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Introduction

1. Environments can impede or enable, perpetuating exclusion or fostering participation and inclusion of all members of society. All too often, for the more than 1 billion persons worldwide living with a disability, environments serve to exclude. Persons with disabilities face widespread barriers or lack of accessibility in built environments, transportation and information and communications, including relevant ICT technologies. 
 

2. This background paper provides an overview of international norms and standards on accessibility as well as the efforts of the United Nations to promote their implementation. It asserts that accessibility is essential for the realization of human rights and achievement of internationally agreed development goals for all, including persons with disabilities. The term “accessibility,” as used in this paper, describes the degree to which an environment, service or product, allows access by as many people as possible, including persons with disabilities. To effectively promote accessibility, the universal design
 concept and relevant technical standards shall be applied at the earliest stage of development. This does not exclude assistive devices and technologies tailored to meet certain specific needs of persons with disabilities.
The Work of the United Nations  
3. The work of the United Nations in promoting accessibility is deeply rooted in its Charter and commitment to promoting economic and social progress and human rights for all. 
4. The United Nations system is taking concrete steps to make the UN environment more inclusive and accessible to persons with disabilities. Accessibility is also a key goal and means for successful implementation of the Strategy and Plan of Action of the United Nations Inter-Agency Support Group for the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD), now composed of over 25 UN agencies.
 

5. At the UN Secretariat, the Department of Economic and Social Affairs (DESA) and the Department for General Assembly and Conference Management (DGACM) serve as co-chairs of the Inter-Departmental Task Force on Accessibility, which is developing a UN Secretariat-wide policy for accessibility in terms of United Nations built environments and facilities; human resources; and documentation, interpretation and other conference services. Achievements to date in terms of improving the accessibility of the United Nations Secretariat include DGACM’s introduction of an initiative to make Journal and other official documents for the United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development (Rio +20) accessible to all.
 The Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) has also established a task force to improve accessibility in the work of the Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities and the Human Rights Council.  In March 2012 the Human Rights Council adopted a decision on accessibility for persons with disabilities and the use of information technology. 

6. DESA, as the focal point on disability within the UN system, has been promoting accessibility in international policy development and supporting capacity-building of Member States and organizations of persons with disabilities in relation to accessibility.  In recent years, DESA has organized a series of panels and expert group meetings on accessibility issues. In April 2012, DESA, in collaboration with United Nations Information Center (UNIC) and The Nippon Foundation, organized an Expert Group meeting on Information and Communication Technology (ICT) Accessibility in Tokyo, Japan, to explore ways of advancing accessible ICTs to promote inclusive society and development, including in the context of natural disasters and emergency responses. The experts noted that accessible and usable ICTs are critical enablers to fully and effectively engage persons with disabilities in all aspects of development, including in disaster and emergency related development. They found an urgent need to integrate a disability perspective and further promote accessibility in all development policies and programmes. The report of the meeting, together with the findings and recommendations provide policy options towards the objective ensuring accessibility in the United Nations development agenda.

7. Further efforts are being made by many other entities and organizations of the United Nations to promote accessibility in terms of their specific focus areas. For example, in the recent years, the World Tourism Organization (WTO) has adopted a series of resolutions committing itself to the promotion of accessible tourism for all.
 The WTO is now developing specific guidelines applicable to various areas of tourism, including transport and accommodation, and devoting resources to promoting tourism accessibility for all, particularly persons with disabilities. Other agencies, such as the United Nations Human Settlement Programme, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, the International Telecommunication Union, the International Organization for Standardization, the International Civil Aviation Organization and the World Intellectual Property Organization, have also worked to advance accessibility in a number of ways, including by developing relevant guidelines and standards, or improving accessibility in terms of their facilities and work areas.
Promoting accessibility for inclusive and sustainable development
8.  On 23 September 2013, the General Assembly will convene a High-Level Meeting on Disability with the overarching theme: “The way forward: a disability inclusive development agenda towards 2015 and beyond”. The Meeting will highlight the requirement for stronger action to achieve the Millennium Development Goals and Other Internationally Agreed Development Goals for persons with disabilities and to strengthen efforts to ensure the accessibility for and inclusion of persons with disability in the post-2015 development framework.
 
9. Also in 2013, the Economic and Social Council will hold its Annual Ministerial Review on the theme of “Science, Technology and Innovation and the potential of Culture, for promoting sustainable development and achieving the Millennium Development Goals.”
  The AMR will provide an additional opportunity to elevate important accessibility-related topics such as accessible transport and tourism and to further advance inclusive development policies and practices around the world.

10. Initial discussions regarding international development priorities for the period beyond 2015 suggest that sustainability, equity and inclusiveness will be central considerations in the emerging framework. While accessibility is particularly relevant to persons with disabilities, it has implications and benefits for all. It is an essential aspect of inclusive and sustainable development, and also impacts economic development and growth, as barriers to participation can cause inconsistencies in allocation of resources, production of goods and services and distribution of benefits.
11. The international community should reconsider the issue of accessibility in the context of development and recognize accessibility as a central and cross-cutting issue, essential to sustainable, equitable and inclusive development.
Normative Framework

12. Policy guidance on accessibility is mainly provided by the principal international instruments concerning persons with disabilities. The World Programme of Action views accessibility as an essential means to further its goals of “full participation” and “equality”. The Standard Rules on the Equalization of Opportunity for Persons with Disabilities identifies “accessibility” of the physical environment and of information and communication as two “target areas” to ensure equalization of opportunities. It also defines accessibility as a means and a goal of disability-inclusive development.
13. The Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, adopted in 2006, strengthens the international normative framework for advancement of the rights and development of persons with disabilities.  Accessibility is established in a more comprehensive manner as a cross-cutting factor that enables persons with disabilities to live independently and participate fully in all aspects of life. Accessibility is a general principle (Art. 3) of the Convention and is notably included as a general obligation of States Parties (Art. 4) to proactively promote accessibility in design and development as well as availability of new technologies, including those of information and communication technologies (ICTs).
 Article 9 provides a comprehensive provision on accessibility and sets out a range of appropriate measures to be taken by States to ensure persons with disabilities access, on an equal basis with others, to the physical environment, transportation, information and communications, including information and communications technologies and systems, and to other facilities and services open or provided to the public, both in urban and in rural areas, to enable persons with disabilities to live independently and participate fully in all aspects of life. 
14. Following the entry into force of the Convention in May 2008, United Nations General Assembly adopted a series of resolutions
 emphasizing the need for disability-inclusive development, “without which the internationally agreed development goals, in particular the Millennium Development Goals, will not be genuinely achieved.”  The General Assembly further encouraged States to ensure “accessibility and reasonable accommodation to enable persons with disabilities to realize their right to live independently and participate fully in all aspects of life, as well as to be agents and beneficiaries of development.”

Questions for consideration

1) Technological advances have brought both challenges and opportunities for the inclusion of persons with disabilities in society and development. What measures have been taken by Member States to ensure the accessibility of built environments, transportation and information and communication? 
2) Please share examples of how improved accessibility is not only facilitating equal access by persons with disabilities, but also benefiting all in society? 
3) To what extent have accessibility and universal design been incorporated in current national development policies and programmes?
4) What are the most important factors that should be included or further enhanced in development policies to promote accessibility successfully?
5) Innovative approaches, including through public-private partnerships, can play an important role in promoting accessibility. How can private-public partnerships be encouraged to advance the promotion of accessibility?



�The discussion paper was prepared by the Department of Economic and Social Affairs (DESA) to facilitate the discussions at the 5th Session of the Conference of States Parties, particularly the Round table One on Technology and Accessibility, to be held on 12 September 2012.





� World Health Organization and World Bank, World Report on Disability 2011.  Geneva, 2011, p. 29 and p. 262-263.


� Universal design means the design of products, environments, programmes and services to be usable by all people, to the greatest extent possible, without the need for adaption or specialized design. Universal design shall not exclude assistive devices for particular groups of persons with disabilities where this is needed (Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (art. 2)).


� For more details of the IASG and its Strategy and Plan of Action, see UN Enable website at http://www.un.org/disabilities/default.asp?navid=46&pid=323


�  Department for General Assembly and Conference Management, “Accessibility of the Journal of the United Nations”, published in the Iseek at http://iseek.un.org/webpgdept2130_39.asp


�  A/HRC/DEC/19/119


� United Nations Expert Meeting on Building Inclusive Societies and Development through Promotion of Accessible Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs): Emerging issues and trends.


(Tokyo, 19 – 21 April 2012). Details of the report are available at the UN Enable website http://www.un.org/disabilities/default.asp?navid=46&pid=1596.


� A/RES/578/XVIII, A/RES/606/XIX


� A/RES/66/124.


�  ECOSOC decision 2011/208, “Multi-year programme of work for the annual ministerial reviews of the Economic and Social Council for the period 2012-2014.”


� Article 9, Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. 


� Resolutions 63/150, 64/145 and 65/186


� Resolution 63/150
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