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       REPUBLIC OF CYPRUS

  MINISTRY OF LABOUR, WELFARE                                                                                                           DEPARTMENT FOR SOCIAL INCLUSION OF

      AND SOCIAL INSURANCE                                                                                                                              PERSONS WITH DISABILITIES

OPENING REMARKS BY THE HEAD OF THE DELEGATION OF THE REPUBLIC OF CYPRUS AT THE DIALOGUE WITH THE COMMITTEE ON THE RIGHTS OF PERSONS WITH DISABILITIES, GENEVA, 23-24.3.2017
Madame Chairperson,

Distinguished Members of the Committee,

Ladies and Gentlemen,
Our Delegation is honored to represent the Republic of Cyprus and I would like to thank you for your invitation to participate in this Dialogue with the Committee. It will be a privilege to present to you how Cyprus is implementing the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities and have a constructive and interactive dialogue on our future course of action for further implementation.
Introduction

Before I proceed please allow me to introduce to you our Delegation:  I am Christina Flourentzou-Kakouri, the Director of the Department for Social Inclusion of Persons with Disabilities. On my right is Mr Andreas Ignatiou, Permanent Representative of Cyprus in Geneva and Dr Marios Constantinou, Senior Inclusion Officer at my Department. The other members of our Delegation are: Mr Demetris Samuel, Deputy Permanent Representative and Mrs Michaelia Avani, Second Secretary at our Mission in Geneva, Dr Stala Kioupi, Medical Officer 1st class at the Ministry of Health, Mrs Maria Constantinidou, Education Officer for Special Education at the Ministry of Education and Culture and Mrs Maria Eftstathiou, Social Inclusion Officer at my Department. 
Cyprus signed the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities in 2007 and ratified it in 2011. Our Initial Report for the implementation of the Convention was submitted to the Committee in 2013. Our Reply to the List of Issues submitted to the Committee in December 2016 gave the opportunity to update the information given in our initial report. Thus, both documents together outline the key measures, programs and actions in Cyprus in implementing the Convention. We recognize at the same time that there are weaknesses and areas for improvements for which we are committed to continuous hard work.  
We consider the ratification of the Convention as a milestone on how we understand and deal with disability and a roadmap for further actions in the next decades. The Convention, among other factors, led Cyprus to two major innovations for Cypriot circumstances: the one, being an administrative reform, was the establishment in 2009 of the Department for Social Inclusion of Persons with Disabilities as a new Department under the Ministry of Labour, Welfare and Social Insurance with the mandate to focus and promote more measures implementing the rights of persons with disabilities; the second innovation, being a strategic step forward, was the approval by our Council of Ministers in 2013 of the first National Disability Action Plan which opened a new way for structured, open and coordinated planning and action for disability. Our second action plan for 2017-2020 is now being prepared.
Legal Framework on Disability
The Constitution of the Republic of Cyprus safeguards fundamental rights of all persons and establishes among others the principle of equality for all. There is a rich legal framework for the protection and promotion of the rights of persons with disabilities consisting of 12 laws specifically regulating rights of persons with disabilities and another 25 laws containing regulations for the rights of persons with disabilities among others. The effort for modernization of existing legislation and further harmonization with the Convention is and will be continuous. Of course the ratifying law by which the Convention has been incorporated in national law is superior to any other law. 
Persons with disabilities in Cyprus

Available statistics by the Cyprus Statistical Service and Eurostat show that 21% of Cypriots over 15 years old declare having a long term mild, moderate or severe limitation in their activity.
There are different data bases in public services according to the beneficiaries of specific laws, programs and schemes and there are also data bases in Disabled People Organisations according to their members. A national data base on disability is gradually being constructed through the Disability Assessment Centers which will provide aggregated data on a large population of persons with disabilities.
Women and children with disabilities (art. 6 and 7)
Women and girls with disabilities have all the rights and are entitled to all support services and benefits as all persons with disabilities. The rights of children with disabilities are additionally protected as for all children by the Convention for the Rights of the Child which Cyprus has ratified.

Accessibility (art. 9)
In the area of accessibility, in some sectors continuous progress is noted whereas in others more actions are needed. Accessibility requirements for public buildings are to be further enhanced by a modification and modernization of existing legislation which is expected to be approved by the House of Representatives soon. Improvements in accessibility of public service buildings, public schools, public hospitals and public roads are every year budgeted and carried out. Local authorities in cooperation with NGOs implemented many projects in the last five years ensuring an important number of fully accessible beaches in Cyprus that Cypriots and tourists with disabilities enjoy. The Cyprus Tourism Organisation’s website provides relevant information. Cypriot airports which operate under a public-private partnership offer high quality accessibility and related services and have been awarded for this on a European level. Regarding access to bus transportation Cyprus is in accordance with EU regulation concerning the rights of passengers in bus and coach transport. Among the obligations of the private contracting companies managing public buses is the provision of a customized customer’s service through which a person with disability may book and arrange customized individual transport service. 


Equal recognition before the law (art. 12)
Cyprus recognizes the need to harmonize existing legislation with Article 12 of CRPD so all individuals can enjoy maximum possible support in decision making and legal capacity. A draft law was prepared in 2014 introducing for the first time the concept of self-advocacy and supported decision making.  As organizations of the disabled disagreed with this draft law a new special working group was set up in 2015 by a ministerial decision to have further consultations. The basic principles and required mechanisms for supported decision making were agreed but some legal disagreements remained to be worked out. The Ministry of Labour, Welfare and Social Insurance will complete the law drafting procedure within this year.


Liberty and security of the person (art.14)

 

The Mental Health Services offer a variety of community based services that aim to prevent and eliminate involuntary detention of people with disabilities. The only approved institution for involuntary detention of mental health patients is the Psychiatric Athalassa Hospital in Nicosia. During the last decades the majority of persons were deinstitutionalized from the Psychiatric Hospital. Today 74 persons (21 women and 53 men aged 25 – 70) are still being treated in the Hospital, while the Ministry of Health intensifies efforts for the deinstitutionalization of all.

Liberty of movement and nationality (art.18)

According to the Refugee Laws 2000-2016 the rights of refugees for social assistance and health care are ensured and are equal to the rights of Cypriot citizens. 



Living independently and being included in the community (art.19)


 Persons with all types of disabilities, exercise their choice for where to live and with whom mainly through the state social financial benefits to which they are entitled to. The majority of them live at their home. 
Persons with disabilities with no adequate financial means are entitled to a care allowance up to €400 monthly for home care, up to €137 monthly for attendance at a day center and up to €745 monthly for 24-hour care in an institution. There are 20 day centers and 14 homes in the community serving exclusively 500 persons with severe disabilities run by NGOs and subsidized by the Social Welfare Services. To meet further needs of persons with autism or multiple severe disabilities a ministerial decision was taken to subsidize 5 more community homes in all cities for up to 8 persons in each home. 
In addition, the Department for Social Inclusion of Persons with Disabilities operates a number of social benefits schemes and services regardless of income criteria, which aim to offset the cost of disability experienced by persons and facilitate living in the community and personal assistance. 7.000 citizens are recipients of these benefits for a total cost of €30 m annually. Benefits concern monthly allowances to persons with blindness, mobility disability, paraplegia, tetraplegia, and financial assistance for purchasing a wheelchair, various kinds of equipment and assistive technology, specially equipped cars etc.
In an attempt to strengthen the legal and institutional framework for persons with mental disabilities living and be included in the community the Ministry of Health has prepared a new draft law for Community Mental Health Care which is soon to be submitted to the Council of Ministers and the House of Representatives for approval. 
Education (art. 24)
The Laws for the Education and Training of Children with Special Needs (1999 – 2014) are the legislative framework which regulate the identification of children with disabilities; their assessment and placement in the educational setting with provision of teachers, school assistants, educational resources, special equipment, assistive technology; the development of an Individualized Educational Programme and the ongoing evaluation of the child’s progress. 
All children in Cyprus regardless of gender, ethnic origin and irrespective of the residential status of their parents are entitled to have access to free education and are eligible for educational support. The majority of children with disabilities are educated within the mainstream classroom, at their local school. 

Special emphasis is given to ensuring curriculum access with the use of assistive technology, changes to teaching and learning arrangements, classroom organisation, extra time during exams etc. Furthermore Information that is normally provided in writing is made more accessible by providing it in Braille or in large print for children with visual disabilities whereas sign language interpreters are available for deaf children. Special equipment as well as school assistants are provided to children at school where needed.
Special educational services are also provided in Special Classes within mainstream schools.  A very small percentage of children with disabilities (less than 1% of the school population) are educated in Special Classes. Special classes provide more intensive educational support to a small number of pupils in a class whilst maintaining contact and integration with a specific reference class of the school following the regular curriculum in specific subjects. They participate in all schools extracurricular activities, school concerts and field trips along with their non- disabled classmates. 

Less than 1% of the school population is educated in Special schools. All special schools develop networks of contacts and joint activities with mainstream schools to minimize segregation. They have the appropriate staff (Special teachers, speech therapists, occupational therapists, psychologists, music therapists, physiotherapists, nurses and other specialists as well as auxiliary staff) to meet the needs of all children. In addition to their educational programme, special schools’ programme contains a major element of self-help and independence skills, social and emotional skills development, recreational skills, communication skills and vocational training. Special schools also have pre-vocational and vocational training programs designed to assist the transition from school to work or from school to other vocational training authorities. 

Expenditure on special education for providing equipment, assistive technology, school assistants, transportation and grants to parent associations amounts €12 m. annually. In addition 1.000 teachers, special education teachers and therapists are involved in special education for 9.600 children. 

Recognizing that there is room for reforms within our educational system a special working group was appointed by a ministerial order tasked with formulating recommendations on reforms needed. A policy paper is being drafted so that it can be put up for public consultation.  
Health (art.25)

The provision of health care services is mainly regulated by the Ministry of Health although there are also private health providers. The Ministry of Health in Cyprus sets as a first priority the reform of the health care sector and proceeds with the introduction of a National Health System with the aim of quality improvement and accessibility of patients. The new NHS draft law is at the House of Representatives for approval. NHS among others principles will introduce free choice of a health provider and universal coverage. 

Most of people living in the country enjoy easy access to healthcare services such as: medical, nursing, dentists and mental health services. All persons with disabilities are exempted from the payment of a fee at the Accident and Emergency Departments of public hospitals. Persons with disabilities based on family income criteria as well as specific groups of persons with disabilities with increased risk of health problems, are holders of a public hospital medical card and are entitled to a low fee to visit a general or special doctor and receive medication.
36 primary health centers and 230 sub health centers on geographical distribution are in place serving citizens especially the elderly and people with disabilities. There is continuous training of health professionals on dealing with all population groups.
The community Mental Health Centers serve habitants of Cyprus with metal health problems, in urban and rural areas. On the other hand the Mental Health Services for Children and Adolescents offer outpatient and community services in all major cities. Amongst others, they receive referrals of families and children with disabilities from birth onwards and from the multidisciplinary professional teams (child psychiatrists, clinical psychologists, occupational therapists and mental health nurses) which provide the necessary interventions and support in collaboration with other Services such as the Social Services and the Health Visitors Services. 

Work and employment (art.27)

To support persons with disabilities access in employment in the open labour market there is a series of measures in place: firstly, specially trained Employment Counselors of the Department of Labour give priority to persons with disabilities in interviews for vacant posts and run schemes financed by the European Social Fund which offer incentives to employers in the private sector to recruit persons with disabilities. Additional programmes run by the Department for Social Inclusion of Persons with Disabilities being: the subsidization of small units for self-employment, the subsidization of supported employment programs and a quota system for employment in the wider public sector. In times of unemployment though what really adds value is the creation of new jobs and that is why an initiative is in progress by our government for a new legal framework for social enterprises on a horizontal basis for all vulnerable groups. 



Adequate standard of living and social protection (art.28)

The Guaranteed Minimum Income introduced in 2014 is used as the main tool to ensure that Cypriot citizens are protected from poverty and guaranteed a socially acceptable minimum standard of living. A person with disability fulfilling income criteria is entitled to an amount of up to €480 per month for basic needs plus a rent allowance and other housing expenses, and an additional monthly amount of €368 (226+142), as disability allowance. A child with disability is entitled to these benefits irrespective of family income. 8.500 persons with disabilities are recipients of GMI or former Public Assistance benefits.
Persons facing disability during their working life are entitled to social benefits by the Social Insurance Fund based on their insurance contributions. The purpose of invalidity pension is to enable the person to meet basic needs because of loss of income from work.  6.000 persons receive an invalidity pension with a total cost of €47 m.
International Cooperation (art.32)

In the framework of international cooperation in promoting the implementation of the Convention and utilizing the opportunity of Cyprus’s Presidency of the Council of Europe, on the 27th and 28th of March we are hosting in Nicosia an important conference in cooperation with the Council of Europe. The conference will launch the new Council of Europe Strategy on Disability for 2017-2023 titled “Human Rights: a reality for all”.

Finishing our opening remarks I would like once again to thank you for our dialogue. We will welcome the recommendations of the Committee and we declare our commitment to continuous hard work in making the rights of persons with disabilities a reality. 
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