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Reflections From The General Assembly Of The United Nations
Kevin Cocks is the Director of a systems advocacy organisation in Queensland. He has always been interested in issues of social justice focusing on human rights for disadvantaged people, in particular for people with disability. In 2005 Kevin was awarded the Human Rights and Equal Opportunities Commission (HREOC) Human Rights Medal. In 2006 Kevin attended the United Nations as part of the delegation from Australia to participate in the ratification of the Convention on the Protection and Promotion of the Rights and Dignity of Persons with Disabilities. In this article, Kevin shares the experience of this moment in time that will provide a legal framework for people with disability to understand, aspire to and realise their human rights.

Shortly before 8pm, New York time on the 25th of August 2006, the chair of the United Nations Ad Hoc Committee, Don Mackay said these magic words: "I see no objection therefore the Convention is adopted ad referendum". The floor erupted with people rising in unison, applauding, whistling and cheering; it seemed to last forever.  About eight hundred people had been participating in the eighth session of the Ad Hoc Committee meeting, representing over one hundred and sixty countries or states, as they were called; from my observation, more than half of the delegates were people with disability.
The President of the UN General Assembly, Jan Eliasson, said in his address to the Ad Hoc Committee: "on my way down to the conference room I already knew history was being made; to be here and to witness it will make it all that more memorable. This is the first convention of this magnitude for this century". He told Ad Hoc Committee delegates that they were conveying to the world: "the message that we want to have a life with dignity for all and that all human beings are equal."  
The formal ratification of the Comprehensive and Integral International Convention on the Protection and Promotion of the Rights and Dignity of Persons with Disabilities took place in the General Assembly of the United Nations in January 2007 and the Convention was opened for countries to sign on the 30th of March 2007.  Australia was one of eighty two countries to sign up on that day, setting a record for the number of countries to sign any convention on the first day. 
A civil society is a society that universally embraces its citizens regardless of culture, gender, political, economic and social status, religion and sexuality and is connected by a common lived experience. A civil society identifies and acknowledges the structural barriers that marginalise, isolate and oppress people with disabilities.  A civil society is committed to promoting and protecting the human rights of people with a disability.
The UN Convention on the Protection and Promotion of the Rights and Dignity of Persons with Disabilities provides a legal framework to dismantle structural barriers, which directly and indirectly lead to the systemic discrimination of people with a disability. Discrimination denies us having equal opportunities: to fulfil our destinies as valued citizens, in family life, in neighbourhoods, in community life, in the political and economic arenas; to realise meaningful relationships and identities and to be mothers, fathers, lovers, sisters, brothers and mates.
As with all legislative frameworks there are compromises and thus, limitations.  However, as history has demonstrated until you have legislation that recognises and sets out to eradicate prejudice and discrimination, then prejudice and discrimination will continue unchecked.
The most significant aspect and accomplishment of the drafting of this Convention is the commitment of all delegates to design a human rights framework that would send the message to the world that to deny a person with a disability his or her human rights is now a matter for public concern and resolution and can no longer be dismissed as a personal dilemma to be resolved by the individual. 
The Chairman of the Ad Hoc Committee that negotiated the treaty, Don MacKay (New Zealand) stated that: "the new instrument marked a shift in thinking from disability as a social welfare concern to disability as a human rights issue".

Those at the eighth session, who influenced and finally witnessed the adoption of the Convention, were at the end of a journey that began thirty-five years ago: why did it take so long?  It has been argued that the resistance to such a convention was due to the belief, commonly held by governments and policymakers that the rights of persons with disabilities were already guaranteed by other human rights agreements.  In reality, however, persons with disabilities were deprived of those rights and were among the most marginalised and vulnerable people in most societies.
As a delegate at the Committee I must confess to experiencing an overwhelming sense of the magnitude of this event. Shortly before and for many minutes after the adoption on 25th August 2006, it dawned that we were making history; there were so many emotions running through my body that a few of them escaped down my cheek. This is the first Convention of this century, and it was completed in four years – the shortest ratification process ever.  The last Convention to be ratified, on the rights of the child, took ten years. 
Jan Eliasson further noted this comment from the Prime Minister of Sweden, who said: "my government will be judged by how well we treated our most vulnerable citizens". This Convention provides a framework for people with a disability and their families to clearly measure both on a qualitative and qualitative level, how well governments are treating their most vulnerable citizens.

In an address to the Franklin Delano Roosevelt International Disability Award Ceremony held at the United Nations in New York, Kofi Annan called for us to remember that: "equal participation requires not only dismantling barriers, but creating opportunities. Let us stress that societies that neglect the integration of persons with disabilities deprive themselves of the valuable contributions such individuals make."

Human rights as articulated in this convention will not be fully enjoyed by this or perhaps the next generation of people with disabilities.  However, this convention provides a platform for a prospect of improved quality of life for future generations of people with a disability and improved opportunity to live life as full citizens of their respective countries. 
