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IMPROVING THE QUALITY OF LIFE OF PEOPLE WITH DISABILITIES: 
ENHANCING A COHERENT POLICY FOR AND THROUGH FULL PARTICIPATION 

Malaga (Spain), 7-8 May 2003 

Introductory Paper  

 

1. Changes in Europe (the challenges)  

1. The last decade has seen major political, economic, social and technological changes in 
Europe, affecting not only the standard of living and quality of life, but also behaviour, attitudes, 
perceptions and expectations of all Europeans. The opportunities and challenges of globalisation, 
the development of information and communication technology, changing patterns of 
employment and unemployment, health and demography; migration; and the transition to market 
economies are transforming the region. Many of these changes have been positive and have 
consequently raised people's hopes and expectations. They have also had an impact on the 
approach to disability policies.  

2. Rising expectations have been accompanied by increased awareness and recognition of the 
individual rights as citizens: political, social and economic, as well as cultural rights, including 
the right to education. The inter-relationship between these various rights clearly calls for a 
coherent policy for full citizenship and participation of disabled people. This implies that their 
needs are taken into account in all policy design and planning. Any strategy based on piecemeal 
solutions falls short in adequately taking account of this holistic view of the individual. The main 
character of the coherent, integrated approach is the fact that the human being is in the centre of 
attention. It is thus respecting the human rights, fundamental freedoms and dignity of the 
individual.  

3. The Second Summit of Heads of State and Government of the Council of Europe (Strasbourg, 
10-11 October 1997) recognised in its Final Declaration that "social cohesion is one of the 
foremost needs of the wider Europe and should be pursued as an essential complement to the 
promotion of human rights and dignity", and agreed to "review [their] legislation in the social 
field with a view to combating all forms of exclusion ...".  

2. Managing Change (the responses)  

4. This Conference will be invited to review the achievements made by member states in the last 
decade to promote the integration and involvement of disabled people, implementing the 
provisions included in Council of Europe Recommendation No. R (92) 6 on a coherent policy for 
people with disabilities. The instrument recommended that the governments of member states 
develop coherent and global policies to promote, through concerted action, the integration of 
people with disabilities at school, at work and in society and public life. The Recommendation 
laid down benchmarks, prompting a whole host of policies, both national and international, 
geared to meeting the needs of disabled people, including by devising and applying innovative 
strategies focusing on independent living, citizenship and full participation, and to building 
awareness among Europeans of the aspirations and contributions to society of people with 
disabilities.  
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5. Countries in Europe generally have responded to the challenges by adopting a two-fold 
strategy, twinning the traditional welfare approach with non-discrimination measures. However, 
there has been a shift from an emphasis on protection and rehabilitation towards a holistic focus 
and the promotion of active policies, empowering the individual to control his/her own life. In 
order to achieve equality of opportunity for people with disabilities, some countries have included 
non-discrimination provisions in their constitutions, others have passed special legislation on this 
issue, and others again have counted on other approaches. In any case, most countries have 
applied a policy mix consisting of non-discrimination legislation, preferential treatment and 
compensatory measures. Many institutions in which disabled people have traditionally been 
segregated have been downsized or abolished, reorganised or replaced with services in the local 
community. A broader range of supportive measures has been implemented and especially 
support structures for independent living have been promoted. Government agencies, services or 
other bodies specialised in the integration of disabled people have been set up at national, 
regional and local level. In many countries, national umbrella organisations of and for disabled 
people have also been established, which has facilitated participation in the political decision 
making process.  

6. Within that trend, people with disabilities have become better educated and trained, more 
organised and more assertive, claiming equal access to life in society. They regard earlier 
approaches based on dependence and segregation as an obstacle to progress and as contrary to the 
principles of equal treatment and citizenship.  

7. The role of NGOs in society has changed: they have become motors of development, and 
partners for governments and people with disabilities alike, be it as service providers or as a 
source of expert knowledge and competence.  

8. International organisations, such as the United Nations (UN), the World Health Organization 
(WHO), the International Labour Organization (ILO), and the European Union (EU) have 
adopted various instruments to promote the integration of people with disabilities.  

3. The step forward (objectives and instruments)  

9. To respect human rights means that all measures linked to policy implementation have to be 
founded upon human rights, and based on the realities of everyday life. "Every measure" means 
that disability policy is the responsibility of Government as a whole and not reliant on one 
particular Department. This "mainstreaming" of disability policy as one way of implementing a 
coherent policy means that every Government Department is directly or indirectly involved in the 
integration of disabled people, and has to establish suitable co-ordination mechanisms and 
adequate monitoring procedures. Thus, human rights instruments are indispensable tools for 
mainstreaming and implementing a rights-based approach into everyday life through appropriate 
national legislation. These need to be accompanied by policy measures for their practical 
implementation.  

10. This Conference aims to set the European disability policy agenda for the next decade by 
identifying key areas of action where progress is yet to be made. It will take a holistic approach to 
the issue of fully including disabled people in society. It will discuss ways and means of 
promoting citizenship and full participation of disabled people by developing effective legal and 
policy provisions and by developing innovative approaches in service provision. It will examine 
the fundamental areas upon which the future disability policy should be built.  
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11. However, particular consideration will be given to key policy areas such as education and 
employment, as well as crucial factors determining the quality of life of all Europeans, such as 
new technologies. The conference will pay specific attention to disabled women and disabled 
people in need of a high level of support.  

12. Ministers will be invited to promote the paradigm shift from:  

 functional limitations to functional capacities,  
 assessing disabilities to assessing abilities,  
 the institution-based care setting to the life in the local community,  
 the medical model of service delivery to individual support,  
 care services to support services,  
 the service-driven approach to the user-driven approach,  
 specialised measures to integrated measures,  
 the rehabilitation to the empowerment of the individual,  
 the compensation for individual impairments to the elimination of environmental 

obstacles,  
 passive measures to replace income to active measures intended to foster participation,  

In short: the paradigm shift from the patient to the citizen.  

13. Any modern disability policy or programme will have to take account of this paradigm shift. 
The Second Ministerial Conference will contribute to the discussion of this topic by addressing 
the following issue: "What new lines of thinking and what common strategies must now be 
pursued in order to adequately respond to those challenges?"  

14. Ministers will be invited to adopt a joint Political Declaration establishing the principles and 
guidelines that are to preside over the work of European governments in the next decade. This 
statement will underscore the right of people with disabilities to equality of opportunity, 
independent living, full citizenship and active participation in the life of the community.  

4. Conclusions:  

15. A new European policy framework on disability is needed, based on human rights and 
partnership between different actors, involving all policy sectors, empowering individuals, and 
with the participation of all stakeholders, in order to achieve full citizenship and active 
participation of people with disabilities in the life of the community: a partnership between 
governments, social partners and civil society, including disabled people themselves to reach 
practical solutions and to develop workable and affordable policies. 

 


