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Independent living is a  crucial issue for persons with disabilities, as well as a human rights issue, recognised by Article 19 of the UNCRPD. 

Today, Hundreds thousands  of Europeans with disabilities are forced to live in a residential institutions. Many others live segregated because of more invisible but real walls preventing that to live independent lives as anybody else. The severe shortage of quality services In many EU countries, as well as lack of support to families,  prevent in fact  persons with disabilities to live independently, or at least as independently as possible as part of their community.

Concrete actions of positive discrimination are needed in order to ensure independent living, including  to those persons with disabilities who need a higher level for support and life-long care in order to develop the skills needed to make their own choice and to live independently, as we can not compromise nor admit exceptions when it comes to  the enjoyment of human rights. 

Achieving Independent Living for all r requires a cross-cutting and holistic approach which goes from physical access, over supported decision-making, to personal assistance, personal budgets and a lot more.

The European Union does have instruments to make crucial steps forward toward independent living for all persons with disabilities:

· Following the ratification of the UNCRPD, European legislation should be reviewed and furtherly improved, in order to check if it actually promotes independent living in the community for all citizens, including all persons with disabilities.  A precondition for a full and committing review is that the UNCRPD will become binding for the EU without any further delay. EDF is, fully welcoming the very recent of the UNCRPD by the EU, as well as its willingness to set-up instruments for promotion, protection and follow-up of the obligations enshrined in the UNCRPD . However, we are disappointed in understanding that the EU will wait for ratifications by all Member States before it will let European policy-making be bound by the obligations of the Convention.

· The issue of independence for all persons with disabilities should be fully considered in future legislation and policies.

· The screening of financial programmes of the EU, such as the European Structural Funds, pre-accession programmes and development cooperation, should ensure that the resources are spent on breaking down barriers for persons with disabilities, rather than building up new ones.

This is in line with the European Disability Pact which EDF is proposing to EU governments and the European Commission, with the aim of ensuring coordination, mainstreaming and clear objectives for future European policies pertaining to disability. The ambition of the Pact on disability is to give direction and a long-term vision to disability policy at a time where the EU is considering a follow-up to the Lisbon Strategy and the Disability Action Plan. Moreover, we are at a time where the UNCRPD is being ratified, the Lisbon Treaty is entering into force and the European Commission as well as the European Parliament are working on new mandates.

The foundation for all these mechanisms is that disability to be fully recognised as a human rights issue. And this is even more true when we are talking about possibilities for persons with disabilities to live independently in the community with adequate support. EDF, therefore, has a very strong hope that the human and fundamental rights of persons with disabilities are to be recognised by the coming European Commissioner for fundamental rights. We hope that the administrative structures will underpin this approach. This is the reason why we are looking forward to know how concretely the new Commissioner will be supported with expertise in the area of human rights of persons with disabilities.

Concrete tools are available to the EU and should be used to promote independent living in the widest sense. 

In the field of social and employment policies, the EU should promote economic independence for persons with disabilities. To this aim:

· inclusion of more persons with disabilities on the labour market should be promoted by investing through the European Structural Funds, in particular as a prioritised target group for the European Social Fund.

· Article 16 of the general regulation on the European Structural Funds, dealing with accessibility for persons with disabilities and non-discrimination, should be enforced in order to promote social inclusion of persons with disabilities by means of European funding.

· legislative frameworks for public procurement and service delivery in the social field should be designed  in order to allow local public authorities and other actors to hand over control and choice of services to persons with disabilities and their families.

· better information on the European legislative framework regulating the portability of social rights across EU borders should be ensured to persons with disabilities and their families. Persons with disabilities need to know their rights and obligations in order to be able to take informed decisions related to going abroad for shorter or longer periods.

· legislation which regulates portability of social rights across EU borders should be reviewed with the aim of giving persons with disabilities real opportunities to move to another country while keeping access to e.g. personal assistance and personal budgets.

· targets on independent living should be included in the Open Method of Coordination on Social Inclusion and Social Protection, including adequacy of disability pensions and disability allowances. Member States need to have an obligation to take these aspects into account when reporting within this framework.

· adequate funding should be ensured eed to representative  organisations of persons with disabilities working on European level,  in order them to be the independent voice who can speak on behalf of persons with disabilities in European policy-making.
Regarding policies more specifically related to community living,
· The European Commission should put together a communication in order to have a true strategy for deinstitutionalisation reform in Europe.

· Spending of European Structural Funds should be monitored in order to ensure that investments are channelled from the building of new segregating institutions to the provision of alternatives provided in the community.

· EU pre-accession programmes need to include a component on structural reform of residential institutions.

· Exchange  programmes  should be available in order to promote education of staff who take part in the development of community-based services.

· A team of experts should be made available to assist EU countries in the process of deinstitutionalisation.

· The concept of independent living should be included in possible future European quality principles on social services of general interest.

In relation to design and assistive technology, the EU should do a number of things to enhance independence for persons with disabilities.

· Allocate financial resources to the development of assistive technology through research and innovation programmes.

· Support the creation of a European master’s programme in design for all including modules on interaction between mainstream and assistive technology as well as the concept of independent living.

· Adopt binding legislation on accessibility of goods and services on European level, including legislation on access to information and communication technology.

· Develop European standards which can work to facilitate the implementation of European legislation and coordinate efforts in the area of assistive technology.

· Bring together in a formalised dialogue producers of mainstream technology on the one hand and assistive technology producers on the other, with the aim of ensuring improved interaction between facilities which are available to the population at large and assistive technology.

EDF is very willing to be involved in discussion on all these proposals, according to the principle “Nothing about us without us”. And we really want this conference to lay the foundation for concrete steps towards more independence for persons with disabilities with the adequate services and support provided. Let me express our best wishes for the success of this relevant conference in improving the rights and lives of all persons with disabilities across the EU.

