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I am very pleased to welcome you to this event on behalf of the European Commission. There is no group which is more worthy of support and attention than children with disabilities. It is a sad fact that in many societies, such children face marginalisation and prejudice, and are condemned to a life of hardened poverty and exploitation. It is not only wrong morally to write such children off as incapable of leading fulfilled and meaningful lives: such an approach also ignores the true potential which children with disabilities can realise when their rights and needs are recognised. That potential will be on full display today during the cultural programme, when children with disabilities will entertain us through their dancing, singing and a play. The inclusion of children with disabilities is not only a matter of social justice and the realisation of universal human rights, it is an essential investment in the future of society.  
Any honest appraisal of the level of support which is channelled across the world to realising the rights and needs of children with disabilities by governments and development partners alike would have to acknowledge the inadequacies of present efforts. That is partly because of competing pressures for scarce resources, partly because of persistent prejudices and partly because of inadequate understanding. There have also been conflicting impulses in the approach taken towards the realisation of the rights of persons with disabilities, exemplified by differences over whether those rights should be accommodated in mainstream structures, including in the educational field, or are better fulfilled through separate, dedicated mechanisms. 
In least developed countries such as Bangladesh, where resources are scarce and needs pronounced, it might be asserted that such debates are something of a luxury. The scale of what is required is thrown into sharp relief by the World Health Organisation’s estimate that around 10% of any population are disabled and that 82% of disabled people live below the poverty line. According to WHO, some 200 million children have a sensory, intellectual or mental health impairment. Around 80 % of them live in developing countries. 

As both a cause and effect of poverty, disability should be at the forefront of development thinking and practice, and every effort made to ensure that the resources that are available fully take into account the needs and rights of persons with disabilities. How might that be achieved? First, by listening to what persons with disabilities, including children, have to say about their own rights and needs. Second, by raising-awareness amongst key decision-makers and the wider community about such rights, and working for the removal of obstacles to their access to services and employment – a point which need not always raise financial considerations. I know that many organisations in Bangladesh are pursuing this goal with determination. Third, by ensuring that there is adequate legal protection for the rights of persons with disabilities, reinforcing a human rights-based approach to disability, rather than a purely charitable or medical one. There is a clear and overarching framework for action in all these fields encapsulated in the UN Standard Rules on the Equalisation of Persons with Disabilities and, in the EU context, in the EU Guidance Note on Disability and Development. 
Here in Bangladesh, there are welcome signs of a commitment to working towards the realisation of the rights of persons with disabilities. The entry into force last May of the UN Convention of the Rights of Persons with Disabilities was a major milestone in endeavours to promote, protect and ensure the full and equal enjoyment of all human rights and fundamental freedoms of persons with disabilities. Bangladesh can take pride in having played an instrumental part in effecting the entry into force of the Convention - as one of the first 20 ratifying States needed to trigger that development - and in being one of the first States to have ratified the Optional Protocol which governs communications to the Convention Committee. The UN Convention incorporates express references to children in Article 7, enjoining States Parties to take all necessary measures to ensure the full enjoyment by children with disabilities of all human rights and fundamental freedoms on an equal basis with other children and underlining the need to act in the best interests of the child and to take the child’s views into account. This reinforces the existing obligations included in the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, which enshrines fundamental principles applicable to all children - such as non-discrimination, the best interests of the child, survival and development, respect for the views of the child -  and which contains a special article on children with disabilities
Through our programmes and policy here, the European Commission is seeking to contribute to efforts to make these commitments a reality. We have allocated around 3 million euros to ongoing projects designed to further awareness of the rights of disabled people and to build capacity amongst grassroots organisations. Our partners include BPKS, ADD and Handicap International.  I trust that this seminar will furnish valuable food for thought as to how the government, civil society, private sector  and development partners might take our work forward together in this critical field.
