Ace Boncato
Strengthening Emerging Leaders with Disability

Barriers and Opportunities

Good afternoon everyone, I would like to start by saying how wonderful it is to be here with my fellow Australian DPO youth delegates, to speak with you about something that I believe can have a positive impact on the implementation of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities.

Today, I would like to talk about how important it is to take into account the diversity of society when incorporating the CRPD principles in the work we do, especially the work we do with young people with disability.

My experiences in the disability rights movement has predominantly been focused on working towards a society that supports the cultural diversity of its people with disability.  Australia is a multicultural country, made up of one dominant culture, which is the Anglo-Australian culture, and many minority cultures, made up of our First People and migrants.  
Because of this, the services and supports for people with disability have mainly been targeted to, and is most accessible to, the dominant culture.  This results in many people missing out on essential supports and services, such as health, education and employment.  
There are number reasons why this happens.  One of the reasons is due to a lack of accessible information provided to minority cultures which results in a lack of understanding around how the service system works.  
However, it can be much deeper than that and goes to the very fabric, the shaping of how one thinks, and how one perceives disability to be.

For example, I myself, have experienced first-hand the differences in people's understanding around disability.  Being born and raised in Australia, I have grown up with a certain set of beliefs and values, and having the freedom to be who I want to be, where the word "can't" was just not used.  
However, I realised that not everyone had the same upbringing as I did, when I first visited the country where my parents were born, in South-East Asia.  I remember one of the elders commented that I had brittle bones as a result of a supernatural occurrence.  
Since then I have come to realise that I belong to a culture that views disability much differently to the way I do.  This culture, that although, I love dearly, sees a person with disability as not having potential to live a life like any other person.

So how does this relate to our topic at hand?  Well, understandings and perceptions around disability has the potential to greatly affect one's choices, decisions and  sense of self. How can you be a leader, and advocate for yourself and for others, to get equitable access to education, information, employment and health services, when you don't even realise that you can actually study, work, have children, and go out?
Despite a few minor issues, I have been lucky.  I had people who wanted to hear what I had to say.  And boy did I always have a lot to say!  I had opportunities to have a voice, through the NSW Youth Advisory Council and the Multicultural Disability Advocacy Association of NSW, which is a DPO in Australia that provides young people from diverse backgrounds, the information and tools they need, to be advocates for human rights.

My story is only one of so many others.  Wouldn't it be great if all young people had the freedom to have a voice without being judged, to tell their stories, to have a say about what they want for their lives, for their communities, for their countries and for the world.  How do we make these conversations happen?

How do we celebrate diversity and validate the important issues of young people with disability and make sure these are reflected in the way we operationalise the UN CRPD and move forward with a post-2015 agenda that is enhanced and directed by young people with disability.  
We need to provide resources to DPOs who have the experience and expertise to work specifically with young people from diverse backgrounds, so that they can continue to provide opportunities for young people to advocate for change.  At the same time, we need to ensure that DPOs in general are age-responsive and culturally responsive in order to cater to the needs of young people with disability.

It is only if we provide these opportunities for the active participation of young people in leadership roles, can we bridge the intergenerational gap, reach diverse communities and come to a mutual understanding of what disability rights and inclusion really means.
Governments need to implement practical strategies to encourage young people to be part of decision making processes, as well as provide resources to build the capacity of young people to take the lead and be part of building a sustainable future, that is inclusive and celebrates diversity. 

This Conference of States Parties is a way for each of us to connect, compare notes and have a conversation about what we can do to work together.  Let's make these conversations count.
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