that, through your intervention, the Committee on Juridical and Political Affairs kindly approve the aforementioned draft resolution entitled “Program of Action for the Decade of the Americas for the Rights and Dignity of Persons with Disabilities (2006-2016).”
Thank you very much.

Marcela Matamoros Ramírez
Minister Counselor
Permanent Mission of Costa Rica
  to the Organization of American States
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