This document was submitted by Citizens With Disabilities – Ontario to the Federal government on July 31, 2009 in response to their “Questionnaire for the online stakeholder consultation on the ratification of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities”
Save this questionnaire on your computer and fill in your comments when convenient. 

Once completed, you can upload the questionnaire back onto the Web site by going to the following Web address:

www15.rhdcc-hrsdc.gc.ca/ upload 
Or, you can send the completed questionnaire to the Office for Disability Issues by email, regular mail, or by fax.

The purpose of this questionnaire is to offer a series of questions to consider in providing your views to the Government of Canada on the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (Convention). Should you not wish to follow the provided questionnaire format to give your feedback, you may skip to question 12, which allows you to write in your comments. 
1) Please identify whether you are participating in this consultation on behalf of yourself, an organization or association, or if you do not wish to disclose.
This response has been prepared by Citizens with Disabilities – Ontario (CWDO).   

CWDO was incorporated as a not-for-profit organization in 2005.  We are committed to the rights of all persons to participate fully in the civil, cultural, economic, political and social life of their communities.  We actively promote the rights, freedoms and responsibilities of persons with disabilities through community development, social action, and member support and referral.  Our primary activity is public education and awareness about the social and physical barriers that prevent the full inclusion of persons with disabilities in Ontario.  

Currently, we have over 1,700 members in more than 80 of Ontario’s electoral districts. We conduct our meetings on-line, through a virtual conference center. We are a cross-disability organization continuously reaching out to smaller communities and other organizations to further enhance our own understanding and sensitivity respecting functionality of different types of disabilities.  
Our website is www.cwdo.org and our email is membership@cwdo.org. 
2) What are the greatest barriers that persons with disabilities face to participating fully within the community?                                                                                                                                    
Citizens with Disabilities - Ontario has identified four key barriers as the greatest barriers:

1.  Attitudinal barriers. There is a general lack of disability awareness, tolerance and knowledge of disability issues among the general public.  This is especially pronounced for invisible disabilities such as mental health and developmental disabilities.
2.  Restrictions on freedom of movement between provinces continue to be a major concern. Services for persons with disabilities are dependent upon a person’s geographic location within Canada.  The services that are available to persons with disabilities vary greatly depending on which province or territory we live in.  Moreover, persons with disabilities who live in rural areas may not have access to or even awareness of what is available.  In many cases, programs and services are not transferable from one province to another, for example, attendant services, assistive devices, health benefits and income benefits.
3.  Adequate standard of living. Persons with disabilities are more likely to live in poverty, have a more difficult time finding employment and, whether employed or not, incur more disability-related expenses than members of the general public.  As such, poverty and income security are major concerns and “sentence “people with disabilities to a lower standard of living whether they are working or not.  Persons with disabilities may have difficulty accessing education and training opportunities, which, in turn, limits our access to suitable employment and other opportunities.  
4. 
Accessibility needs. Mobility is a major issue for persons with disabilities and physical barriers. Even in a country like Canada, physical barriers continue to prevent persons with disabilities from participating fully in society. Other barriers also prevent our participation, such as lack of consideration for different learning styles, communication needs of people with vision or hearing impairments, mental health concerns, and environmental sensitivities to name a few.
5. 
Alternate formats. A lack of information and communications provided in accessible formats limits access to information and participation in society.  
3) Please provide examples of federal government actions that have had a positive impact on your life or the lives of persons with disabilities.
· Protection against discrimination under the s. 15 of the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms provides a strong framework of rights and serves as a catalyst to further strengthen the rights of persons with disabilities at the provincial and municipal levels.  The role of a rights framework to address equity disparities cannot be underestimated.
· Income tax incentives encourage businesses to undertake initiatives to benefit the community, such as hiring persons with disabilities and making facilities, vehicles, etc. accessible to persons with disabilities

· Income tax benefits which offset disability-related expenses borne by persons with disabilities

· Criteria for allocating federal funds that are imposed on the provinces, such as how health care funding may be used 
· Enabling Accessibility Fund expands on opportunities for the participation of persons with disabilities in events across Canada

· Canada Access Grant for Students with Disabilities assists in the cost of education including the incremental additional cost of disability-related supports and services 
· Registered Disability Savings Plan enables persons with disabilities to have a bit of a “nest egg” that does not jeopardize other disability income benefits
· The Office for Disability Issues promotes positive regard for persons with disabilities and oversees the collection of data (e.g. Participation and Activity Limitation (PALS) Survey) which assists all sectors, as well as persons with disabilities, to track our progress and identify areas that remain to be addressed.
4) What are your views on the opportunities or challenges presented by Canada’s ratification of the Convention, particularly for persons with disabilities?
Citizens With Disabilities – Ontario perceives the following key opportunities or benefits to ratifying the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons With Disabilities:

· It will demonstrate Canada’s continuing commitment to include persons with disabilities in society and work and move us closer to full recognition of our rights.  Again, the role of a rights framework to address equity disparities cannot be underestimated.
· The international focus of the Convention will help to highlight Canada as a world leader in disability issues and allow for valuable knowledge exchange around current disability policy and practice throughout the world. 
· Ratifying the Convention would also provide great opportunities to increase the accessibility of public transportation; employment; education; and health care etc.  
And challenges:

· It may be challenging to implement the Convention uniformly in all parts of Canada due to the federal system of Canadian government (i.e., multiple levels of government – federal, provincial, municipal). As such, monitoring of the implementation of the UN Convention must be taken very seriously to ensure equality of rights across the country.   
5) It is the Government of Canada’s practice to ensure that prior to ratifying a human rights convention, Canada's domestic laws, policies and programs are consistent with the terms of the convention.  The process is underway. 

With this in mind, in your view, are Canada's existing laws and policies generally consistent with the provisions of the Convention? If not, what specific changes or measures would be required (focusing particularly on the federal level) prior to ratification of the Convention?

Although generally, we are not lawyers or legal experts, we have an overall sense that Canada’s existing laws and policies are consistent with the Convention.  
6) What benefits do you see, on an international level, flowing from Canada ratifying the Convention?

There are international benefits flowing from the Convention.  If Canada, as a wealthy, powerful country that has so much, how could other countries be expected to address the rights of persons with disabilities.  We would be able to participate in valuable dialogue about global disability issues and learn about other approaches to disability policy. We need to lead by example.  

It would make Canada more appealing to tourists with disabilities and businesses that serve the disabled community.  
Canada could become recognized as a world leader in terms of accessibility and accessible technologies.  
Canada would be more appealing to immigrants as well.
7) In your view, what should be the key areas for federal government action related to protecting and promoting the rights of persons with disabilities in light of the obligations set out in the Convention?

The federal government should focus on the following areas in light of the obligations set out in the Convention as well as the particulars of the Canadian context: 
Article 8 - Awareness-raising

As mentioned earlier, attitudinal barriers and lack of knowledge about disability issues continue to be a major barrier to full participation in Canadian society. Concerted efforts to address these barriers must be taken.

Article 9 – Accessibility

Ontario is leading the way on accessibility in Canadian with its work on the Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act. The federal government should create, through a consultative process, federal legislation that promotes the identification, prevention and removal of barriers such as the Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act (AODA), and that will obligate all levels of government across the country to address accessibility and promote the full participation of persons with disabilities. 

The federal government should implement a federal program for assistive devices so that all persons with disabilities can have access to the technology and adaptive equipment they need to participate fully in Canadian society. 
There needs to be broader promotion of the range of programs and services available to persons with disabilities and to businesses to help address accessibility barriers (e.g., tax incentives, grants, and so on).
Article 19 - Living independently and being included in the community

The work of deinstitutionalization should be continued in Canada, with adequate supports and programs in place for community living. 

Article 27 - Work and employment

The government could do more to make employers more aware of government funding programs available to help make workplaces more accessible.  Not enough employers know about these programs.  
The HRSDC could do more to help employees with disabilities get matched up with suitable employment opportunities and employers who are willing to hire them.  
The federal government should implement a federal program for accommodating persons with disabilities in the workplace, especially to encourage small businesses to hire persons with disabilities.  Ontario has an Accommodation Fund for its own employees, that small businesses may not be able to offer.  Such a program would add to the possibilities for employment for persons with disabilities.
Article 33 - National implementation and monitoring

Canada must take Article 33 seriously so that signing the Convention is not merely a symbolic gesture. Canada must create a new body or expand existing offices to monitor the progress of any work done under the UN Convention. This body should include substantial direction and participation of Canadians with disabilities. 

8) The Convention states that countries need to consult and engage with persons with disabilities, including children and disability organizations, concerning issues relating to persons with disabilities. What are your views on when and how the Government of Canada should engage persons with disabilities and disability organizations?

Consultation should occur very early in the process, and when they are further along, consult with us again to ensure no unintentional barriers are created.  Bring people together to build consensus about what can and should be done.
Persons with disabilities representing a variety of impairment types and intersectional identities should be consulted at all stages throughout the process. 
Persons with disabilities can be engaged in a variety of media, including on-line or electronic consultations, public media, town hall meetings and by having some representatives on the committees who are organizing the consultations. CWDO would be willing to share information about any upcoming consultations with our membership. 
If consultation is international, it will reach a broader audience and enrich ideas through creativity and innovation.  Canada should consult both with our own citizens and on an international basis.
9) The Convention requires countries to establish and maintain mechanisms to protect and promote the rights set out in the Convention as well as to monitor matters relating to its implementation in Canada. At the federal level, Canada already has the Canadian Human Rights Commission and the Office for Disability Issues and, at the national level, other bodies, such as disability organizations, that engage in protecting, promoting and monitoring many of the rights set out in the Convention. 

Do you believe these existing mechanisms are sufficient for the purposes of Canada's ratification of the Convention to promote and protect the rights of persons with disabilities and to monitor the implementation of the Convention at the federal level? 

Are there additional mechanism(s) you would suggest? What would their role be and how would they interact with existing federal mechanisms? 
It is possible to expand some areas to include the work of monitoring the UN Convention, for example the mandate of the Office for Disability Issues. However, the scope of ratifying the UN Convention must not be downplayed. When Canada signs the Convention, Canada must be willing to implement substantial changes throughout the country and create an adequate mechanism to monitor the progress of these changes. As such, creating an organization such as an independent “Equity Directorate” or “Inclusion Directorate” would be advisable. 

Whichever mechanism is adopted, the Justice system should be included.  The legal aid system could do a great deal to help defend and protect the rights of persons with disabilities, as well as a legal access funding program such as the one recently discontinued.  Such programs enable persons with disabilities to have the assistance and advice they may require to access and ultimately, protect our rights.
While we have the Office for Disability Issues, the Council of Canadians with Disabilities, DRPI and others that exist to promote and defend rights, their capacity is limited.  Such organizations should be granted increased federal funding to ensure they have the capacity to do this work.
10) Do you have suggestions as to how the Government of Canada could work with the disability community to promote the Convention to the Canadian public?
Publicity regarding this consultation seemed quite limited.  The federal government could fund local organizations to publicize and educate people about the Convention and could make better use of media (TV, radio, newspapers, magazines, electronic media).
The government could hold a series of public education meetings in various communities, making sure that they are well publicized and accessible.  These should be co-hosted by organizations of persons with disabilities for increased credibility.  
The government could also publish guide books which could be distributed to disability organizations nation-wide.  A more simplified, grass roots source of information is needed.  Refer to work Ontario’s Accessibility Directorate has done to promote and clarify obligations under the Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act at www.accesson.ca. 
11) In the Convention, countries agree to collect and make available appropriate information, including statistics and research, to measure how well the Convention is being implemented. Please explain whether you feel Canada’s existing sources of data such as the Census, Participation and Activity Limitation Survey (PALS) and other administrative information will be adequate to meet this obligation.
In some ways they will be adequate, and in some ways they won’t.  The general public is not aware of these documents.  We need to bring this information to the general public.  For example, slide decks could be developed to portray key bits of information.
These resources are a good start for collecting this information. However, they will need to be revised and expanded in order to gather information that will specifically address the issues raised in the UN Convention. Each year, they may need to focus on specific areas of questions in order to track progress, e.g., on employment, children’s rights, health, social participation, education etc.
12) Do you have further comments, either generally or on specific articles of the Convention?
Citizens With Disabilities - Ontario supports the letter and spirit of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. We urge the government of Canada to ratify the Convention.
13) We would appreciate any feedback you may have about this on-line consultation.  In your view, has the consultation addressed the major issues? Was the consultation process with stakeholders and the public inclusive and accessible? 
CWDO wishes to note that the online consultation, as offered, would not be accessible to persons with disabilities who do not own a computer, have access to a computer and/or are not computer literate.  
The consultation should have been conducted in additional accessible formats such as focus groups, telephone surveys, and outreach through community-based organizations. A plain language brochure could have been included with information people might normally receive such as income benefits statements.
The public consultation process should have been better publicized and a longer time frame provided to consider the materials and submit a response.

Because of the technical nature of the materials, plain language summaries needed to be available, as well as ASL versions of the documents.  Information needed to be captured in audio format as well (e.g., with a few key questions that can be answered “yes” or “no”).  Have a simple response form as an option as well as a more detailed form like this one.
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