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Thank you very much. It is my honour and my pleasure to be here with you and I accept this invitation very gladly although I came from Strasburg some hours ago. 

Good morning. I congratulate you on being here today. I know that is a day before the weekend and everybody would like to be outdoors rather than being here in a confined hall. We understand that the problem that connects all of us here is a humanistic problem with social and financial consequences.

I would also like to congratulate you because this initiative for this conference is at the specific moment because this year we have ten years after the publication of the UN guidelines and rules about the disabled people. These rules and regulations have brought about many changes. So we started adopting proactive measures for the inclusion of the disabled people into the society and get away from the old fashioned and out-dated environment and idea of treating these people medically and dealing with them according to this concept. 

The other reason that I think that this period is very important, is because 2003 is the European Year for the Disabled People. The EU wants through the programme, a special programme, which is divided into two branches, a European and national branch, to sensitise people for this problem, sensitise people for the needs of the disabled people, so that everybody can understand on European, national and local level our responsibilities in order to study the phenomena and adopt strategies that would help them to be included in the labour market. 

Today, in the European Union, approximately 37.000.000 is characterized as people with special needs comprising 10% of the whole population. For these people, their living conditions, more or less, are very difficult and adverse. As study that was carried out by the European Community, by a non governmental organization, says that for the people between 16- 64 years of age the possibilities to find a job or to set up their own business is 66%, but for the disabled people the percentage is 47%. So we understand that this problem is for the European Union a challenge, a qualitative challenge. 

In 2002 we have the target of Lisbon that we try to cover now but up to 2010 we would like to have the most competitive economy of the world based on full employment with access to modern knowledge and social cohesion. We have other quantitative targets as well. In order to achieve this target of Lisbon we have to create all these conditions that would allow the people with special needs to be included in the labour market and become a labour force that would be competitive because it is not only the idea that they would have a job but they should retain it as well. 

So we talk about a labour force that would have modern vocational training, lifelong learning, and this people would have mobility inside their countries but also in the European Union as well. In order to have a single market, we should have mobility of the workers. 

Apart from these needs, for access to work, dealing with people with special needs has another dimension as we have to promote the idea that these people are citizens as well. We are not only interested in having them as good workers but they should have every opportunity of being educated, of being entertained, they should be able to go to vote, and exercise all their rights. So our aim is multi-faced. Disabled people should have access to public services in order to be informed and trained for everything that would be useful to them. 

So if we want our society to be anthropocentric and be competitive, we should have as a central axis our common action so that these obstacles should be moved and taken away, obstacles that prevent our disabled people to exercise their rights. Everybody knows what kind of problems we are talking about, we’re talking about mass transportation, media, we’re talking about access to public services, about facilitation of getting information. These people should have access to communicate, perhaps in specific methods, and we should also provide them with upgraded services. 

Everybody knows that our society has some kind of subtle discriminations that are rooted in our attitude that would have to be taken away through specific programmes and policies. It’s the idea of discrimination that many people think that disabled people are sick and should not really enjoy because they have problems by nature or because they were faced with some accident. These are more important obstacles, because it’s not the idea that creates problems in interpersonal communications but, it is an attitude rooted also in many politicians and decision-makers that really create the structure of the future. So we should start by trying to lift these barriers and our role starts from school and education. 

In the European Union, after the Amsterdam treaty that gave the legal basis for the adoption of these policies, a strategy has started, everybody knows the directives and you are going to listen to them later, for those who are not really new. We have representatives of the European Union here, so I am not going to talk about these issues, although they are very interesting for me personally. 

But the speeches on these topics are going to follow later on. So we have this legislative approach, we have the European social fund which supports innovative measures and innovations, article 6 for example.

Also we have community initiatives as Equal for example, on which you are going to listen a speech, the responsible, Mr Pappas from the European community. 

What I want to stress here is that the European community acts at a complimentary level to the policies that are applied at a national level. 

So our responsibility for creating the infrastructure and for lifting any kind of discrimination and attitude belong to the competency of our national policy. Because you are in Greece, I suppose you are really interested in understanding the situation that exists in Greece. But our country has almost a million people with special needs. A big percentage but on the other hand I should say that we are not really proud of exploiting the possibilities of the European policy in promoting an effective policy. 

We don’t have a very good exploitation of the communal resources. In this period, we absorb very slowly the funds given to us by the European community; I have already said that. There is a lack of interest in absorbing programmes of OAED, specifically in finding jobs for people with disabilities.

On the one hand we could have money and we could absorb the capital funds from the European community but on the other hand, we give the impression that we don’t have the ability to do that. I think that the responsible people should study these issues, and see why we cannot do that, the reasons are many. Perhaps that here in Greece there is a bureaucracy and the companies are really discouraged when they face this bureaucracy. 

We should see the models of good practices that are exercised in other countries. All of the member states should understand the good practices and copy them where possible. On the other hand I would like to say here, that we develop today of the basis of good practices, where we have the best results, is in the countries where they have a completed, a cohesive co-ordination of the designing on how to deal with the disabled people. Because practically they approach it on a horizontal level, they don’t see it as a problem that they could face it with specific measures, but they take it into the mainstream of their policy but they say that, for example, we have policy in the schools, we have policies in labour market, we have policies in transportation and regional development. Everywhere we have the dimension of people with disabilities. 

That’s what we lack here in Greece and that’s what we should have. All the action plans should be interconnected and the national action plans for dealing with poverty and social exclusion should take into consideration disabled people as well. We should know that here in Greece we have 22% that are on the margin of poverty and below the threshold of poverty.

So we should understand that here in Greece the disabled people are people that are discriminated in many ways, and women are more discriminated against than others because in their families, or because they are women - and don’t forget that there are disabled people that belong to minorities and they face many more problems. If we want to be effective we should see all these aspects of the problem. 

I should say here that we cannot believe that a policy can be effective if it is not based on scientific research and on trustworthy statistical data. Many times we have the cases that we have decisions and resolutions on how a programme can be applied, where we have a committee where they exchange opinions and these opinions are very far away from the needs of society. If we do not incorporate in these committees, the organizations of the disabled people that know their problems, or the people that really know their problems or people that really know the needs of the disabled people either at a regional or national level, then we are not going to have any results. If we do not incorporate with the designed evaluation of the programmes, the people with special needs, we are never going to have a viable and effective programme. 

And concluding I would like to say, to emphasize, that all the society should be active, local authorities for example, all agencies and governmental bodies, volunteering organs and bodies, and also all the social partners and Mr Danilatos know that your network has taken many initiatives and this should be a policy in your policies. We don’t really talk about a good charity work that one or two companies follow a practise for a group of people. I believe that your network should undertake the design to find solutions to the disabled people, that on a corporate level for example, that is your field, is to create a friendly environment, an accessible environment for the disabled people. And I am really talking about any kind of technical aid and also promote lifelong learning. 

I would like to thank you again for giving me the chance to give you my ideas and my opinions and listen to the other speakers as well, thank you very much.

