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The Way Forward: A disability inclusive development

agenda towards 2015 and beyond

By Venus M. Ilagan

Secretary General, Rehabilitation International

Good morning. First, I bring to you greetings from Rehabilitation International. Established in Elyria, Ohio in 1922, we have marked RI’s 90th birthday last month, with a renewal of our commitment to continue working with other partners to promote the rights and inclusion of persons with disabilities worldwide.

I also wish to mention that we have just returned from RI’s 22nd World Congress which was held in Incheon, Republic of Korea, where over 1200 of our members and friends from 76 countries have come together to discuss issues relative to our shared vision of a better world where persons with disabilities are recognized as contributing members of their communities – persons whose rights are respected and are able to enjoy these on equal basis with others.

In Incheon last month, simultaneous with RI’s World Congress, an equally important event took place – the launching of the 3rd Asian and Pacific Decade of Persons with Disabilities, 2013-2022, with the Incheon Strategy to “Make the Right Real” for Persons with Disabilities in Asia and the Pacific serving as the tool to addressing the remaining issues to ensure a disability-inclusive post- 2015 development agenda for the Asia-Pacific Region.

But before I share with you some of the perspectives of RI members, partners and friends from the meetings in Incheon and especially as it relates to the much awaited High Level Meeting in Disability in September 2013, I must state that our members fully agree that the  CRPD is unique in that it is both a human rights treaty and a development tool that may serve to provide an opportunity to strengthen policies related to the implementation of the Millennium Development Goals towards creating a “society for all”. It is particularly important that this treaty recognizes persons with disabilities as both agents and beneficiaries of development. But including persons with disabilities in development can sometimes be a challenging proposition that requires a great deal of political will to put into practice especially in the context of developing countries where governments are faced with multiple barriers and can sometimes get overwhelmed (and even discouraged) by the multi-faceted issues they have to address in order to provide for the right to services and other needs of persons with disabilities. 

The global crisis and its impact on PWDs

According to a report from UN-DESA, the world experienced its worst financial and economic crisis beginning 2008, shortly after the UN-CRPD has come into force. Global unemployment rose sharply from 178 million in 2007 to 205 million in 2009. The rapid rise in unemployment has triggered an increase in vulnerability, especially in developing countries who do not have comprehensive social protection programmes or social safety nets in place. It is estimated that between 47 million and 84 million more people fell into, or remained trapped in extreme poverty because of the global economic downturn. When jobs were cut we can surmise that persons with disabilities who were working were among the first to go. After all, many employers remain to have lower regard on the capacities of workers with disabilities compared to their non-disabled counterparts. Just as when some employers are starting to recognize and appreciate the need to provide employment opportunities to persons with disabilities as a matter of respecting disabled people’s right to paid employment, the crisis hit hard and has significantly impacted on individuals, families, communities and societies in both the developed and developing countries.

We only hope that when governments adopt austerity measures as a way of addressing economic challenges, this does not mean withdrawing or discontinuing whatever limited investments have been made in support of initiatives related to realizing the rights of persons with disabilities especially in their inclusion in education, health care, vocational training, employment and other supposedly basic services provided to all citizens but which remain inaccessible to most disabled people.

Continuing to leave disabled people out of mainstream systems of development perpetuate discrimination and exclusion – a violation of human rights that is unforgivable given all the commitments made by governments who have not only signed but also ratified the CRPD. You and I know that development programmes can no longer make excuses in not addressing disability especially that most development agencies claim to be inclusive and are working within what we call human rights frameworks.

A rights-based approach to development – what does it mean in practice if anything at all?

A publication of the Southern African Federation of the Disabled (SAFOD) defines a rights based approach to disability and development as “leveling the playing field” so that persons with disabilities can access jobs, education, health care and other services. It calls for a “rights based approach” for the removal of physical and social barriers, for rethinking policies and attitudes and for governments to walk the talk by ensuring that adequate resources are made available for initiatives on universal design, accessible technology and coordinated public-private programmes and services to facilitate inclusion and meaningful participation of disabled people as contributing members in the development of their communities, societies and countries.

There are practical examples of initiatives developed in both northern and southern countries on how to include persons with disabilities in development. These examples has to be shared to eliminate the need to reinvent the wheel which is a plain and simple case of wasting precious and limited resources. It goes without saying that examples of good practice of inclusion in development have to be shared, adopted, used and promoted at all times especially during these hard economic times. 

Persons with disabilities have so much to offer in terms of contribution to the development of their communities and countries. But they have to be provided reasonable accommodation and support to be able to harness their potentials as contributing members of their families and communities. That I thought is the meaning of “leveling the playing field” so everyone have equal opportunity to compete.

What could be a way forward for a disability inclusive development agenda towards 2015 and beyond 
For decades, people with disabilities have been subjected to employment practices that are discriminatory leaving many of them trapped to doing menial jobs that pay a fraction of what other workers are paid for the same kind and amount of work. Workers with disabilities are expected to deliver the same amount and quality of work in exchange of smaller wages compared to what workers without disabilities are paid. While it is accepted that it is disabled people’s right to have employment just like everyone else, the extent to which such right is fulfilled is measured using an entirely different standard that often focuses on the inability rather than the ability to fulfill and deliver assigned tasks.    

This is grossly ironic given that the UN Convention on the Rights of persons with disabilities provides the opportunity for policy makers, people with disabilities and their families, service providers, employers and unionists to think differently about employment, including the outcomes to be achieved and how these will be measured. In some countries, we have seen practices which seem encouraging. Things are finally changing but there remains so much to be desired if people with disabilities are to be involved in development processes. The foregoing are some inputs that may be considered for the outcome document of the 2013 HLMD.

RI’s suggestions for the High Level Meeting in 2013

Our members, partners and friends who gathered in Incheon, South Korea last month discussed what they thought about the HLMD next year. They are unanimous in saying that high level officials of governments coming together to discuss disability in 2013 is one of the best things which may yet happen relative to persons with disabilities who have pinned their hopes for a better future through the CRPD. As this is an event that may not be repeated, we believe every effort has to be made to ensure that it will create tangible, concrete and meaningful results for a better life to the poorest persons with disabilities – a billion of us, long neglected, often forgotten and marginalized.

As a process issue, it is important that participation in the high level meeting is truly high level – meaning getting high level political leaders to come to the table, discuss and set priorities that will be carried out in the national level, with the commitment to fulfill what has been promised by providing resources to carry out the work, and monitor and evaluate quality of deliverables agreed upon in the discussions in New York. What needs to be done now – rather than later – is to ensure that we have the right people in leadership and the right level of participation in the meeting. 

Having said that and as a way of wrapping up my presentation, I thought that if persons with disabilities are to effectively contribute to development as an exercise of right, investment has to be made to build their capacities to become productive and contributing members of their communities. This means that approaches to poverty reduction as it relates to persons with disabilities, have to be developmental and holistic, one that integrates economic and social policies to achieve people-centered development outcomes. In the context of developing countries, this means for example, increasing the funding for education so that the needs of children with disabilities can be better addressed and their inclusion facilitated and realized. It can also mean making quality health services affordable and accessible so that the perennially excluded women with disabilities can have access to these services just like everyone else. It may also mean getting rid of the often-repeated cliché that anything done to address disability related concerns are expensive and unsustainable. If persons with disabilities are to be finally included in development, cost should not be an issue that stands in the way to achieving the goal of inclusion. We must also see to it and ensure that the preconditions needed to enable such enjoyment of right has to be met and provided for regardless of cost and other considerations. That, we thought, is the way forward in creating a disability-inclusive development agenda for 2015 and beyond.

Thank you.
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