United Nations Expert Group Meeting on Accessibility: Innovative and Cost-effective Approaches for Inclusive and Accessible Development

Executive Summary

The United Nations Expert Group Meeting on "Accessibility: Innovative and Cost-effective Approaches for Inclusive and Accessible Development" was organized by the UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs in cooperation with the World Bank and held at World Bank Headquarters in Washington, DC, from 28-30 June 2010. 

The meeting was held in response to a recent request by the UN General Assembly 64/131 of 3 February 2010, to improve the situation of persons with disabilities by promoting a greater exchange of information, guidelines and standards, best practices, legislative measures, and Government policies on inclusion and accessibility. 
Experts in the field of accessibility, as well as observers from Governments, the international disability and development community, civil society and the United Nations system met to promote greater awareness of accessibility and advancement of persons with disabilities in the context of development. Participants also worked to identify innovative and cost-effective approaches to accessibility, as a means to promote disability-inclusive development.
The experts examined strategic frameworks to promote inclusive development and environmental accessibility and identified priorities for action to strengthen national capacities and institutions. In reviewing the development of accessible environments during the past decades, the experts acknowledged that progress has been made in increasing accessibility of the built-environment, transportation and tourism, as well as information and communications technologies. The experts discussed innovative ideas and new developments in their respective fields of accessibility and shared best practices, as well as debated conclusions and recommendations.

Recommendations

The experts recognized the challenges of accessible built-environments in developing countries, especially in the limited capacity of some countries to address accessibility issues, and were confident that these could be overcome. They noted that such capacity-building would need to include contextually-sensitive standards to ensure implementation and sustainability. They recommended that Governments adopt already existing global norms, standards and codes on accessibility and implement practical application of these standards, along with stakeholder involvement. They urged that accessibility be brought to the forefront of national and international development agendas. Furthermore, the experts also recommended that attention be given to accessible emergency and disaster relief and reconstruction, as well as include accessibility curriculum in all education and professional training areas. 
In the area of transport, there are advanced accessible transportation systems available as a result of new technologies and improved transportation policies. However, discrepancies persist in accessibility between different modes of public and private transportation, support and availability of transportation between rural and urban areas. The experts suggest that Governments conduct a review of policies on accessibility in relation to transportation, including airports, terminal facilities and aircraft, as well as public interest buildings and heritage sites. It was also recommended that accessible city guides be developed which, highlight accessible infrastructure and provide detailed information on accessible transportation facilities, built-environments, and assistive technology and information and communication technology services. The experts further suggest accessibility provisions be made in the bill of air passengers’ rights and the current IATA Regulations relating to travellers with disabilities.
Increasingly, ICT and assistive technologies are removing environmental barriers and enabling equal access and participation of persons with disabilities in society. Innovation and increased computing power coupled with legislative and industry incentives have enabled mainstream accessible ICT, which reduces the need to customize assistive technology. In recommendations, the experts highlighted key steps in developing accessible ICT policy and provided guidance on national coordination mechanisms, support and implementation of ICT standards, including the use of high-impact proven solutions. Options for the provision of accessible ICT and the creation of enabling environments for persons with disabilities were further highlighted in areas of education, Web accessibility, print and digital media, and emergency services. The experts also called on Governments to invest in project funding for assistive technologies to allow for low-cost and highly effective solutions with new technologies, to enable the creation of an assistive technology ecosystem, as well as to amend their copyright laws to provide equal access to reading and cultural materials.  
The experts noted that it was important that persons with disabilities and their organizations participate in any standard-setting effort. They made recommendations for increased outreach and networking activities and proposed the creation of an experts’ database to include all aspects of accessibility, as well as the convening of a global conference on accessibility.
Conclusions
During the two days of discussions, the experts drew up recommendations for innovative and cost-effective accessibility solutions. The experts also suggested options that Governments could undertake to further the development of accessible and inclusive societies, irrespective of the level of development. While the options presented by the experts reflect the current thinking and trends in the field of accessibility policy and technology, it is expected to continue to develop with ongoing innovation and policy developments. The experts suggest that an ongoing network of accessibility experts continue to interact and exchange information along with the participation of Governments and other stakeholders to promote the creation of an accessible society for all.
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