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NOTE: Environmental accessibility and the recovery of equalization of opportunities in mainstream development*
This note considers the role of environmental accessibility in promoting opportunities for all to participate as agents and beneficiaries of sustainable and equitable development.  The premise of the note is progressive removal of barriers to the general systems of society is not a zero-sum game but represents an essential component of effective and sustainable development; accessible environments both in the social, economic and cultural fields and in the civil and political spheres benefit all.  

The note draws, in part, on the experience of pilot efforts of a substantive unit of the United Nations Secretariat – Division for Social Policy and Development of the Department of Economic and Social Affairs - to implement decisions of the General Assembly that identified “accessibility” as a priority in the design of policies and programmes to further equalization of opportunities in the context of development.  The note also reviews efforts in other arenas to further environmental accessibility in mainstream development and concludes with brief observations on options to promote awareness and support for accessible environments and to build national capacities to design and implement strategies, policies and programmes on environmental accessibility.

A.
Policy basis for accessibility and development.  

From the disability perspective, a comprehensive international normative framework on accessible environments and development has been developed over the past three decades.  

Environmental accessibility is a principal theme of the “World Programme of Action concerning Disabled Persons." The World Programme states, in paragraph 12, that equalization of opportunities is the process by which the general systems of society are made accessible to all.  Rule 5 of the United Nations “Standard Rules on the Equalization of Opportunities for Persons with Disabilities” (General Assembly resolution 48/96, annex of 20 December 1993) addresses accessibility in “all spheres of society" and recommends that States institute measures to further accessibility in the  physical environment and in the fields of information and communications technologies.  The “Convention on the Rights of  Persons with Disabilities” (General Assembly resolution 61/106, annex I of 13 December 2006) provides guidance, in article 9 - Accessibility, on measures to ensure accessibility in the built environment and in the fields of information and communications technologies; and, in article 21 – Freedom of expression, on measures to ensure accessibility in civil and  political life; article 21 also reaffirms the freedom to “seek, receive and impart information and ideas on an equal basis with others and through all forms of communication of their choice.”

Accessibility and advancement of persons with disabilities in the context of development was considered in outcome documents of a number of major United Nations conferences and summits in the economic, social and related fields and involved such key development topics as accessible shelter, habitat and sanitation, advancement of women with disabilities, education and training of children with disabilities and their families, health for all, human rights and sustainable development.

However, neither advancement of persons with disabilities nor environmental accessibility is considered in the United Nations “Millennium Declaration” (General Assembly resolution 55/2 of 8 September 2000) or in its eight development goals.
  Moreover, the “2005 World Summit Outcome” (General Assembly resolution 60/1 of 16 September 2005) discusses persons with disabilities only as subjects who should be “guaranteed full enjoyment of their rights without discrimination (paragraph 129).” Hence, the focus of the note on accessibility and the recovery of equalization of opportunities in mainstream development.

B.
Strategies and approaches to respond to mandates of the General Assembly on “accessibility” and advancement of persons with disabilities in development
Fifteen years after adopting the World Programme of Action, the General Assembly identified “accessibility” as a priority in the design of policies and programmes aimed at equalization of opportunities for persons with disabilities (General Assembly resolution 52/82, operative paragraph 4 of 12 December 1997). Determination of a strategy for a substantive unit of the United Nations Secretariat to implement Assembly resolution 52/82 needed to respond to the interests of member States and priorities of management of the Organization. 

The first task was to identify a value proposition that responded to both the interests of member States and needs of the specialized constituencies for environmental accessibility, governmental, civil society as well as the private sector. Since data suggest that disability can affect anyone at any stage of the life cycle, the value proposition identified was analysis, promotion and support of technical exchanges and provision of assistance, on request, to develop "best total solutions"
 for accessible environments in all development spheres.

The second task was identification of institutional arrangements appropriate to the ambitious agenda set forth in General Assembly resolution 52/82 in the context of an Organizational budget that did not accord priority to advancement of persons with disabilities and development; in the social development field, priority was accorded to follow up to the 1995 World Summit on Social Development. This led to the decision to use organizational models based on information flows and communications networks rather than discrete institutional structures, traditional span of control considerations and physical location. Communications-based strategies are premised on open standards and the power of accessible connectivity to promote and facilitate active exchanges among interested communities and to encourage participants to think about ways in which they can add value to content exchanged.  

The third task was to identify ways to leverage the limited resources available to implement the mandates of the Assembly on accessibility and development.  Three, largely complementary, approaches to cooperation were employed: (1) non-binding alliances to exchange knowledge and experiences on priority topics and common objectives related to accessibility and mainstream development as a way to enhance the global body of knowledge on a pragmatic and cost-effective basis; (2) joint production of priority knowledge and information goods and services, supported in large part by resources of the United Nations Voluntary Fund on Disability as well as ad-hoc  pro-bono support of Opera Software ASA; and (3) co-sourcing of inputs, substantive and managerial knowledge and skills, and technical goods and services to meet in flexible and efficient ways the range of needs and interests of the specialized constituencies for disability policies and programmes in the context of development. One implication of an accessible Internet presence is end-users soon become accustomed to obtaining quality content on a timely basis in formats of their own choice.
C.
Select set of activities conducted and products produced in response to mandates of the General Assembly on “accessibility” and development
As a substantive unit, the work of the Division for Social Policy and Development focused on reviews and analyses of policy options and strategies related to development from the social perspective to support of intergovernmental deliberations on global development.  The Division organized substantive forums to exchange knowledge and experiences and to study lessons of good practice as well as problems encountered in planning and implementing development policies and programmes from the social perspective; exchanges and outreach also were organized among civil society organizations and the non-governmental community.

These functions and opportunities to conduct in-house training to improve substantive staff skills provided a framework to organize and conduct a range of pilot efforts related to the mandates of the Assembly on accessibility and development, some of which are listed below: 

1998

Gateway to Social Policy and Development: Pilot project to design and implement an accessible and usable Internet presence for the Division for Social Policy and Development of the United Nations Secretariat.

The project was carried out by Vision Office Support Services (Canada) and Communications for Development (Spain) as contractors to the United Nations and resulted in establishment of the “Gateway to Social Policy and Development” which one of the first accessible Internet resources at UN.Org.  The report on the pilot project and resource materials are available at <http://www.visionoffice.com/spd/>.

1998-1999
Workshops and seminar on “Accessibility for all” (United Nations, 16 December 1998 – 5 May 1999).  The aims were to promote awareness of policy, structural and technological considerations in promoting Internet accessibility and to review and discuss ways in which accessibility can result in new and expanded opportunities for all to participate fully and effectively in all aspects of development.  Seminar resource papers are available at <http://www.worldenable.net/accessibility98/>.

1999

Seminar on Internet Accessibility and Persons with Disabilities – an ASEAN Perspective (National Institute for Development Administration, Bangkok, 12-16 July 1999). 

The seminar was organized in response to a request of the Philippines for United Nations assistance to conduct a sub-regional technical exchange on Internet accessibility and its role in furthering equalization of opportunities of persons with disabilities in the ASEAN region. The meeting was organized jointly by the ASEAN secretariat and NIDA in cooperation with the United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific.  On the basis of group work, distance collaboration on technical issues and trends, and interactive discussions, seminar participants formulated a "strategic framework" for promoting Internet accessibility by, for and with persons with disabilities appropriate to conditions among the ASEAN.  Seminar papers are available at <http://www.worldenable.net/iaasean/ >.

1999

International Seminar on Environmental Accessibility (United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Western Asia, Beirut, 30 November – 3 December).  The seminar and a parallel regional training workshop were organized in cooperation with UN ESCWA, represented by its Social Development Issues and Policies Division, and the Ministry of Social Affairs of the Government of Lebanon. 

The seminar and workshop had among its technical resources the publication, Accessibility for the Disabled: A Design Manual for a Barrier-Free Environment, which was the product of a collaborative effort between the Ministry of Social Affairs and SOLIDERE - Lebanese Company for the Planning and Reconstruction of the Beirut Central District, available in an accessible format at <http://www.un.org/esa/socdev/enable/designm/>. 

The report of the seminar (ESCWA document E/ESCWA/HS/1) is available at <http://www.escwa.un.org/information/publications/edit/upload/hs-00-1-e.pdf>; a report on seminar proceedings is also available at <http://www.un.org/esa/socdev/enable/disisea1.htm>.    

1999

Interregional Seminar and Symposium on International Norms and Standards relating to Disability (Hong Kong, SAR, 13-17 December).  The seminar and symposium were organized in cooperation with the Equal Opportunities Commission, a statutory body of Hong Kong, Special Administrative Region of China, and the University of Hong Kong, represented by its Faculty of Law, Centre for Comparative and Public Law.  The seminar aimed to review critically and discuss options by which international norms and standards can contribute to policy design, planning and evaluation, and institution building that further full and effective participation of persons with disabilities in social life and development.  Seminar proceedings were conducted in parallel issue clusters: (1) international norms and standards relating to disability; (2) issues and strategies in building national capacities to promote and monitor implementation of norms and standards; and (3) new and emerging approaches to definition of disability.  The report of seminar is available at <http://www.worldenable.net/hongkong99/hkreport9900.htm>.  

2000

Pilot video conference on Internet Accessibility: XII Jornadas Nacionales de Personas con Discapacidad (Guanajuato, México, del 25 al 28 de Mayo).  The United Nations were requested by Government of Mexico to advise and assist with organization and conduct of an Internet-based video conference on "El Concepto de Inclusión como factor en el Desarrollo de Personas con Discapacidad" to the national assembly of organizations of persons with disabilities.  The video conference was carried out successfully over a dialup Internet connection, which demonstrated the viability of accessible distance collaboration tools – audio and low-density video - to the delegates.  Report papers are available at <http://www.worldenable.net/participation/guanajuato.htm>.  

2000

International Workshop on Environmental Accessibility and Universal Design in Developing Economies (Providence, Rhode Island, USA, 13 and 19 June). The workshop was organized as a parallel activity to the International Conference on Universal Design; Designing for the 21st Century II, in cooperation with the Rhode Island School of Design (Providence, Rhode Island) and funded in part by the United Nations Voluntary Fund on Disability.  Workshop papers, which include technical references on “universal design” and “barrier-free” architecture, are available at <http://www.worldenable.net/ud21/default.htm >.

2000

Internet accessibility; concurrent session at International Conference on Universal Design; Designing for the 21st Century II (Providence, Rhode Island, 17 June). The concurrent session focused on lessons that the United Nations Secretariat had gained in promoting awareness and providing support for policies, strategies and programmes related to environmental accessibility in the context of development.  Presentations are available at <http://www.worldenable.net/ud21/ialessons.htm>. 

2000

Diseño de Lugares Accesibles: Pilot demonstration project on publication of design guidelines, prepared by the Peruvian Association for Development of Persons with Disabilities (APRODDIS - Asociación Pro Desarrollo de la Persona con Discapacidad), in accessible formats on the Internet as well as providing APPRODIS with an accessible Internet presence, available at <http://www.un.org/esa/socdev/enable/guiadd/index.html>. The project was undertaken jointly by the Division for Social Policy and Development and APPRODIS with expert assistance of Vision Office Support Services (Canada); the project was supported in part by United Nations Voluntary Fund on Disability. 
2001

Seminario sobre Accesibilidad en Internet para todos (México D.F. del 4 al 7 de Junio).  The seminar on Internet accessibility for all was organized by Fundación Mexicana de Integración Social IAP (FMIS IAP) in close collaboration with Government of Mexico's Sistema Nacional para el Desarrollo Integral de la Familia (DIF) and brought together participants from 20 Latin America and Spanish-speaking Caribbean countries. Participants formulated and discussed individual and sub-regional strategic plans to achieve Internet accessibility for all in Latin America and the Caribbean and adopted a seminar "Declaration" that outlines a “strategic framework” on Internet accessibility in terms of policy advocacy, training and technical exchanges, pilot action and establishment of an "open and democratic" network to promote Internet accessibility in the Americas. Seminar papers and report are available – Spanish and English summary - at <http://www.worldenable.net/mexico2001/>.  

2001

Seminar on Internet Accessibility for All in Central and Eastern Europe: parallel substantive activity at Sixth European Conference for the Advancement of Assistive Technologies (Ljubljana, Republic of Slovenia, 3-6 September).  The seminar was organized in cooperation with the Institute of Rehabilitation of the Republic of Slovenia and financed in part by the United Nations Voluntary Fund on Disability. The seminar brought together participants from 10 Central and Eastern Europe countries for interactive dialogues on policies, structures and technologies related to Internet accessibility for all. Jonny Axelsson, a representative of Opera Software ASA, joined the Internet technologies session via text chat to answer questions about accessibility and the Opera browser. Group work focused on strategic planning options to further Internet accessibility appropriate to conditions in Central and Eastern Europe. The report of the seminar is available at <http://www.worldenable.net/cee2001/default.htm>.

2003

Interregional Seminar and Regional Demonstration Workshop on Accessible ICT and Persons with Disabilities (Manila, Republic of the Philippines, 3-7 March). The seminar and workshop were organized by the Department of Social Welfare and Development of the Republic of the Philippines and the Philippines National Council for the Welfare of Disabled Persons with the assistance of the Manila field office of the United Nations Development Programme.  The seminar was organized with reference to three issue clusters: policy issues related to accessible ICT; structural and institutional aspects; and technology aspects. A strategy and applications cluster involved group work on accessible Web design, and formulation of a strategic plan to promote and realize accessible ICT for all.
 Meeting participants produced two outcome documents: the "Manila Declaration on Accessible Information and Communications Technologies," which addresses normative considerations of accessible information and communications technologies and development, and the companion "Manila Accessible ICT Design Recommendations," which provides basic technical guidance of Internet accessibility, with special reference to conditions in developing countries. The report of proceedings and outcome documents are available at <http://www.worldenable.net/manila2003/Default.htm>. 

Meeting follow up included preparation of training guidelines on accessible ICT and production of a pilot online “validator” < http://www.worldenable.net/wevalidator.htm>  related to the Manila guidelines. During the period 2004 to 2005 Vision Office Support Services (Canada) assisted the Department of Social Welfare and Development in cooperation with the National Council for the Welfare of Disabled Persons and the National Computing Center (now part of the Commission on ICT) to conduct a series of regional workshops, in the National Capital Region, Mindanao and Visayas, on “Empowering Persons with Disabilities through Accessible Information and Communications Technologies (ICT)”.  In 2006 Vision Office Support Services (Canada) assisted DSWD and NCWDP, in cooperation with CICT, to organize a national-level “Web Masters' Interface on Accessible ICT for PWDs [persons with disabilities] (Cebu City, 16-18 May) which brought together national Web masters and related Internet professionals, policy-makers, disability advocates and information and communications practitioners with the aim of forging a vision and strategy for accessible Web content.  Resource papers for the regional workshops and national “interface” are available at <http://www.visionoffice.com/ictpwd/>.

2004

Expert Group Meeting on Information and Communications Technologies (ICT) for Persons with Disabilities (United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Western Asia, Beirut, 25-26 May).  The meeting was organized by ESCWA, represented by its Division for Social Development. The meeting provided a forum for interactive exchanges on information and communications technologies in the Arab region and implications for accessible ICT for all.  The meeting had for its consideration a consultant presentation on global issues and trends related to “accessibility with reasonable adaptation”.
 

2006

First Kuwait International Conference on the Role of People with Special Needs in Building the Information Society: "Access to Information"(Kuwait, 1-3 May). The conference was organized by the Kuwait Institute for Scientific Research with the aim of contributing to national dialogue on the “National Strategy on the Information Society” with special attention to the situation of persons with special needs. The conference considered four main themes: (1) international experiences in supporting people with special needs; (2) options in creating enabling structures for people with special needs to the information society; (3) role of governments, private sector, and civil society in enhancing the capabilities of people with special needs; and (4) addressing the knowledge gap and lack of equal opportunities of information access for people with special needs. The conference had a contributed paper that reviewed and discussed the “value proposition” of Internet accessibility
 in connection with its consideration of international experiences in accessibility and equalization of opportunities for persons with disabilities. 

2007

 Expert Group Meeting on Developing Supplementary Targets and Indicators on Social Inclusion, Population, Gender Equality and Health Promotion to Strengthen the MDGs Process (United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific, Bangkok, 13-15 November). The expert meeting was organized to review and discuss options to improve the measurement of progress countries have made – as well as obstacles encountered – related to empowerment of women and inclusion of “socially vulnerable groups” such as the elderly and persons with disabilities, in connection with Millennium Development Goal processes, and to identify measures to improve design and implementation of development policies and programmes in a manner that substantially contributes to social inclusion, gender equality and health promotion.  A contributed paper discussed options to reinforce the disability perspective in data collection, analysis, planning and evaluation of MDG processes.

 D.
What has been learned?
First, an appropriate body of policy options concerning environmental accessibility and equalization of opportunities for persons with disabilities in all aspects of development is in place. Further policy-oriented studies may be of interest to academics but in a practical sense the immediate task is to strengthen national capacities and systems and procedures for data collection and statistical analysis to improve planning and decision making from the disability perspective and to further realization of a “society for all.”  One cannot plan for accessible environments if one cannot measure and assess their principle characteristics.  

A related consideration is the need to move beyond a dialogue on special needs and social vulnerability and focus on opportunities and pre-conditions for full and effective participation by all in mainstream development.  

There also is the need to move beyond targeting approaches in addressing “special” needs and interests and focus on solutions based on progressive removal of barriers and the expansion thereby of new and expanded opportunities for all to participate as development agents and beneficiaries, as consumers of goods and services – public and private - and as participants in civil and political life on the basis of equality. Each of these areas must be examined with regard to full and effective participation by women and men alike.
Second, it is an axiom that the pace of technological change can challenge any given set of guidelines on accessible solutions. If resources are not a consideration, one can carry out ongoing technical reviews, tests and evaluations of options to address such new and emerging technologies.  However, a resources conservation strategy might best focus on first principles of environmental accessibility as the framework by which to assess technological changes and determine whether new or additional measures are required to ensure continued, reasonable accommodation for concerned end users: this is one aim of the Manila guidelines.  
A first-principles approach is good business strategy, since it does not necessarily involve risk assessments of possible innovations to address changes in the environment. However, resources conservation is not synonymous with compliance, since the focus is on end user needs and interests in accessing and using public and private services and facilities and not the characteristics of a particular technology as this would involve both the built environment and information and communications goods and services. 
A related consideration is the need to recognize that accessibility technologies often may be identified as members of the set of “disruptive technologies” due to the capacity of accessibility innovations at both the “low” and “high” ends
 to contribute to new and improved opportunities for all to participate, on the basis of equality, as agents and beneficiaries, which often results in challenges to established procedures and practices.   

Third, does Internet governance matter to accessibility on the Internet?  Perhaps not since “accessibility” did not figure prominently in the Tunis outcome of the World Summit on the Information Society;
 and  public documents of the Internet Governance Forum, established pursuant to the Tunis outcome, suggest the question of “accessibility” is best addressed at the “edge” and not the centre of global networks.  Moreover, many trans-border Internet management and development issues are being handled by nonprofit professional societies and organizations, such as the Internet Engineer Task Force (IETF) and the World Wide Web Consortium (W3C), among others.  

Structural considerations are important factors in the design of national strategies to promote awareness and build capacities for environmental accessibility and to ensure institutional accountability. Experience suggests that successful and sustained efforts in promoting accessibility with reasonable accommodation go beyond compliance and facilitate experimentation and innovation on ways better to meet the needs of end users in an efficient and cost-effect manner.  Those serving on public, non-profit and private-sector bodies concerned with accessibility standards and protocols must be aware of the value proposition of environmental accessibility and base design and investment decisions on actual needs, priorities and expected returns and not as a matter of compliance and leveraging legacy systems and infrastructure: case in point - introduction of text-only content to graphics-heavy Internet resources to achieve a basic level of Internet accessibility compliance without re-engineering site resources better to meet needs of all users on the basis of equality. One real challenge is to build capacities for risk management so that bodies and organizations are in a better position to pursue catalytic and innovative solutions to environmental accessibility
E.
Options for the way ahead: accessibility and the recovery of equalization of opportunities 
Experience suggests that sustainable and cost-effective accessibility follows first principles: mainstreaming and empowerment of beneficiaries: nothing new there, although this is not evident in the discussion of advancement of persons with disabilities and development in outcome documents of major United Nations conferences and summits in the economic, social and related fields.  Rather, persons with disabilities are considered to be members of the set of vulnerable population groups or those with special needs requiring targeted action.  
Policy commitment to progressive removal of barriers to opportunities to participate on the basis of equality in all aspects of development is an essential pre-condition to inclusive, equitable and sustainable development.  

A special consideration is the need for both multilateral and bilateral development cooperation agencies as well as development banks and international financial institutions to include environmental accessibility criteria in their grant and loan pro-forma and to include appropriate measures on progress in implementation and factors influencing usability and sustainability. This likely will involve review and comment by the concerned governing bodies, although the upcoming second five-year review of MDG processes could serve as useful stimulus to governments inclined to promote accessibility and inclusive development.

Empowerment involves both training and outreach to inform beneficiaries of their rights – and responsibilities - to participate as development agent and beneficiary.  It also involves confidence building and development of problem solving, negotiation and management skills to ensure effective and efficient approaches to environmental accessibility.

Empowerment must also involve concerted efforts in policy dialogue, public debate and consensus-building on environmental accessibility as an essential component of mainstream development and not a compliance issue.  Mainstreaming environmental accessibility also would contribute to removal of the stigma of justifying so-called “added expenses” of providing accessibility with reasonable accommodation and move the focus of decision making on ways by which expanded opportunities for access will result in expanded usage  as well as probable lowering of per capita operational costs.  As noted previously, mainstreaming and empowerment must engage and involve women and men alike.

A best-case checklist on empowerment for environmental accessibility should be based on the principle of “co-creation of value”
 in the design, implementation and management of environmental accessibility “solutions”.  This would include brief introductions and interactive dialogues on accessibility-related policies, structures and technologies to provide a sense of the “rules of the game” and contribute to improved decision making and negotiation skills. Best-case empowerment schemes would devote considerable time to study what has worked as well as what has not, and why, and build upon the knowledge and experiences of many end-users in the realization of accessibility with reasonable accommodation for all. 
The challenge is not to dwell upon the absence of a disability perspective in most mainstream development strategies, policies and programmes – since there are not sufficient data to address the point
 – but to focus on accessibility solutions that work, build upon traditional forms of association and enjoy popular support: case in point – curb cuts in cities benefit all.
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