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Bruxelles, 1 - 2 december 2011 - Charlemagne 

Building - Rue de la Loi 170, B-1040 Bruxelles 

Europe's way out of the crisis: the disability rights 

perspective 

 

The two days meeting that took place in Brussels was the 

occasion to discuss once more European questions. Why 

European questions ? Because attending European 

Commision events allows you to think that there is a sole 

way to be European and to receive  only an answer from EU 

institutions to problems. 

In effect, the debate we participate in these two days was 

related to the impact that the financial crisis is having on 

the people with disabilities' daily life: the economic and 

financial crisis has continued to make life more difficult for 

European citizens and in particular for people with 

disabilities who are often more vulnerable to be adversely     

affected by austerity measures adopted by the EU Member 

States. 

This year conference explored how the European Union can 

support recovery for all in the context of the Europe 2020. 
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To doing this, we all must: 

� define the EU context of the financial and economic 

crisis and the impact on the employment and realisation 

of rights for people with disabilities; and: 

� explore how EU policy and funding instruments can be 

used to effectively implement the United Nations 

Convention for the rights of persons with disabilities 

(UN CRPD) and can create better conditions for the 

employment and social inclusion of disabled people, 

thereby contributing to finding a way out of the 

economic crisis. 

The methods are thought to act on different levels: 

1. increasing the number of new skills and new jobs, 

2. fighting the poverty and social exclusion, 

3. to carry out anti-discrimination policies, 

4. funding accessibilty and ICTs, 

5. widening research framework programme subjects. 

In particular, I'll try to summary briefly the different points: 

1. One of the goals of the new agenda of the DG 

Employment is reaching 75% occupational level by 2020. 

and achiving the following EU targets: 
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- get early school-leving rate below 10%; 

- get more young people in higher education or equivalent 

vocational education (at least 40%); and 

- have at least 20 million fewer people in or at risk of 

poverty and social exclusion.  

This result must be conquered analyzing supply, demand 

and quality of the EU jobs. In this field, incrasing the 

occupation level for people with disabilities must be a goal; 

also in crisis time, because allowing people with disabilities 

to be indipendent will reduce social costs (both direct, i.e. 

for the family, and indirect, i.e. for the states budgets). The 

still open question are : 

- what concrete measures can help reduce the gap in 

employment rates between disabilities people and the rest 

of the population ? How can EU policies contribute ? 

- persons with disabilities tend to leave the education 

system earlier than the rest of the population. How can their 

early school-leavingrate be reduced ? 

- the opportunity to gain a living by freely chosen work is a 

right recognised by the UN CRPD. Which measures are most 

effective to give people with disabilities real access to the 
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labour market ? How can (hidden) discrimination be 

overcome ? 

2. In this field, the new strategy (Europe 2020: European 

framework for social and territorial cohesion) faces different 

challenges: the multiple dimensions of poverty and 

exclusion, the poverty throughout the life cycle and new 

vulnerabilities severe exclusions and specific disavantges. 

One of the instruments for achieving these goals is the 

European platform against poverty and social exclusion, 

building on the legacy of the Europan year 2010 against 

poverty and exclusion. 

The still open questions are: 

− figures from Eurostat show that 20% of person with 

disabilities are at risk of poverty - after social transfers. 

This is a 50% higher chance than for the rest of the 

population. At a time when state budgets and social 

transfers are coming under pressure, which cost-

effective actions can be implemented to tackle poverty 

and social exclusion ? 

− persons with disabilities are at high risk of multiple 

discrimination: women, migrants, persons belonging to 
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national minorities, ect. are partculary affected. How 

can EU and member States actions face the challenge 

of multiple discrimination ? 

3. The anti-discriminations policies that are exploited from 

the EU institutions are connected with access and supply of 

goods and services, education, transport, housing, health 

care and social security and social assistance. In these 

fields, the comparison must be realized also between the EU 

laws and the EU Member states's laws, trying to avoid direct 

and indirect discriminations and to increase accessibility and 

positive duties to promote equality and inclusion. 

4. The goal is analysing how connecting Europe (that's a 

proposal in the future multiannual financial framework) can 

be of benefit for the freedom of movement for persons with 

disabilities. The proposal should cover transport and ICT 

project to bring more interconnectivity across Europe.  

The still open questions are:  

− what is the scope of the new connecting Europe facility 

?  

− how can the connecting Europe facility fund 

accessibility of transport and ICTs ? 
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− what are the  synergies and links between this new 

financial instrument and already existing programmes 

and to what extend can these be used to fund 

accessibility for persons with disabilities ? 

− when accessing goods and services, what are the most 

striking barriers encountered by disabled and elderly 

people ? 

5. In times of crisis, investing in innovation and research is 

essential for overcoming barriers faced by European citizens 

with disabilities. The still open questions are: 

- investing in social innovation in times of crisis is under 

pressure. How can social innovation promote social inclusion 

and accessibility for persons with disabilities ? 

- what are the challenges of researchers in the delivering 

innovation which is useful for persons with disabilities ? 

- why is the implementation phase often so slow ? What 

initiatives can promote the entrepreneurial sprint necessary 

to bring reseach results to markets ? 

After these summaries, I can say the two days in Bruxelles 

is also the occasion to meet people - from different 

countries - involved in disability at different levels: NGO's 
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(both at EU level at EU members states level), central 

authorities, research centres, EU institutions. During brief 

exchanges of opinions, there are the chance to ask for 

future collaborations to improve living, working and social 

conditions for persons with disabilities. 

So, returning to the begining, if the EU members states 

leaders are trying (we hope with success) to define the EU 

financial and social strategies, the EU Institutions with the 

concrete actions of the European Disabilities Forum are 

trying to realize a new methodolgy to support persons with 

disabilities in their daily life. 

 

       Elena Weber 

      Ceo – Regionale Institute for 

         blind people “Rittmeyer” 
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