Report on the National Conference on Access to Justice and Legal Capacity: Strategies for Implementing the CRPD, held in Costa Rica, 18-20 May 2010. 

RI is pleased to announce that it has just completed its national conference, on Access to Justice and Legal Capacity: Strategies for Implementing the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons With Disabilities, held in San Jose, Costa Rica from 18-20 May 2010. The three-day  activity dedicated  the first day to bringing together persons with disabilities and DPO leaders in order to present a forum for networking, capacity building, strategic planning, and creating cohesion within the movement for implementing the CRPD in Costa Rica. At the opening of the event RI Secretary General Venus Ilagan spoke of the groundbreaking nature of the CRPD, emphasizing the fact that persons with disabilities now have a tool by which to champion the protection of their rights. Ms. Ilagan went on to stress the  importance of the disability community coming together and advocating for implementation and compliance with the CRPD, noting that through strength in numbers and unity in voices the disability community can advocate for and see to it that change occurs. From there Luis Fernando Astorga, a local disability leader and advocate, spoke on the national disability movement in the country and how it can influence the political decision making of Costa Rica. Methods for unifying and working together were presented as well as examples of good practices and methods of advocacy. Erika Alvarez, a lawyer with a disability, then spoke on the issue of women and the disability movement, stressing that women with disabilities must be included in the movement and be provided with the same opportunities as men with disabilities. She gave examples of the achievements of women with disabilities, ways for them to advocate for inclusion, and ways for DPO’s to outreach to women with disabilities. Following these speakers the participants began group workshops in which the following projects were developed: Strategic plan for mainstreaming disability rights into the national agenda, development of a cohesive message and advocacy campaign  for persons with disabilities and DPOs based on the advocacy strategies and good practices presented by RI and its speakers in the conference, ways to use the mass media to gain support for the national Personal Autonomy Bill (law 7600) and to raise public awareness of the rights of persons with disabilities as well as awareness on the frequent violation of these rights, and strategies for generating support of the CRPD and the Personal Autonomy Bill within the Congress and Judiciary so that there is stronger enforcement of rights and consequences for violation of those rights. 

During the second and third days of the conference members of the political, NGO, human rights, legal, and judicial spheres joined persons with disabilities and DPO leaders to discuss the methods for and issues of implementing the CRPD, specifically the issues of access to justice and legal capacity. At her opening speech Ms. Ilagan discussed the importance of the CRPD and the need for national support and reform to bring about effective and meaningful implementation. Ms. Ilagan stressed that persons with disabilities must be included in all decision making processes that affect their lives, and that the CRPD must be the guideline for all legal reform. After this speech an overview of the legal history of Curatela (guardianship laws and system of Costa Rica) and how it conflicts with the principles of the CRPD was presented, followed by Rodrigo Jimenez, one of the drafters for the Personal Autonomy Bill in Costa Rica, speaking on the development of the Personal Autonomy Bill. Mr. Jimenez provided an overview of the rights ensured by the bill and spoke on how the principles of the CRPD were used as a framework for the rights and protections within the Personal Autonomy Bill. This was key as it showed a national good practice example of reform centered on the CRPD, and demonstrated the process by which this can happen to the diverse range of participants. Mr. Jimenez additionally discussed the need for enforcement of the rights of persons with disabilities. He cited the fact that without enforcement rights will have little meaning. 

In the afternoon of the second day the pro bono firm BLP Abogados, presented a non-finalized round of recommendations, noting that they were present at the event to gain further input from the disability community and would work with RI to develop a final round of recommendations to follow the conference. The final set of recommendations will be presented as a basis for seeking national reform. The lawyers provided a foundation for using the principles of the CRPD to shape legal reform, noting that current Curatela laws do not comply with the standards of the CRPD. Following this discussion the lawyers took part in group workshop activities where the participants were able to directly discuss with them the kind of legal reform needed, how to advocate for that reform, and how to use the finalized recommendations that will be distributed following the conference as a basis for advocating for national reform. 

The final day of the conference began with the development and discussion of strategies for lobbying Congress and the Judiciary to make disability rights a priority, and to bring about the reform needed to fully implement the CRPD. Good practice examples of how to approach congress were presented, as well as how to work together to create a unified voice so that the movement will have strength in numbers and therefore greater political influence. Advocacy materials such as templates for writing letters, lobbying strategies, and shared practices from the US Civil Rights and Women Rights movements were presented. Key principles of the CRPD such as access to justice and legal capacity were discussed in the context of how to use the CRPD as a tool for seeking reform. 

Of significance was the presence of two Justices of the Costa Rican Supreme Court as well as one Congressman and two Congresswomen. These key political and judicial stakeholders were able to work directly with the participants, including those with disabilities and those from DPOs, and through this working relationship two significant outcomes were reached. First a member of the Supreme Court spoke stating that he did not fully understand the importance of this work, or the lack of enforcement of the rights of persons with disabilities before this conference. He now believed that he would not only better protect and provide appropriate remedies for persons with disabilities, but he felt it was his duty to work with the movement to help encourage other members of the legal community to push for reform and enforcement of rights. Secondly, the three members of Congress signed a commitment to work with the disability community to bring about reform and the realization of the principles of the CRPD, to push for Congress to mainstream rights of persons with disabilities and enforcement of laws like the Personal Autonomy Bill to ensure that Costa Rica moves toward full compliance. They then took the signed commitment back to Congress to obtain additional signatures and will send an official copy back to RI for dissemination. This event was of such national significance that several news papers are in the process of writing articles commemorating this commitment.

RI is now undertaking the process of working with the pro-bono lawyers, the advisory board, and the participants to produce a finalized copy of the legal reform recommendations. These recommendations will be sent to the participants, to regional members, partners, members of the Judiciary, members of the Congress, and to international stakeholders in order to use the momentum produced by the conference to bring about true and lasting change. 

In addition there were a few unexpected yet positive outcomes of the conference. First the participants not only worked together for advocacy and reform but also developed connections and shared support and inspiration among one another. For example one young women with a disability who attended the conference stated that after learning more about the CRPD and the principles it sets forth, the rights of persons with disabilities, and after hearing stories of other women with disabilities, she now believes that she can make a difference in society. Previously she had been told by others, including her husband, that she was not capable of doing things such as getting an education, working, or participating in many aspects of society because of her disability. Now the young woman is determined to get her education and to connect with other women with disabilities, and is working with other participants to become active in DPO’s. Secondly, after the conference the participants, including key established and key emerging leaders among the disability community met together to further explore ways they can work together to push for incorporation of the CPRD and reform of the national laws according to the pending recommendations. This is of significance as many of the key leaders do not live in close proximity and have never before been able to meet all at once and discuss these important issues. Lastly, although unplanned in the initial working plan RI is exploring, with the assistance of participants, the idea of establishing a Latin American Regional forum for the CPRD and advancement of the rights of persons with disabilities. This idea stems from a discussion RI staff had with a participant who had been trying to establish a similar network for the deaf community. As mentioned above RI is continuing to work on these efforts and hopes to open a forum by mid fall. 

