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Excellencies, 
Distinguished delegates and participants,
I deeply appreciate the opportunity to address you today following my appointment as Special Rapporteur on the rights of persons with disabilities in October 2023.
I am very happy that my mandate allows me to maintain a close relationship with the Commission and given its long-established focus on disability issues. 
I am starting my tenure as six years are remaining to implement the Sustainable Development Goals. The commitment to leave no one behind represents an important step for persons with disabilities so that they actively and equally contribute and benefit from development and enjoy their human rights.
The rapid growth and use of digital technologies is said to have a potential for achieving 70 per cent of the Sustainable Development Goals. It is a key tool to get the implementation of the Sustainable Development Agenda back on track. 
Like other technological revolutions in the past, the expansion of digital technologies is transformative for societies and economies. And like other technological advancements in the past, digital transformation is not neutral – it can be a tool for inclusion and growth, and it can entrench inequality, exclusion, and discrimination.
The potential of digital transformation for persons with disabilities is well known – innovation and availability of assistive devices, inclusive education, access to employment, healthcare, personalized support systems, access to information and communication tools, to name just a few areas. 
Digital transformation can be harnessed to help realize the paradigm shift brough about by the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. This means restoring the voice, control and choice of persons with disabilities as active members of their communities. But for that, policymakers must make intentional efforts to ensure that the unfolding digital transformation is disability inclusive.
Currently, a lot of attention goes to advanced technologies and innovations such as artificial intelligence. And rightly so given their positive potential as well as well-known discriminatory impacts. But this must not take away attention from the more basic issues of accessibility and digital divide. 
Our world is increasingly shaped by what we consume electronically. The data we produce is reflected back in the design and provision of services and products. Inevitably, the needs and preferences of those with less digital presence, including persons with disabilities, will be disregarded leading to more exclusion and discrimination.
Persons with disabilities are overrepresented in the offline population, with gender, ageing, higher rates of poverty and other factors further compounding exclusion from the digital space. The digital gap, in terms of access and affordability of high-speed internet and digital devices,  and digital skills should not be underestimated. 
Targeted investments in digital public infrastructure and in closing the disability digital divide is a first precondition to make sure the digital transformation is disability inclusive. 
Effective policy and regulation represent a second precondition=. The rapid expansion in digital innovation and technology has not been met with adequate regulatory response to ensure that digital space is inclusive, safe, and free of discrimination. 
Public institutions need to rapidly invest in building capacity to assess and respond to risks brought by digital technologies. Here persons with disabilities must be directly included and consulted so that the effects of digital transformation on their lives are well understood and integrated when designing policies and regulations.  
I would like to particularly outline some of the benefits and risks of digital transformation on employment opportunities for persons with disabilities. 
Access to the labor market is  a major concern for persons with disabilities worldwide. Work is not only about achieving an adequate standard of living and independent living. Work contributes to recognition within communities and is essential for human dignity.
Digital transformation is radically changing jobs. Digital tools can enable persons with disabilities to gain direct access to employment as more adaptive and assistive tools remove physical and informational barriers and can be used for support with daily tasks. Information on employment opportunities and access to hiring processes is easier.Artificial intelligence is changing the landscape for persons with disabilities by creating tools that are more adapted and responsive to their needs . For example, tools that support communication such as auto-captioning, eye-tracking and voice-recognition technology. 
To take advantage of these opportunities and enjoy equal access to the labor market, it is important to ensure inclusive and quality education in terms of digital skills and applications. Persons with disabilities must have access to relevant training and qualifications in order to be on an equal footing with others in benefiting from the potential of digital transformation. This is particularly important for women and girls with disabilities.  
Conversely, if persons with disabilities find digital technology inaccessible and unaffordable, or do not posses the required skills, they will be locked out of employment opportunities. The risk of being left further behind will increase. In the digital economy, the entry costs for employment could become too high for many persons with disabilities. 
Moreover, persons with disabilities often occupy lower-skilled and entry-level jobs which are at higher risk of being automated and replaced by higher-skills jobs. Without policy interventions to protect and ensure the inclusion of persons with disabilities in the labor market, disadvantages and exclusion will increase.
Other risks are increasingly brought to light in connection with artificial intelligence, for example discriminatory practices in recruitment processes. AI tools are typically developed without disability-inclusive data and testing. This means that AI tools can perpetuate ableist attitudes and exclude candidates which are assessed as atypical and different. The consideration of an individual with their circumstances, experiences and potentials is lost. 
To harness the benefits of digital transformation for the right to work of persons with disabilities, policies and strategies need to be put in place with the full participation of persons with disabilities. Otherwise, they will continue to be left behind on the labor market and in their communities more broadly. 
Allow me to end by stressing that initiatives to accelerate the implementation of the Sustainable Development Agenda, and related high-level events such as the Summit of the Future, provide an important opportunity to ensure that digital technology and international digital cooperation is disability inclusive. I strongly encourage States and other stakeholders to integrate a disability perspective and consult persons with disabilities in these processes so that persons with disabilities are part of the digital transformation. 
Thank you for your attention. 
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