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Distinguished Participants, 

Let me first of all tell you how delighted I am to  have the opportunity  to speak to you about a subject, which is dear to me:  How to achieve the full enjoyment of all human rights by persons with disabilities. I will try to show how this  effort must be linked to a mainstream approach in order to be successful.  

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

"In all societies of the world there are still obstacles preventing persons with disabilities from exercising their rights and freedoms, and making it difficult for them to participate fully in the activities of their societies." This is one of the key sentences in the UN Standard Rules. Indeed, there are still many obstacles to the full enjoyment of human rights by persons with disabilities even in our European countries.  A great step forward was taken, when disability  was recognised as a human rights concern by the UN Commission on human rights in a number of resolutions some years ago. As a consequence, the Commission urged its many monitoring mechanisms to develop a disability dimension in their work. This was a great victory for the global movement of disabled people. The meaning of this recognition of disability as a human rights concern could be expressed in one sentence in the following way: An exclusion by persons with disabilities from exercising their human rights can no longer be excused by placing the blame on the existence of a disability.  

This great breakthrough within the United Nations has now culminated in the drafting of a Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. There is no doubt that this will strengthen the status of disability as a human rights issue both within the international human rights system and in the member states generally. The purpose of the new Convention has been formulated in the following way: "The purpose of the present Convention is to promote, protect and ensure the full and equal enjoyment of all human rights and fundamental freedoms  by all persons with disabilities, and to promote respect for their inherent dignity."

In other words, the human rights approach in disability policy has been well established on paper. The question now is how to make this approach an effective tool in the struggle for better conditions of life and participation in society on equal terms for persons with disabilities. This is where the mainstreaming approach becomes a necessary vehicle to achieve our goals. 

To make my message clear I have to broaden my discussion at this point. To Achieve our goals in disability policy  we must apply two main approaches. In the Standard Rules they are called "prerequisites for Equal Participation" and "Target Areas for Equal Participation". The prerequisites mainly consist of special measures like habilitation, rehabilitation, assistive devices and personal assistance. These measures are special in the sense that they are needed only by persons with disabilities.  They are necessary to empower the individual to the greatest possible degree of independence, but, and this is an important insight, they are not sufficient to achieve full participation in society.  In addition we must take measures to remove all the different types of obstacles and barriers, which for various reasons exist in the surrounding society. This is where "mainstreaming" comes into focus as an absolutely necessary method to achieve our goals.

How do we then define the concept of mainstreaming in this context?  Well, there is a definition  on the first page of  the programme of this conference, which I find quite useful: "Mainstreaming is the integration of disability aspects at all levels of society from the very beginning  and through the process of planning, implementing, monitoring and evaluating measures that affect people with disabilities in all areas of life." This means that a disability dimension )or aspect)       should be established in all activities of relevance on both the national, regional and local levels. The great challenge is to make politicians, administrators, engineers, architects, educators, employers, business people and other decision-makers  realise that they themselves have a responsibility for accessibility measures. 

Many years ago a public commission  on disability policy in Sweden formulated the following two principles on the issue of responsibility: "Those who are responsible for the provision of services, products and information to the general public and those who design and build the physical environment have a primary responsibility to ensure that their services, products information etc are made accessible to persons with disabilities. The second principle concerns the funding of measures: The cost of making a service, information, environment etc accessible should  primarily be considered a natural part of the budget in question.  

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

In my experience the great challenge in applying a mainstream approach in disability policy is to make the many actors in society realise that they themselves have the responsibility for making their activities and products accessible for persons with disabilities. The human rights perspective now makes it possible to expose the neglect to create accessibility as an act of discrimination or violation of the human rights of persons with disabilities.  In our struggle we must remember that this exclusion of disability needs from mainstream planning often comes from a deeply rooted notion in society that disability matters should be handled by specialists like medical doctors and social workers. We have to work hard to change this misconception and to make people understand that we disabled people are ordinary human beings and that our needs must be respected and integrated in the general planning of society.  

I congratulate the EDF and the working groups in the eight project countries on their achievements in the mainstream project. Particularly I appreciate the systematic approach applied in the six different steps of moving from more or less nothing to a formal plan for integrating disability measures into a number of important sectors of society. I strongly believe that the human rights approach can be very useful in this context. If you could succeed in making the local planners view the situation of people with disabilities through a human rights lens, they would discover the necessity to integrate disability needs into the general planning process. it would hopefully also be possible for them to discover  instances of exclusion and discrimination perhaps stemming from their own earlier lack of consideration for disability matters. This new insight could then  serve as a powerful instrument in changing the conditions of life for persons with disabilities. 

I am certain that the different experiences in the eight project countries will indicate the need for cooperation and partnership in implementing the mainstream approach in disability policy in local communities. This can be done in many different ways. However, it is crucial that the disability organisations assume an active role, using their experience and knowledge of the situation among their members. Naturally the actors in society, representing both the public and the private sectors, must play an active part in the planning process. I am sure that the mainstream project will have valuable experiences in how such a partnership can be organised. 

May I now return to the  new disability convention. In its Article 33  National implementation and Monitoring it is stated that: "States Parties shall .... maintain, strengthen, designate or establish within the State Party a framework, including one or more independent mechanisms, as appropriate, to promote, protect and monitor implementation of the present  Convention. ... Civil society, in particular persons with disabilities and their representative organizations, shall be involved and participate fully in the monitoring process." This is excellent, but, to make it work, new forms of cooperation should be established also locally.       This new human rights approach  calls for the development of new methods of monitoring and reporting  on the situation of people with disabilities. Such activities have been started. In an international project entitled Disability Rights Promotion International (DRPI), where I am one of the co-directors, we contribute to the development of new and effective methods  in monitoring the human rights situation of persons with disabilities  around the world.  If you are interested, you can find out more on our website: www.yorku.ca/drpi

Ladies and gentlemen, 

May I at the end of this presentation express a sincere hope that disability matters one day will become as natural a part of the planning process in society as environmental aspects, security and equality between men and women are today. After all, we are no aliens from outer space. We are human beings with the same right to be respected and included as everyone else. Let us hope that we will get there one day!
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