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Draft Concept Note
Symposium on Implementing Disability Rights Across the Commonwealth
St. John’s, Antigua and Barbuda
5 November 2026
1. Sixteen percent of the global population are persons with disabilities according to the World Health Organisation. In the Commonwealth, with a population of 2.7 billion people, this equates to 450 million persons with disabilities or disabled people.

2. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) was adopted by the General Assembly on 13th December 2006, making 2026 its 20th anniversary. Only three UN member states are not party to the UNCRPD, making it the core international human rights treaty with the second most States parties. Of the Commonwealth’s 56 countries, only Tonga is yet to become a State party.

3. The UNCRPD was largely framed by representatives of Disabled People’s Organisations (DPOs) based on their lived experience and thinking. The UNCRPD followed decades of work by the disabled people’s movement and the United Nations to change attitudes and approaches to persons with disabilities. Its adoption codified a shift away from persons with disabilities being viewed as “objects”  of charity, medical treatment and social protection towards regarding persons with disabilities as “subjects” with rights, who are capable of claiming those rights, making decisions for their lives based on their free and informed consent, and being active members of society (UN Enable).

4. The impetus for a Commonwealth Disability Inclusion Action Plan (DIAP) originated with members of the Commonwealth Disabled People’s Forum (CDPF) on attending CHOGM 2022 in Rwanda, where they found there were no disabled speakers, a lack of access and no focus on disability in the agenda. On reflection it became clear that unlike the United Nations and other multilateral organisations, the Commonwealth Secretariat had not embedded disability inclusion across its activities. Initially conceptualized as a disability inclusion protocol, the DIAP was developed by members of the CDPF from across the Commonwealth. Whilst it was not adopted by Heads of Government at the 2024 CHOGM in Samoa, the Communiqué gave a strong steer to the Commonwealth Secretariat to work with representative organisations of persons with disabilities and member country representatives to finalise the Disability Inclusion Action Plan.

5. From May 2025-March 2026, the DIAP was revised by an Expert Working Group of member country representatives, which was supported by an Advisory Group of DPOs and the Commonwealth Children and Youth Disability Network. Following the conclusion of the Expert Working Group’s deliberations, Commonwealth Law Ministers endorsed the revised DIAP, which will now be submitted to Commonwealth Heads of Government as a key outcome of the Commonwealth Law Ministers Meeting for formal adoption at CHOGM in Antigua and Barbuda in November 2026. 

6. The Commonwealth Disability Inclusion Action Plan is the first Commonwealth document to specifically focus on disability and set out agreed actions for member countries to strengthen inclusion and participation of disabled people. It follows the Communiqué issued at the 2024 Commonwealth Heads of Government Meeting, in which Heads “reaffirmed their commitment to ensuring, protecting and promoting the full realisation of the human rights and fundamental freedoms of all persons with disabilities, to fully implement the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities…”. 

7. The DIAP provides a framework for action by Commonwealth Member Countries and outlines how the Commonwealth Secretariat could support and facilitate such action. It accounts for the varied social and economic circumstances of Commonwealth countries. It also recognises that over 60% of the Commonwealth’s population is under the age of 30, and that particular attention must therefore be given to ensuring that the human rights of children and young persons with disabilities are fully realised. The Action Plan also notes that in implementing its actions, Commonwealth Member Countries and the Commonwealth Secretariat will consult with and actively involve persons with disabilities and their representative organisations, including children and young persons with disabilities and their representative organisations. 

8. The Commonwealth Disabled People’s Forum, Commonwealth Secretariat and the Government of Antigua and Barbuda are organising a 1-day Symposium on Implementing Disability Rights across the Commonwealth, to be convened on Thursday, 5th November, the day after CHOGM officially concludes. The Commonwealth Parliamentary Association, Independent Forum of Commonwealth Organisations and Commonwealth Sport are supporting partners. 

9. The overarching objective of the Symposium is to raise awareness about the Commonwealth Disability Inclusion Action Plan, highlight its importance to the Commonwealth, and advance its implementation. Other objectives include deepening understanding of the relationship between the DIAP and UNCRPD; sharing experiences, expertise and good practices on promoting and protecting disabled people’s rights; enhancing collaboration between governments and disable people’s organisations; and advocating for disabled people’s rights across the Commonwealth. 

10. Following a high-level opening, the Symposium will include three key sessions on legal and policy frameworks; perspectives of the Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities; reasonable accommodations with a focus on education, employment and political processes. The event will close with a plenary considering the way forward for the Commonwealth Disability Inclusion Action Plan. A reception will follow the Symposium. 

11. To ensure diverse perspectives are shared throughout the Symposium, gender parity, a youth focus and inclusion of the broadest possible range of impairments will be maintained across speakers, facilitators, and participants.  

12. Speakers currently confirmed include: Carla Qualtrough, Former Minister of Employment, Workforce Development and Disability Inclusion (Canada); Kerryann Ifill, Human Rights Commission (Barbados) and Hon. Edmund Hinkson, Member of Parliament (Barbados); Dr Floyd Morris, Member of the Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities and Former Senator (Jamaica); Dr Sruti Mohapatra, Founder and Secretary, Swabhiman (India); Sarah Kamau, United Disabled Persons of Kenya and Chair, Commonwealth Disabled People’s Forum (Kenya); Richard Rieser, General Secretary, Commonwealth Disabled People’s Forum (United Kingdom). 




Provisional Programme
	Time
	Session 

	8.00am
	Registration 

	8.45am
	Welcome High-Level Speakers and Photo

	9.00am – 9.30am 
	High-Level Opening Session 
Welcome remarks by CDPF
Opening Address by Government of Antigua and Barbuda
Remarks by United Kingdom Representative
Remarks by Commonwealth Secretariat
Remarks by Caribbean Development Bank


	9.30am – 10.15
	Session One: CRPD in Legislation and Practice Across the Commonwealth


	10.15am – 10.45am
	Coffee break

	10.45am – 12.45pm
	Session Two:  Good practice in reasonable accommodations – education, employment, political processes, climate change, sport and leisure 


	12.45pm – 2.00pm
	Lunch

	2.00pm – 3.30pm 
	Parallel Session A: Practical reflections from the Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities on effective implementation 

	Parallel Session B: Breakout session with disabled youth leaders: employment and skills development; combatting stigma and discrimination

	3.30pm – 4.00pm 
	Coffee break

	4.00pm – 4.30pm
	Feedback from Youth with Disabilities Breakout Group Session


	4.30pm – 5.30pm
	Pleanary: Commonwealth Disability Inclusion Action Plan: Journey to CHOGM and the Way Forward


	5.30pm – 5.45pm
	Closing Session


	6.00pm – 7.00pm 
	Reception 



For additional information on the Symposium, please contact:

Richard Rieser, General Secretary, Commonwealth Disabled People’s Forum
rlrieser@gmail.com,   Mobile +44(0)7715420727

Sarah Kamau  Chair Commonwealth Disabled People’s Forum  sarahmuthoni95@gmail.com    Mobile +254 723 088888

Justin Pettit, Acting Adviser and Head, Human Rights Unit, Commonwealth Secretariat
j.pettit@commonwealth.int, Phone: +44 20 7747 6422

Elizabeth Macharia, Acting Adviser and Head, Rul of Law Section, Commonwealth Secretariat
e.macharia@commonwealth.int, Phone: +44 20 7747 6253
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