Empowering Marginalised Groups in e-Governance- South Eastern Europe

Background

Persons with disabilities constitute 10% to 15% of the population of South Eastern Europe (SEE) and are three times more likely than average to live below the poverty line
. SEE countries have been quick to sign and ratify the UN Convention on Rights of Persons with Disabilities: By February 2012, eight countries of SEE had both signed and ratified it
. Empowering Marginalised Groups in e-Governance project has been catalytic in translating the clear obligations on e-Accessibility in the UN Convention into practical actions for the ICT Ministries in charge, especially since they enter the competitive fray of national policy and resource allocation. 

Objective

The focus of the project is on demonstrating how in a practical way the growing move towards the provision of electronic public services can, through emphasising e-Accessibility, bring significant advantages to persons with disabilities. Such benefits are currently beyond the reach of a huge proportion of them, reinforcing their disadvantage instead of reducing it. Affordable access and effective use should be the goal of public policy in relation to e-services and e-Government, embracing all forms of disadvantage and disability. A strong case is being made by the project to the policy makers that early action in these areas will bear fruit, not just socially but also economically. For instance, throughout project trainings and consultations policy makers are being instructed on how designing e-Accessibility into Web services from the outset not alone costs little but saves significant resources in the long run, eases the path to service migration, and enhanced access for the public in general in some circumstances.
 

Activities

The series of workshops and consultations with over 180 governmental, non governmental institutions, academic and research institutions in 8 SEE countries dealing with persons with disabilities issues has positively influenced the government commitment in inciting and supporting persons with disabilities issues and e-Accessibility activities. On the basis of this, the first Regional e-Accessibility Assessment is being drafted to provide for the very first time an overall regional picture of e-Accessibility and e-services. Importantly, a set of recommendations is being prepared to provide the base against which Governments can adjust their policy measures, particularly in light of conforming to the requirements for the UN CRPD and EU accession demands. 

Moreover, the existing resources, good practices and networks are being captured by the project to facilitate regional exchange of resources in the area e-Accessibility. The implementation of the first pilot project
, targeting to develop the local educational software for children with special needs, is under way. This pilot is a relatively small investment aimed to build educational software using high spec, low cost software and Internet facilities, with the potential for promoting the computer based learning for children with disabilities thus creating a ripple effect far beyond the initial e-learning network. The pilot project has a high replication potential in three other SEE countries (Croatia, Montenegro, and Serbia).  

The political commitment of State level Ministries in charge of ICT in SEE countries was secured through direct consultations with the Governments and the mechanisms put in place by Electronic South Eastern Europe Initiative, leading to the signing of the e-SEE Agenda+ new deadlines and adoption of the Ministerial Declaration on 7 November 2011 in Tirana. Importantly, the project has succeeded to lobby for prioritisation of e-Accessibility in the Government agenda, leading to the endorsement of Ministerial which highlights and prioritizes the adoption of the e-Accessibility Action Plans and other measures and instruments to promote e-inclusion over the next five years. This, in combination with the commitment of (ready made and through eSEE Initiative available) network of experienced high-level public sector policy makers provides opportunity to lever a much wider impact from the available funds  and build freely on fully operational platform of 900+ professionals. 

Impact

Importantly, for the very first time in regional ICT cooperation practice, the project has brought the Governments and Associations of Persons with Disabilities in SEE together to discuss e-accessibility measures. Government institutions
,  the leading NGOs and Associations of Persons with Disabilities in SEE region and Regional Cooperation Council were fully involved in all project stages and activities from the inception through implementation
. Thus, the workshops and other fora organized by the project have proven in several countries as an excellent platform for sealing partnerships between Governments and CSOs with very concrete projects, joint activities as well as collaborative action. 

Following the successful mission to their countries, Deputy Prime Minister of Montenegro and Serbian Digital Agenda Commissioner sent support and thank you letters to the project. The project has been able to directly stimulate Governments into introducing new policy measures relating to e-Accessibility. Thus, Albania has introduced new policy measures for persons with disabilities into their new telecommunications law. Also prompted by the project, Albanian Agency for Information Society has completed an assessment of accessibility level of state level and municipal web sites. In Macedonia, for example, WCAG 2.0 compliant Interoperability Guidelines were prepared in cooperation between CSO sector and the Ministry. In Montenegro following the dialogue initiated by the project, the Ministry of Information Society has decided to make their central e-government portal and four of the currently provided services accessible for the blind and visually impaired persons. These are the very first measures in the SEE region aimed at strengthening and promoting the human rights of the socially excluded, and particularly of persons with disabilities through modern technologies.

Next Steps

There is, however, a lot more to be done and to this end there is an evident mismatch between the actual need and the currently available resources. In case there is incentive and additional support provided by the project, ICT Ministries are committed to invest their time into e-accessibility. The fact that project is fully compliant with the demands of UN Convention, particularly Chapters 9, 20, 21, 24, 32 that relate to ICT  and the EU Accession demands (Acquis Chapter 10) has been an important asset for pushing forward the e-accessibility agenda with the decision makers. This has been instrumental in providing leverage to the project to directly stimulate Governments into introducing new policy measures relating to e-Accessibility. Success is being achieved also due to the fact that a large number of project stakeholders are people with disabilities.  The enhancement of knowledge and the interaction between people with disabilities and their representatives with policy makers has contributed to raising the priority of web-accessibility, and also of the participation of people with disabilities at the policy level, in line with the requirements of the UN Convention on Rights of Persons with Disabilities.
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	� 	Services of Social Protection Aimed at Persons with Disabilities, Belgrade 2008. According to a World Bank report, at a global level people with disabilities is associated with 20% of global poverty. See http://www.un.org/disabilities/default.asp?id=1470 
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	� Albania has signed and is currently preparing ratification
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	� See for instance Developing a Web Accessibility Business Case for your Organisation, � HYPERLINK "http://www.w3.org/WAI/bcase/"��http://www.w3.org/WAI/bcase/�
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	� “CABAS ® in BiH”: Introduction and Development of Evidence-based Educational Practices for Children with Autism and other Developmental Delays”, to be applied at the Special Education School “Center Mjedenica” in Sarajevo
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	� National Agency for Information Society, Albania; Ministry of Communication and Transport, Bosnia and Herzegovina; Central Administrative Office for e-Croatia, Croatia; Ministry of Information Society and Administration, FYROM; Ministry for Information Society, Moldova; Ministry for Information Society, Montenegro; Ministry of  Ministry of Communications and Information Society, Romania; Digital Agenda, Serbia; Ministry of Communication and Transport, Kosovo
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	� Conclusions of the Regional e-SEE Initiative Meeting in Zagreb, Croatia, November 2010








