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EDF PRESIDENT YANNIS VARDAKASTANIS’ SPEECH 

AT THE STATE OF THE UNION ON DISABILITY
6th December 2011
I would like to express our satisfaction for the acceptance of our proposal to organize this High Level meeting. This is the first meeting ever at this level and the aim is to discuss what persons with disabilities experience in their daily life in the European Union nowadays. Of course it is also important to examine how their fundamental rights are respected and what can be done so that persons with disabilities exercise them like the other European citizens do.

When we first presented our proposal for this meeting, the UN CRPD was not ratified by the EU and the European Union was not in a period of crisis. Now, honourable Presidents, decisions need to be taken to protect persons with disabilities and their families from more poverty, more exclusion and more discrimination. There is an absolute need to implement the UN CRPD and to take concrete measures and steps to protect persons with disabilities from the repercussions of the crisis for which we are not responsible. We need a new plan for this exceptional situation.
How can the EU institutions accomplish this? The EU is now stronger to face the crisis, the UN Convention is ratified and needs to be implemented without any delay. All EU legislation and policies need to take into account the UN CRPD provisions. We propose that Commission guidelines are developed so that the mainstreaming can be swift and effective. It should be applicable both to new legislation and policies to be passed and through a thorough revision of existing ones. We need as well an urgent ratification of the Optional Protocol by the Council of the EU. The European Disability Strategy needs to be reinforced in the light of CRPD’s practical implementation and the financial crisis. The CRPD and the European Disability Strategy need to be connected with all horizontal and vertical EU legislation, policies and financial instruments, such as multiannual financial framework, Structural Funds, connecting Europe facility, Europe 2020, development cooperation, non-discrimination, accessibility, etc. This is the time the citizens ask their leaders to deliver and to narrow the gap between words and deeds. 

Now I turn to the financial and economic crisis. Persons with disabilities need a strong European Union and Europe needs persons with disabilities to exit the crisis. The Europeans with disabilities feel the results of the crisis as a procrustean bed in their services, their income, and their possibility to live independently, their everyday life. We expect from you as leaders of the EU institutions to send a strong message from this meeting, a message of hope that the EU institutions do not support cuts in disability related sectors, measures and policies included in the austerity measures put in place in member states. We expect this to be the case for the European Central Bank and we urge you to make IMF act in the same direction. The member states where austerity measures are put in place should not use as an alibi the arguments that these measures are imposed on them by the European Commission. Even in member states that are hit less by the crisis, persons with disabilities experience cuts in their services and benefits. 
The motto that expresses best and foremost our desire and determination to be free and equal citizens like all others is ‘nothing about disabled people without disabled people’. To make this High Level meeting a landmark for disability rights in EU, we make the following practical proposals to advance politically:

1) implementation of the UN CRPD by the EU institutions in close and direct consultation and collaboration with the European disability movement as stipulated in Art.4.3 and Art.33.3,

2) invitation to EDF in one of the meetings of the College in 2012 to present to all Commissioners how we see the implementation of the UNCRPD,
3) convening of meeting of General Directors of EC by the General Secretary of EC with EDF invited in 2012. The last two items were agreed with President Barroso in our meeting, May 31 this year.

4) The convening of a meeting in 2012 of all Units of the Commission dealing directly or indirectly with disability rights issues,

5) we ask the President of the European Council to invite EDF to present our position to the leaders of the Member states in one of the meetings of the European Council in 2012,

6) the convening of the 3rd European Parliament of disabled people in 2012 as agreed with the President of the European Parliament, in our last meeting, November 17, last year.

7) to convene this High Level meeting biannually.

Honourable Presidents, the 80 million Europeans with disabilities and their families expect from you to send from this meeting a message that the European institutions will guarantee their rights and their decent way of living. Thank you. 

Contact: Aurélien Daydé | aurelien.dayde@edf-feph.org | T +32 282 46 00

