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1- Introduction
The Arab-EU Research Network on Disability was established in 2022 by ESCWA, the Government of Malta and the United Nations Special Rapporteur on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. It serves as an inter-regional platform for knowledge exchange and capacity building. It brings together academics, researchers and institutions in both Europe and the Arab region to achieve the common goal of pursuing research as an engine of change to ensure greater social inclusion of persons with disabilities. 
ESCWA conducted Four sub-regional consultations with organizations of persons with disabilities (OPDs) in the Arab region as part of the preparations for the conference scheduled to take place on 14-15 February 2023. These consultations aim to consult persons with disabilities and their representative organizations on the main challenges of achieving independent living and inclusion within society for people with disabilities. 
This document represents a summary of the key messages and recommendations emanating from these consultations. It begins by listing the general observations made by participants regarding the nature of the environment that surrounds persons with disabilities and the organizations that represent them in the context of their quest to promote their right to live independently. This is followed by a list of positive developments, in addition to obstacles and challenges, and lastly the recommendations made by the participants during the consultations.
2- Participants
The consultations were conducted as per the table below. The total number of participants for the 4 sessions was 80 persons with disabilities and representatives of OPDs, with an average of 20 persons in each session. 19 ESCWA member countries were represented, as shown in the table below:	
	Countries Represented
	Date

	Group (1): Jordan, Lebanon, State of Palestine
	12 December 2022

	Group (2): Algeria, Egypt, Mauritania, Morocco, Tunisia
	14 December 2022

	Group (3): Iraqi, Libya, Somalia, Sudan, Yemen
	15 December 2022

	Group (4): Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, United Arab Emirates
	19 December 2022


3- Summary of discussions and recommendations
The sessions included discussions about the current situation of independent living in the Arab region in terms of positive developments and challenges. During the session dedicated for countries that are witnessing transitional stages or conflicts, a detailed discussion on this context was held. The sessions also included a discussion of a set of recommendations by OPDs to ensure the right to live independently.
The concept of independent living within the community
With regard to the concept of "independent living within the community", participants showed a marked difference in their understanding and interpretation of this concept and how it is translated in the context of the Arab region. Some of the participants had a clear understanding of independent living as interpreted by Article 19 of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD), which revolves around the right to choose and self-determination. Article 19 does not necessarily indicate that living independently means living alone, but rather that persons with disabilities have the freedom to choose their place of residence and are not isolated from society in residential institutions. The choice of living with family members or alone is hence one that is decided by the person themselves.
At the same time, the participants indicated that Arab societies, in general, still did not accept individuals moving out of the family home before marriage, regardless of the presence or absence of a disability. Thus, what people with disabilities can achieve in some societies with regard to independent living may be subject to prevalent societal norms.
The current situation
Participants in the consultation sessions assessed the current situation through three different lenses: positive developments, challenges, and the context of crises and emergencies.
	Positive Developments



1. International Treaties: Participants stressed that the CRPD signature and/or ratification by all Arab countries was a positive development. This is due to the fact that it acts as a reference and a policy framework in the region.
2. Supportive Laws: Despite the existence of gaps in national legislation, several Arab countries have made strides towards harmonizing their national laws with the CRPD, and have issued new laws for the rights of persons with disabilities in recent years. Examples include Jordan and Sudan in 2017 and Egypt in 2018. This contributed to the provision of several rights and facilities, for example, the law on exemption of assistive devices of people with disabilities from custom duties and the law exempting buildings used to provide services for people with disabilities from construction fees.
3. Community awareness: Participants mentioned that the degree of awareness and acceptance of people with disabilities was increasing and could not be described as weak in some societies in the region.
4. Residential institutions: The governments of some Arab countries have adopted the approach of de-institutionalization as part of their quest towards independent living for persons with disabilities. An example of this is Jordan which included de-institutionalization in its 10-year strategic plan in 2019. Additionally, the presence of these institutions is very limited in some countries, where day-care institutions replace most of these residential institutions.[footnoteRef:1]  [1: 1It should be noted here that there is an absence of national statistics in Arab countries that can accurately show the number of persons with disabilities who live in residential institutions and the number of persons with disabilities who visit day-care centers, and in many cases the two are confused.
] 

5. Success Stories: There are several successful experiences in the Arab region of integrating people with disabilities into schools and universities as students, teachers, employees, and participants in decision-making processes and political and civil life in general.
	Challenges



1. Legislative environment: Participants stated that there were gaps in the legislative environment, where many laws related to the rights of persons with disabilities have not been translated to administrative or executive instructions that facilitate the move towards independent living. This includes rights to education, employment voting and participating in civic life, and the right to legal capacity on an equal basis with others  Additionally, they stressed the existence of gaps in technical and operational capacity and resources to enable the responsible entities to ensure the rights and services stipulated in these laws. 
2. Community awareness: Despite the increasing levels of awareness regarding the rights of persons with disabilities, participants expressed that they are still low. Negative stereotypes on persons with disabilities prevail, and constitute a barrier to their ability to live independently. These negative stereotypes also affected the ability of persons with disabilities to fully participate in the fields of education, employment and public life. Participants also stressed the important role of media to shape public opinion and awareness. They noted the low levels of participation of persons with disabilities in media, and the inaccurate manner in which they are portrayed in media, including movies and television series. 
3. Women with disabilities: Participants pointed out that women face additional barriers in their pursuit to ensure their rights and inclusion in society. Several participants also emphasized the crucial role that women with disabilities have to play in the transition towards independent living. 
4. Inclusion through all stages of life: Participants emphasized that persons with disabilities face challenges to participate in society since childhood and throughout different stages of life from schooling to university education, and later during the pursuit of job opportunities. Persons with disabilities also face barriers to ensuring their right to marry and form families.
5. Financial sufficiency is a necessity for independent living: Participants explained that having a source of income or a job was crucial for people with disabilities to ensure their decent and independent living. They highlighted that vocational training, support for small projects and entrepreneurship for persons with disabilities were all important in this context. Limited financial resources still represent an obstacle towards achieving independent living.
6. Support services: Participants noted that the absence of support services, including personal assistance, in a systematic manner in the Arab region was an important challenge to achieving independent living. There is a scarcity of governmental programs that support the availability of in-home support services or personal assistants.
7. Infrastructure: Participants stressed that several challenges to independent living related to the lack of appropriate infrastructure to enable persons with disabilities in several Arab countries. Challenges included the lack of involvement of persons with disabilities in the planning process for infrastructure, the lack of laws that regulate the process of designing buildings that are currently being built, and the absence of building codes that require new constructions to be accessible. Additionally, participants pointed out that infrastructure in rural areas and outside the capital was inferior as services were reduced or even absent.
8. Lack of Data: Participants indicated that there is a general lack of accurate data on persons with disabilities in the Arab region in addition to the absence of a unified method of data collection in all the countries in the region. They highlighted that in order to facilitate the process of designing social service programs and plans to achieve independent living, it is very important to have accurate data on persons with disabilities. Additionally, it is important to have accurate classifications according to the type and severity of disability, and the different needs and abilities.
9. The digital environment, technology and assistive devices: The digital environment in the Arab region does not take into account the principles of digital accessibility. There also exists a shortage of assistive devices (such as wheelchairs, etc.) or technological assistive devices such as screen readers. These technologies and devices are also expensive and often not compatible with the Arabic language. Participants noted that both digital accessibility and the provision of assistive technologies were both essential for facilitating the move towards independent living in the region.
	Conflict and Emergency Contexts



1. Marginalization in emergency response plans: Participants, especially from Arab countries experiencing crises, wars or transitional stages, expressed that there was marginalization of persons with disabilities in emergency response plans.
2. Additional security, economic, and living challenges: Persons with disabilities in the context of crises, wars, or asylum face additional security and living challenges, which constitute complex additional barriers in the context of independent living and require disability inclusive local, regional and international responses. 
3. Shelters and temporary accommodation: In the context of crises and emergencies, temporary accommodation may be allocated for persons with disabilities. Participants expressed that it was critical that these shelters were not transformed into permanent shelters, as opening the risk for exceptions jeopardized the efforts to achieve independent living and integration into society.
	Recommendations


Legal and operational 
1. Upgrade the legislative frameworks and laws in the Arab region to better guarantee the rights of persons with disabilities in line with the CRPD, which was either signed or ratified by all the countries. In addition to issuing the necessary administrative and executive instructions. This would enable persons with disabilities have access to education, to find work and secure income, to vote and participate in civil, social and economic life on an equal basis with others. All these components are necessary to ensure the right to independent living. 
2. Promote equal rights and responsibilities amongst men and women within the framework of enabling people with disabilities to live independently, in addition to involving persons with disabilities in decision-making, listen to their voice and take thein opinions into consideration. 
3. Develop monitoring mechanisms led by civil society organizations, in addition to those used by government agencies, in the aims of improving the quality of work of organizations that provide support for persons with disabilities as they transition to independent living. 
4. Improve data collection on persons with disabilities, their needs and their contributions with the aim of devising different plans for the transition to independent living for each identified group. 
Awareness raising
5. Raise awareness and change stereotypes on persons with Disabilities, including the awareness and ideas of their families which play a pivotal role in the transition to independent living. Herein lies the importance of providing support, training and awareness for the families of persons with disabilities to avoid overprotection and isolation, which are obstacles to independent living.
6. Encourage the media to involve persons with disabilities themselves in this sector and to work on raising awareness on their rights. The use of success stories of activists with disabilities is effective in changing negative stereotypes about the ability, talents, and contributions of persons with disabilities to society.
Inclusion in all life stages
7. Empower persons with disabilities and promote their inclusion in the fields of education and employment.
8. Build on the success stories of inclusion of persons with disabilities in the field of education in several countries in the region as both students and as teachers.
9. Support persons with disabilities to acquire a source of income/job to ensure their ability to live independently. Herein lies the importance of vocational training, support for small projects and entrepreneurship as limited financial resources still preset an obstacle to achieving independent living.
10. Recognize the capabilities of persons with disabilities and refrain from limiting their participation in the workforce to certain jobs, especially in labor laws.
11. Support persons with disabilities professionally by allowing them to learn about professional paths at an early age in inclusive schools.
12. Adopt a holistic approach when designing support services or programs that facilitate independent living by taking into account all dimensions of well-being. This includes emotional, physical, occupational, social, intellectual, environmental, and financial well-being. 
13. Support the teaching of sign language. For people with hearing disabilities, one of the major obstacles to independent living and inclusion is the lack of knowledge of sign language in society.
Infrastructural and digital accessibility
14. Adopt the principles of universal design to promote accessibility and implement monitoring mechanisms to ensure that relevant stakeholders abide by such principles such as establishing a new building code. 
15. Provide technology and assistive devices at a lower cost to persons with disabilities since they play a significant role in allowing persons with disabilities to live independently. 
16. Allocate resources to enhance digital accessibility for persons with disabilities while ensuring better compatibility with the Arabic language. Two examples of this are the introduction of accessible formats of Arabic PDF documents and the improvement of optical character recognition (OCR) to better work with Arabic words.  
17. Empower civil society to organizations to provide alternatives to residential institutions such as in-home support services as part of de-institutionalization efforts. This is crucial given the barriers that institutionalization puts in the way of persons with disabilities attempting to live independently.
Conflict, emergency, and transitional contexts
18. Ensure that peacebuilding efforts, including humanitarian response plans, are inclusive of persons with disabilities.
19. Emphasize the centrality of the role of the local and international development sector and set laws or instructions urging donors to allocate part of project funding to persons with disabilities and the organizations that represent them (OPDs), or to ensure that programs in general are inclusive of persons with disabilities.
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