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Dear Mrs Welskop-Deffaa,

Dear Mrs Evers-Meyer,

Dear Ladies from the various ministries,

Dear Members of the German Parliament,

Dear Speakers and Experts,

Dear Participants from all over Europe,

I would like to cordially welcome you all who have come together here this morning to this conference "A Network of Disabled Women in Europe".  I would like to welcome you on behalf of the board of Weibernetz e.V., the main host of this conference, also on behalf of the Weibernetz team, who have bore the majority of the workload for the planning and holding of this conference over the last weeks and months.  I would also like to welcome you on behalf of our two international partners, who are "Disabled People's International" and "International Training Advice Research". 

It is a great honour and a great pleasure for us to hold this conference in the presence of such a large number of prominent guests and with experts of such high calibre and with so many active participants.  Above all, however, we are so pleased to be host to all the guests from all over Europe.  120 spaces were booked, and 120 women with and without disabilities from 16 European countries have come here… and even more women were placed on the waiting list!  We can therefore assume that the aim of this conference of building the corner stone for a "Network of disabled women in Europe" is being met with great interest.

The fact that this event can even take place is due to the Federal Ministry for Family Affairs, Senior Citizens, Women and Youth (BMFSFJ), which provided the resources for the realisation of this project.  I would like to particularly welcome Eva-Maria Welskop-Deffaa, who is Director General for Gender Equality within the BMFSFJ.  For many years, Weibernetz has been working together very well with her department.  In particular the unit for Women in Certain Circumstances has put forward a number of projects and initiatives for improved living conditions of disabled girls and women over the last few years.  The organisation of Weibernetz is being funded by your department.  We are therefore very pleased that Dr Angela Icken, head of the unit, and her colleague Ursula Seidel-Banks are also able to be here today and that they can attentively observe the event for the formation of a European network.

Furthermore, I would particularly like to welcome Karin Evers-Meyer, Federal Government Commissioner for Matters relating to Disabled Persons.  Since you have taken office, we have been working together very closely, especially as represent-atives of the movement on independent living of disabled people.  In a few minutes you will also address this conference with some welcoming words.

Furthermore, I would like to welcome Erika Huxhold, head of the department "General Director for Matters relating to Disabled Persons within the Federal Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs, as well as Eva Ullrich and Petra Spätling-Fichtner, who is also part of the aforementioned Ministry.  

Finally we are very pleased about the attendance of a Member of Parliament, or rather colleagues of Members of Parliament.  I would also like to welcome Sylvia Schmidt, SPD spokesperson on disability policy, as well as Susanne Baumstark from the parliamentary party of the Left.

Dear guests and experts, please forgive me for not welcoming all of you by name… you are all of you very, very welcome here!

Dear audience,

The significance of European policy is growing on a daily basis for us all.  For disabled people, this is particularly shown by the legislation on anti-discrimination, which has been standardised by European directives.  In Germany, this has brought us legislation such as the General Equal Treatment Act.

There are 60 million disabled women in Europe.  Even though this number is not backed up by statistics, it is, in itself, powerful enough!

· It is a powerful argument for an even closer exchange and cooperation of disabled women all over Europe.

· It is a powerful argument for our demands on European policy for consideration of our future issues and interests within new directives and guidelines, even if the UN convention of the rights of disabled people will be implemented.

· Finally, this number is a powerful argument for developing a contact point through a European network of disabled women, in which experts are available to advise both politics and society on their own issues.

Disabled women in Europe currently do not have their own network.  At the moment, they are merely organised in sub-groups or under the umbrella of bigger confederations:

· in the European Disability Forum (EDF)

· in the European Women's Lobby (EWL)

· in Disabled Peoples’ International (DPI)

· and in other international disability-specific organisations.

We are very pleased that some representatives of the aforementioned organisations are also here today.  Some of them will shortly address this conference and attend the formation of this network.

Apart from these organisations, there is no independent lobby group of disabled women in Europe!  The formation of such an independent European network is, however, very, very important in our opinion!

We have come here together today to discuss this plan and its goal.  We have plenty 
of time for this, and to get to know each other and to share experiences.  We also have plenty of time for personal conversations and to have fun, which is also necessary at such a conference.

We have some excellent speakers to provide the content for this conference.

We would like to use the first day for mutual exchange of experiences on some topics.  Tomorrow, we will work together on the possible organisation of the network so that we can, if you agree, "found" the network on the last day.

Well, I would like to point something out to you at the end which should not be ignored:

For this evening we have organised a "Kulturfest" (cultural feast) with a dinner under the heading "Women are demanding and partying!".  It is taking place as part of the European Protest Day for Equal Rights German "Gesellschafter-Projekt" run by the "Aktion Mensch".  There we will address the question "What kind of Europe do disabled women want to live in?" We are inviting you all to join in with the partying and demanding.

One more thing: We will publish a conference report, so that you can concentrate on listening to the presentations.

I would now like to wish all of us the best of luck and success for our common goal, excellent cooperation and, above all, some fun and joy together!
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