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First of all, I would like to thank you on behalf of the European Women’s Lobby (EWL) for inviting me to address your conference on a European Network for Women with Disabilities. Special thanks go to the association Weibernetz e.V. who has organized this conference in cooperation with Disabled Peoples’ International and International Training Advice Research. I am very pleased that EWL’s former President and EWL’s representative in the High Level Group on Disability, Lydia la Rivière-Zijdel, is one of the key initiators of this event and this testifies that women’s solidarity is strong in supporting each others work. 

I am particularly pleased that EWL, especially with Lydia as its representative, lobbied strongly for a stand alone article on women and girls and gender mainstreaming of other articles in the UN Convention for the protection and promotion of the rights of people with disabilities, and that this was successful. A new era has begun and is greatly welcomed by EWL as it is the first time that the needs and rights of disabled women and men across the world are being addressed in a human rights framework. This is a historical breakthrough from the traditional perspective of addressing disability as primarily a health issue. This Convention further strengthens the human rights approach and in so doing is completing the preceding Conventions for women and girls, notably the Convention on the Elimination of all forms of discrimination against women (CEDAW – 1979) and the Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989).  

It is vital to recognise that at the onset women and men are not equal partners. Wide spread gender inequalities is a societal structural problem.  It is not a question of non-discrimination but of tackling the deep-seated structural barriers that prevent all women from fully participating in all aspects of life; these barriers are more entrenched for women with disabilities who face multiple forms of exclusion from all areas of life: in employment, in education, in political decision-making, etc. It is vital that a democratic society provides adequate space to mirror diversity, between women and men and especially between and among women.  

While it is clear that there have been many positive developments for women generally in recent decades in Europe and globally, not all women have benefited in the same way. Women with disabilities are more exposed to developments that are uneven, erratic and reversible in times of economic and political instability, which we are gradually seeing re-emerging in the shape of growing fundamentalist ideology. While the lives of many women have improved, there are still millions of women and girls whose lives and aspirations are crushed by the weight of poverty, economic deprivation, exclusion from political participation, violations of basic human rights, in particular through violence and sexual exploitation in times of war and peace, and by restrictions to their personal autonomy in access to reproductive rights, as well as in many other ways, of which disability is a compounding factor.  It is vital to recognise the diversity of women’s lives and experiences; a European network of women with disabilities has without a doubt a role to play in achieving this and will strengthen women’s participation in the struggle for the rights and the dignity of women with disabilities. This approach is also in line with the EU’s own objectives as equality between 
women and men to be ensured in all areas, including employment, work and pay, has been enshrined in the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the Union signed in December 2000. In Article 86 of the Charter, the Union recognises and respects the right of persons with disabilities to benefit from measures designed to ensure their independence, social and occupational integration and participation in the life of the community.
The EWL supports the development of your network. EWL will join forces with you for the ratification by all EU Member States of the UN Convention, for more concrete provisions under article 6 to ensure full implementation of the human rights of women and girls with disabilities and for joint lobbying actions in the future.   

We look forward to working with you and wish you every success in your future achievements. 
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