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Editorial /// Barroso said so
We finally met with President of the European Commission Jose Manuel Durão Barroso. The best thing about this meeting were obviously the successful outcomes: Mr. Barroso endorses the State of the Union on Disability, committed to ensuring the right enforcement of the UN Convention throughout the European Commission and shared EDF worries on the impact of austerity fiscal measures on people with disabilities. That is what the disability movement is fighting for, and this is also why disability rights have to stay on top of the EU agenda.
A couple of days before this high level meeting, the whole European disability movement met for its Annual General Assembly- the most important event of the year for the European disability movement. This annual event is always a very intense moment for all of us. We talked about what really matters: the crisis that is hitting people with disabilities hard and we adopted the 2nd manifesto on the rights of women with disabilities. Amidst all the discussions and these important topics, the 200+ participants focused on how to make sure the European Union will guarantee freedom of movement for all persons with disabilities. The debates were lively, with many expressing concise demands for what is needed and to improve the life of persons with disabilities: a strong European Accessibility Act and the appropriate implementation of the UNCRPD.
In this issue of Disability Voice, you can read all about the latest news on Disability in Europe. Further to the meetings mentioned above, you will learn of the latest efforts regarding the Digital Agenda and what is necessary to make sure all public websites will be accessible to everyone. You will also find out why we teamed up with Vodafone and what our reactions were to the latest Council conclusions on Disability strategy. Preceding this you will be granted a unique view into the state of residential care in institutions. Thanks to the recent BBC documentary that caused an outrage in the UK and across the EU and the ensuing media attention, the dark side of this care system was illuminated once more and caused a new wave of action on this.
June was intense. It is going to be hot a summer.
Javier Güemes, Acting Director, European Disability Forum
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High Level Meeting
EDF MEETS BARROSO: DISABILITY RISES HIGH ON THE EUROPEAN AGENDA

A delegation of the European Disability Forum led by its President, Yannis Vardakastanis, met with President of the European Commission Barroso in Brussels on 31 May 2011. This was the opportunity to discuss the next steps for disability in the EU.

The outcomes were successful: Mr. Barroso endorses the State of the Union on Disability, and committed to ensuring the right enforcement of the UN Convention throughout the European Commission. Finally, the President promised to put pressure on national authorities to safeguard the rights of persons with disabilities during times of crisis. Mr Jose Manuel Barroso recognised that the European Disability Forum is the primary representative to the European Institutions. A part from the President, the disability movement was represented by its Vice President, Erzsebet Földesi, its Secretary Rodolfo Cattani, and Director, Javier Güemes. They successfully brought 3 important issues to the table:

1. the State of the Union on Disabilities

Barroso agreed to endorse ‘The State of the Union on Disability’; an important instrument for improving the lives of persons with disabilities, envisaged by the disability movement. Presidents of both the European Council and the European Parliament Van Rompuy and Buzek had already granted their support. The State of the Union on Disability will gather the presidents of the three institutions and EDF to discuss policy developments and disability issues across the EU. The State of the Union will be a biennial meeting to start before the end of 2011.

2. UN Convention: from words to deeds

The next topic on the agenda dealt with the UN Convention on the Right of Persons with Disabilities. The conclusion of the Convention by the EU, which took place late last year, was a landmark achievement for the disability movement. During the discussion Barroso committed to ensuring the appropriate follow up of the Convention within the European Commission. Explicitly, this will be brought to the College of Commissioners and the plenary of the Directorate Generals. 

3. the crisis: emergency exit

A further, disquieting issue that EDF addressed were the very serious consequences of the austerity measures for persons with disabilities. On this, Barroso promised to safeguard their rights using the relevant tools: Europe 2020, the Agenda for New Skills and Jobs and the European Platform Against Poverty, and the Disability Strategy 2010 - 2020. Cuts in social expenditure are taking place across the EU, yet the Commission has vowed to remind Member States of their obligations towards the most vulnerable groups of society. He stressed the need to combat the negative portrayal of disabled people that occurs in dire situations. EDF wants to make sure 80 million persons with disabilities are not the first to pay for the crisis.

Yannis Vardakastanis, EDF President stresses: “the European Disability Forum is satisfied with this new impetus: Bridging the gap between words and deeds is crucial. To this end, we welcome these strong political commitments, but the importance lies in delivering on them. This meeting has opened up new opportunities for cooperation between the European Commission and the European disability movement.”
Contact: Aurelien Dayde | + 32 2 282 46 04 | Aurelien.dayde@edf-feph.org

Intense General Assembly

THE DISABILITY MOVEMENT WANTS FREEDOM OF MOVEMENT

From 27th to 29th of May; the 15th Annual General Assembly of the European Disability Forum (EDF) gathered the whole disability movement in Budapest. Among all the important topics, the 200 participants focused on how to make sure the European Union will guarantee freedom of movement for all persons with disabilities.

“Collaboration, consultation and involvement - the fundamentals of a democratic society, the fundamentals of Europe! In this trying time, governments need to remember that they have to include us in all the decisions about us: Nothing about us without us.” Reminded Yannis Vardakastanis, EDF President. This, he said is one of the strong messages we should carry out from this annual assembly.

Free movement of persons with disabilities was the second important discussion point. The European Union says it guarantees freedom of movement for all of its citizens. But persons with disabilities still face major difficulties when travelling or going to study, work and live in another European country. The disability movement discussed and proposed the necessary measures to make sure the EU will improve the lives of people with disabilities. The important issue of accessibility to all has been raised from a human rights perspective: Rodolfo Cattani, EDF Executive Member stressed “There are diverse needs for persons with disabilities, in relation to the diverse aspect of accessibility. Needs are not universal. But rights are universal. And nobody can enjoy human rights, to which they do not have access.”

>The European Accessibility Act

Total accessibility implies a binding European Accessibility Act. Overall, the issue of accessibility is vital as it is essential for participation in society. For this reason, a seminar on accessibility and the present legislation in the EU was held with the support of the Hungarian Public Foundation for the Equal Opportunities of Persons with Disabilities. On this issue, the European Commission will present in 2012 a European Accessibility Act setting out a general framework for accessibility in relation to goods and services. The only acceptable way is to include and listen to the disability movement when preparing this Act.

The disability movement wants the European Accessibility Act to take the form of a Directive. This would clearly establish the requirement of accessibility on the relevant sectors, but leave Member States sufficient freedom to take into account their national characteristics.

A further tool to really improve free movement would be the European mobility card. This would ease travelling between Member States as the holder of this card would be granted the same status and benefits anywhere in Europe. 

>Crisis: feeling the brunt

The crisis is hitting us hard in Europe. Austerity measures are now causing alarming situations for persons with disabilities. Yannis Vardakastanis vigorously claimed “We are not responsible for this crisis and the disability movement will fight to ensure that 80 million persons with disabilities are not the first to pay!”
Contact: Maria Nyman | + 32 2 286 52 84 | maria.nyman@edf-feph.org
Web-Accessibility
DIGITAL AGENDA: EDF AND PARTNERS LAUNCH NEW CAMPAIGN

On the occasion of the 1st Digital Agenda Assembly EDF and its partners are launched their campaign for Accessible websites on 16 June 2011. 95% of public websites remain inaccessible. Concretely, this means that older people and persons with disabilities cannot access vital information online and perform the same everyday tasks as non-disabled people can. EDF, represented by its Secretary, Rodolfo Cattani, and its Acting Director, Javier Güemes, presented concrete proposals, for increased accessibility, at the Digital Agenda Assembly.  

>Why is access to websites crucial?

In an increasingly digitalised society, more and more essential information and services are available online. To access them, persons with disabilities and older people require websites designed according to web-accessibility standards to operate correctly with their assistive technologies. Unfortunately, most of the websites, including public websites, do not respect those standards and are inaccessible to a vast majority of the population.

Lars, Denmark:

“I tried to access a government website that showed a short video on how elections work. I could not understand the video because there was no alternative version of the video with a sign language interpretation.”

Helena, Poland:

“Internet is great but I cannot access my bank account online because it is too complicated to log on to the bank website.” 

Stefan, Germany:

“On the radio, I heard an advertisement informing listeners of how to check electricity invoices online. I was interested and went to the mentioned website. However, it was a Flash animation and I am blind so my screen-reader could not read anything and I could not pay my bills online, like anyone else.”

>What is needed?

The European Commission has committed to improving web-accessibility by 2015:

· The Digital Agenda for Europe, one of the flagships of the Europe 2020 Strategy, and the European Disability Strategy 2010-2020 mention a legislative proposal that would “ensure that public sector websites and websites providing basic services to citizens are fully accessible by 2015”. 

· By concluding the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, the EU committed to take action to ensure equal access to information to persons with disabilities.

In the past, the European institutions have repeatedly promised to make public websites accessible but this has not been fulfilled.

Web-Access must become a reality for all!

It is time to act! On the occasion of the first Digital Agenda Assembly, 4 key European organisations, AGE platform Europe, ANEC, EBU and EDF, have come together to call on the European Commission to propose a binding legislation, that delivers web accessibility for all, as soon as possible.
Contact: Nadège Riche | +32 2 282 46 05 | Nadege.riche@edf-feph.org
LAST MINUTE

>EDF TO MEET WITH EUROPEAN COMMISSIONER FOR TRANSPORT

On the 29th of June, EDF President Yannis Vardakastanis, EDF executive member Stig Langvad, policy officer Maria Nyman and EDF Acting Director Javier Güemes will meet European Commissioner for Transport, Siim Kallas, in Brussels. Topics discussed will cover, amongst others, the new White Paper on Transport, the report on the implementation of regulation EC 1107/2006 concerning the passenger rights of persons with disabilities and persons with reduced mobility.
>VODAFONE FOUNDATION LAUNCHES EU SMART ACCESSIBILITY AWARDS WITH AGE AND EDF
In the week of the first EU Digital Assembly in Brussels, Vodafone Foundation launched the Smart Accessibility Awards. This is a new competition to promote the development of IT applications designed to improve the lives of people with disabilities and older people to help them become more actively involved in society.
Read more
>INSTITUTIONS AND DISABILITY: MAJOR HUMAN RIGHTS ISSUE IN RESIDENTIAL 
The Maltreatment of persons with disabilities in closed institutions or residential care is unacceptable. The European disability movement continues to lobby key decision makers in the field to end institutionalisation and promote community-based living.
Read more
>COUNCIL CONCLUSIONS ON THE EUROPEAN DISABILITY STRATEGY 2010-2020
At the 3099th Employment, Social Policy, Health and Consumer Affairs meeting of the Council, the support of the implementation of the European Disability Strategy 2010-2020 was discussed. This initiative has been closely followed by EDF and its members. 
The Council conclusions invites Member States and the Commission to promote the ratification of the UN Convention, make appropriate use of EU funding, and pay attention to disability issues in the design of Member States’ National Reform Programmes. Another pleasing outcome was the fact that the Council showed to be open towards the idea of revising the tasks and the status of the High Level Group on Disability with a view to strengthening its role as well as involving civil society, in particular persons with disabilities and their representative organisations. This is indeed a positive development, considering that EDF would like the High Level Group to evolve into a Disability Committee. Similarly, the Council invites the Commission to support any measures taken by the Member States towards the designation or strengthening of one or more independent mechanisms for monitoring the implementation by the EU of the UN Convention.
 Although the Council conclusions on the Strategy do go into detail, promoting positive actions across all the 8 priority areas it highlights, and these do demonstrate a good will attitude, a real, new impetus for action however, is lacking. A stronger commitment towards improving the legal framework that could impact on the rights of people with disabilities is also not sufficiently addressed. The Council shows its support, yet its loose definitions and general statements do not infer concrete actions. Further, what appeared to be completely overlooked during the discussions is the matter concerning the conclusion of the Optional Protocol attached to the UN Convention. EDF believes that this is an integral part of the UN Convention and a vital tool for change and thus looks to the next Presidency to take up on this and promote its conclusion more actively. 

Contact: Simona Giarratano | + 32 2 503 12 27 | Simona.giarratano@edf-feph.org
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