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(Introduction)

I very much welcome the opportunity to take part in this discussion on Media and Disability and to share with you some of the Commission’s perceptions of the key communication challenges facing the European Union and its current – and future – Member States as regards issues of concern to all people with disabilities. 

I would like to start by congratulating the Greek Presidency and the Greek Disability Confederation for having taken this important initiative.  An initiative which makes a valuable contribution to the European Year of People with Disabilities, and notably to its awareness-raising aims.

And as a member the Disability Unit in the European Commission, the Unit which has responsibility for the European Year of People with Disabilities, I am indeed gratified that many representatives of the EU media, are taking such an active part in this important event, and also by the wide coverage the EYPD has received from the media to date, at local, regional and at national level.  By working together, in this way we can create a useful synergy for change. 

(Setting the scene)
This congress takes place at a time when a real "wind of change" is blowing through the disability world. 

There is growing individualism; an acknowledgement that disability is a 'rights' issue; and, the emergence of greater opportunities for self-determination by people with disabilities.  On the other hand there are the limits of the Welfare State; the problems that are so apparent in many institutions. ….

And there is the very fact that for many people with disabilities, our societies are not inclusive enough. Among the many problems faced daily by people with disabilities are: lack of awareness and understanding on what it means to be disabled; stigma and prejudice; institutionalisation; segregation in education; and, discrimination in employment. Yet, their right to play a full and active role in society should be as self-evident as for any other citizen. 

All of these issues call for creative solutions in order to achieve the full participation of people with a disability in all social and economic aspects of our societies. And we should never forget that when people with disabilities are discriminated against, it follows that their human rights are clearly being flouted.

Please make no mistake – disability is truly a rights issue, it is not a matter of discretion or of charity.  Appropriate information on these emerging rights and obligations is vital to ensure that the victims of discrimination will effectively make use of the rights now enshrined in EU and national anti-discrimination legislation, in particular the new Directive on equal treatment in employment and occupation, due for transposition into national laws at the end of this year.  I would also particularly like to draw your attention to the EU-wide information campaign on anti-discrimination that the Commissioner, Anna Diamantopoulou, will launch on 16 June.  This campaign will aim to inform everyone concerned, particularly employers and employees, of their new rights and obligations under the new Directive and the related national implementing legislation.  In order to maximise the impact, the Commission has made a conscious effort to involve all of the relevant stakeholders in the campaign.  To make the campaign a success, we will need the active support of all, and certainly of those who work in the media.

We must not fail the victims of disability discrimination, who are looking to all of us to deliver on the promises we made in the year 2000, and to match the expectations raised by the EYPD in particular.

(The Issue: why are we here today, together ? )

Lack of awareness and understanding is one of the crucial issues facing people with disabilities.  Evidence for this is provided in a recent  survey on attitudes of Europeans to Disability.  The survey revealed that more than 40% of Europeans believe that other people feel uneasy in the presence of people with disabilities.  It also showed that 57% of Europeans admit to not being well informed about various types of disability, whereas 60% felt they knew a lot about cancer.  Moreover, a fifth of Europeans do not know what percentage of their country's population has a disability.  In point of fact, 10% of the EU population in the age group 16-64 reported a moderate disability in 2001 while a further 4.5% reported a severe disability.  When we consider that the incidence of disability rises with age, it is clear that these figures would be even higher if the over 65-year olds were taken into account. 

The full and complete participation of people with disabilities into society in general has a long way to go to reach an acceptable, never mind full, level of achievement.  It is not simply a question of new legal instruments or of additional financial means, important though these undoubtedly are.  It is essentially about changing attitudes with respect to disability. 

It is a widely-held theory that one cannot legislate for attitudinal change – and it is attitudes that we need to change during the EYPD.  Such a change will not happen either automatically or spontaneously, it needs a great deal of work by people at all levels of society.  Employers, employees, governments, NGOs, and authorities at all levels alike need to be better informed:

- about the obstacles and barriers that people with disabilities face every day;

- about ways to overcome those obstacles; and, 

- about the benefits not just to people with disabilities but to society as a whole of this

And this is where you, in the media, can do so much.  The media sectors have a unique ability to reach out to all parts of society.  Through newspapers, both regional and national.  Through television and radio programmes.   Through publications on the internet.  These are powerful and influential information tools that can highlight the situation of people with disabilities in a very positive way.  The media can achieve a great deal in its different specialisations of course.  And it can achieve even more, when different sectors are in partnership with one another, with disability organisations at national and European level, and with us in the EU institutions, by creating co-ordinated and complementary action to promote the interests of people with disabilities.  To improve the negative perceptions that so often arise about disability.  

A productive society is one that invests in the competence and skills of people with disabilities. That harnesses the huge potential and talent that disabled people can offer.

I want to stress this positive aspect and to counteract the negativity which so often is associated with disability, particularly in relation to the mainstream employment market.  Disability is not inability – nor should it be invisibility, either in the labour market or in society in general. 

(The EU overall approach)

For its part, the European Commission is committed to help improve the situation of people with disabilities – this is indeed a core policy commitment for us. Because, people with disabilities do not want handouts, or charity or sympathy. They want what all of us want. Equal Rights. A decent job. A fair wage. A chance to fulfil their potential. And lead a full life.

We are therefore striving for a Europe where every citizen's needs are met. Where attitudes are open. And fears and ignorance of disabilities no longer exist. Where non-accessible streets, buildings and technologies are the exception rather than the norm. With full and equal participation of people with disabilities in all aspects of social, economic and political life. 

 (Raising awareness: the EYPD )

Undoubtedly the European Year of People with Disabilities provides - as such- a unique and bold opportunity to help raise awareness of disability as an issue, which concerns the whole of society. I would say the Year is all about making a move forward in disability policies towards equal rights, empowerment and full citizenship for people with disabilities. 

The principles of participation and inclusion encapsulate our aims for 2003 which has been adopted as the European Year of People with Disabilities – not for people with disabilities, since this term could itself be interpreted as exclusive whereas inclusiveness is the message we want to convey. 

This means that the main goal of EYPD is to promote awareness at all levels in the Member States, involving key stakeholders, particularly disabled people themselves and the organisations which represent them.  Specifically, the promotional campaign for EYPD is focussed on mobilising grass roots involvement in the aims of EYPD and encouraging them to get involved in both the preparation and in the implementation of the Year.  Because our aim is to make a difference with disabled people, not just for disabled people.   And the different media sectors play a key role in making this difference.

The European Year is also about strengthening the concept of EU citizenship for disabled people; promoting the idea that on the one hand, disabled people are EU citizens like any others, but also that throughout the EU disabled people have common concerns and similar needs.
Thus, the basic concept of EYPD is that by involving a wide group of stakeholders and actors it is possible to increase awareness more generally of disability issues; to highlight the current situation of disabled people across the EU; and to stimulate innovative policy developments that might not otherwise have taken place, to break the many barriers that disabled people face. A successful European Year should serve as starting point, by laying the foundation on which future long term action can be built. 

With this in mind, unlike previous 'Years', the Commission has chosen to adopt an entirely new and innovative approach to the European Year of People with Disabilities which does truly involve participation.  We have chosen to make the Year a people's campaign, organised by people with disabilities in close co-operation with national and local disability organisations.  Participation in action one might say.

But everyone has their part to play.  And by building on strong alliances of non-governmental organisations, public administration commitment, corporate and media support, we expect the Year to give a strong impetus for governments at all levels to set up long term goals and develop new initiatives for people with disabilities.

 (Conclusions: our expectations for the Year and this Congress)

The crucial issue for the success of the Year is whether it will produce sustainable results beyond 2003, setting long term goals for an accessible, de-stigmatised and inclusive society. 

With the support of the media sector, I am confident that the European Year will help raise awareness, change attitudes and eliminate stereotypes and stigmatisation. Helping us therefore to break the cycle of exclusion.

I would like, if I may, to offer you some suggestions about ways in which you can make a difference.  It would be wonderful if, following this Congress; we could achieve some specific and positive results.  For example, you might perhaps consider Media Action Plans, which we would publish on our EYPD web-site, and which could set out a series of key instruments you could use to deliver the messages to society.  This might be backed up by the creation of a permanent dialogue between the media, disabled people themselves and the organisations that represent them, as well as with policy makers so as to target new initiatives where these would be most useful and effective.  I offer these suggestions as examples of a lasting, sustainable legacy of the EYPD. 

Building on the impetus and interest created by the Year, the European Commission clearly have ambitions for future progress on disability issues beyond the Year itself.  We will present a Commission Communication by the end of 2003 which will build upon the achievements made by the variety of initiatives taking place within the Year, and will set out a sustainable way forward for disability issues. 

In conclusion, may I again congratulate and thank you for your participation in this European Year Congress.  We greatly value your contribution and look forward to working with you.
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