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E&OE… 
Thank you for that introduction Professor McCallum. You are absolutely right. We lawyers must stick together, nobody else would stick up for us, that is for sure! 

My friend and colleague the Hon Kevin Rudd; Senator Jan McLucas; my other parliamentary colleagues; Antoni and our friends from Indonesia; ladies and gentleman.

I am absolutely delighted to have the opportunity to be involved in the Australian launch, if you like, of the World Health Organisation’s World Report on Disability launched earlier in New York, and also a report that has been prepared by the Australian Disability and Development Consortium Implementing Disability - inclusive Development in the Pacific and Asia.

As previous speakers, Ron and Kevin, have indicated, there are about a billion people in the world who live with a disability and of that number up to 190 million have a severe disability. They are the statistics, but behind each figure there is a story, challenges that need to be addressed and life experiences that only a few of us in this room can imagine.

Disabilities can descend into a vicious circle. Disabilities can increase the risk of poverty. Poverty can increase the risk of disabilities.

The reports, both of the reports, show that people with disabilities can have lower educational outcomes, lower health outcomes, lower economic outcomes and I urge you to read the World Report on Disability. I am delighted to see it’s got a tiny USB so we can take it away and access it, pass it on to others.

I am also very pleased that we now have the next Development Bulletin Implementing Disability - inclusive Development in the Pacific and Asia which focuses on our region.

As the Foreign Minister will attest, there are many pressing issues around the world, but we must focus on efforts and our energies on our region, on our neighbourhood and that is where we have the most influence and it is where we can do the most good.

I understand that about 25 per cent of the population in the Asia Pacific live with a disability. That is higher than the global figure of about 15 per cent, about 25 per cent. And this Bulletin indicates what Australia can achieve if it works in co-operation with partner countries to address a range of challenges that people living with disabilities have and their carers and their families.

The Asia Pacific is a diverse region. We have a rich diversity – economically, politically, culturally, socially. There is great diversity among the disability community as well – physical, intellectual disabilities, psycho-social disabilities, challenges facing women and young people and those living in rural and regional areas. And this report sets out a number of case studies, recommendations and likewise. It is worth a read.
 
The Coalition launched a Disabilities and Carers Policy at the last election - as did the Government, as did other parties - and in our policy we suggested the establishment of an independent Commonwealth Ombudsman for Disabilities and Carers, so there was an independent voice at the centre of the government to raise the specific issues that people living with disabilities and their carers face.

Much of our policy focused on educational opportunities because, as in other areas of life, education is the key - access, inclusion, participation. We suggested issues like an education card, a voucher for students with disabilities and hoped we would be able to reach about 6,000 students with disabilities that way. We had an education tax rebate for families caring for students with disabilities.

As a former Education Minister I have some understanding of the enormous challenges faced by schools, by teachers, by parents, by other students and students with disability.

And while Australia can pat itself on the back about best practice – and our education system does very well in that regard, and I was speaking to our friends in Indonesia just then about how much Australia has managed to achieve in providing access and participation and inclusive opportunities for students with disabilities – there is still so much more that we can do.

About 10 years ago I became involved in a program set up in Western Australia by the Disability Council over there called Adopt-a-Pollie. Now it may seem counter-intuitive to adopt a politician – it is not everyone’s cup of tea – but the Disability Council contacted politicians, state and federal, and asked them to be adopted by a family who had amongst their family members a person with disability.

I was adopted by a family, as many of my colleagues were, and it wasn’t just for a day, it wasn’t just for a year, it was full time being with a family – when the children went to school, when they were going for their first job, when they lost their job, when there were occasions of great sadness, occasions of great joy. And it wasn’t until I was adopted by this family that I understood what it was like to be in their shoes. It had a profound impact on me.

AusAid is to be congratulated for its leadership role. I am particularly excited by the success of its scholarship program, and having Antoni Tsaputra here today is testament to that – and what a fine example of how well this leadership program works, to have so many politicians today aware of the difference it has made to so many lives. AusAid, congratulations for that leadership role.

Ladies and gentleman, these reports capture the spirit of the United Nations Millennium Development Goals that we signed back in the year 2000 and they build on the work, they build on the energy, the effort behind the Declaration on the Rights of Persons with a Disability. And I recall that Foreign Minister Alexander Downer was very proud of the fact that in March 2007, when we signed that convention, Australia was one of the first of the world’s nations to do so.

A Convention that promotes, protects and ensures that people with disability can have the full enjoyment of human rights and fundamental freedoms, with an aspiration that all people with disability can live full and inclusive lives with dignity. That is what we are doing here today. That is what these reports are about.

