Sunday 31 October

RICHARD HOWITT MEP (UK) - SOCIETAL PERSPECTIVE

Ges Roulstone: We move to our next speaker, who is going to be offering a societal perspective, and is is my great pleasure indeed to introduce Richard Howitt, who is a member of the European Parliament, representing the eastern part of England.  As you can imagine he is a very busy man indeed, shuttling backwards and forwards between his constituency in the East of England, and the European Parliament in Brussels and latterly Strasbourg. Richard has been an MEP since 1994, and crucially, and of great importance to us, as a speaker here today, as chair of the disability inter group of the European Parliament, a group which is dedicated to building consensus across the parties. 
    

And so Richard will be speaking here today on behalf of the European Parliament.  Very importantly, and something we are particularly grateful to him for, Richard was joint sponsor of the written declaration on rights of deafblind people that passed through the European Parliament this year.  Please will you welcome Richard Howitt. 
   
Richard Howitt: Good morning to all of you. I am really pleased to be here.  Nigel is someone who works in Reading and supports Newcastle football club I reveal to you I was born and brought up in Reading, and shame on you Nigel I support Reading football club! . 
  

You would save a lot of time in your busy life if you supported Reading football club and not Newcastle united club.  Maybe I can recruit you this morning! . 
    

A greeting on behalf of the disability inter group which some of you will know about. We are members of the European Parliament, active politicians in the European Parliament, from all the major parties, and all of the countries of the European Union and we work together to promote disabled people's interests in all of the policy areas and in all of the Committee's of the European Parliament. 


I suppose I am here because I am a law maker.  And law makers we don't  just sit around and make laws because we cannot think of anything better to do, we do it, as Nigel in your presentation you described, for a purpose.  And that purpose is that there are things in our society which it is acceptable to do, and there are things that it is unacceptable to do. 


100 years ago, it was acceptable for young children, to be employed to be put up chimneys, to clean those chimneys out.


50 years ago, it was acceptable for someone selling food to sell any food, whether or not it had any substance within it that was dangerous to people  health or not.


But today we recognise the children should be in school, not up chimneys  and we recognise that if we go into a food shop, and purchase our lunch, that we can see that food is safe and we are not going to end up in hospital. 


We do so because the society's expectation said this is what is acceptable and law makers, such as myself, then put it into law so that people who do not follow it in our society will be brought to justice before the courts. 


In 2002 in Zurich you discussed legal rights for deafblind people. In the European Parliament the we discussed the legal rights for deafblind people and for all disabled people. What we say, at the start of the 21st century, is that it is not acceptable to treat a disabled person less favourably, simply because they have a disability.  Discrimination of that type is wrong, it should be illegal, and anyone who perpetrates it should be brought to justice before the courts. 


Following on from Nigel there is a link between what is the law and what awareness is, amongst our population. 


When we passed in the UK the disability discrimination act, which you described, suddenly all sorts of employers started coming to training courses, to meetings, to briefings, to find out about that law, who didn't used to come when we held the same meetings and training courses, and briefings, but it was not the law that they had to do it. 


They took it more seriously.  They weren't bad before, but then everyone is busy, particularly in the world of business people are busy people.  If you make something the law, they just give it that extra bit of attention and it is why we need laws for disabled people. 


Now I know that there are 150,000 deafblind citizens in the Europe who do face discrimination on a daily basis.  I am aware, that in employment 41 per cent of deafblind people have been discriminated against during their career. 


I am aware that 1 in 3 deafblind people have undergone hospital procedures without having those hospital procedures properly explained to them. 


I am aware that new technology as well as opening up opportunities, can also build new barriers.  For example, digital television, is less accessible than the old style analogue television with some 4 percent of viewers having less access to subtitling and audio description. 


I am aware that half of all deafblind people experience difficulties in taking part in social activities in their communities.  And I am aware that half of all deafblind people in Europe do not have access to paid interpreters, or to communicator guides. 


Now I am partly aware of those thing because I am British, and because I have a close working relationship with Sense.  But I am partly aware of them because you got together at the European level, to make sure that people like me understood what is the real experience of deafblind people.  In 2001 your representative from Portugal, from Italy, from the United Kingdom, , together with your European deafblind network, got European money to fund research.  Then you held a conference in Brussels in 2002 which I personally attended to present your findings. 


Some of those key statistics I have just mentioned were some of those findings. 


On the back of that you produced a charter to raise awareness about deafblindness that was agreed at that conference and that you, and we, have used since. 


I will say a little bit more about that when I finish. 


But I want to, first, address some examples of the laws that are passed in European Parliament, that do affect deafblind people in Europe. 


Because it is not just about saying, we want special laws and legal rights and legal recognition for deafblind people, it is also about every week, every month, every year, laws passing which affect deafblind people and if we don't think what that affect is, can make things worse as well as make things better. 


So for example, before 1997, there was no mention of disability at all in the treaty of European Union.  The set of rules through which Europe can and can't make laws.  We changed that in that year.  And when you follow the debate that is going on now, about the European Constitution that was signed on Friday, you should know that in the new draft, we have further advanced the rights of disabled people, which are laid down for the first time as part of the objectives of the European Union, the fundamental objectives of why our countries meet and work together. 


We have introduced, for the first time a horizontal clause in that draft constitution, which does not simply say that we can pass laws to stop and combat discrimination against disabled people, but which require all new, European laws to take account of disabled people. 


It is one small but very important reason why the new, European draft constitution is an improvement that I appeal to you to support. 


We have, of course, introduced at the European level an equal treatment directive in employment.  It is a similar legislation to the law in Britain that Nigel has described, meaning that in work, nobody on the basis of their disability can be discriminated against. 


It comes into effect this year, and any deafblind person in this room or who you in your work represent, is, this year able to take advantage of those rules. 


We have our directives from the access to telecommunication, services, putting obligation on those who provide telecommunication to provide accessible services for deafblind people and other disabled users. 


This includes access to emergency services, access to public telephones. Text phone users will not be penalised and charged more for the additional time it takes them to use the telephone.  And it requires the national regulatory authorities on telecommunications, to consult and have dialogue with disability organisations, with you, in the way that these laws are administered. 


In that particular European law, the expert group responsible for following up has specifically said, and identified the need for manufacturers to develop and provide products that are specifically suitable for deafblind people. 


Do laws make a difference?  That one, I think does. 


We will take for example the EU directive on copyright, and its provision which exempts disabled people from restricting their ability to copy and set down information, which is needed to be translated into accessible formats.  Something that I think again, is particularly relevant for deafblind persons. 


So that, for example a visually impaired person who buys a book should not have to pay twice to put that book into Braille form. 


Or take “television without frontiers” directive, The European Parliament agreed that countries should be benchmarked, monitored year by year, on their progress in making television broadcasting to disabled people accessible through subtitling and audio description. 


We have the European law on access to rail, to 2 directives, being firstly to international rail travel, but which require trains to have visual and audible information systems for passengers which allow easy understanding on the part of people with a visual or auditory disability. 


Similar laws currently expected to be published by the end of the year are for air passengers Nigel.


And in the last year we have passed the EU directive on public procurement, and that sets down the rules by which Governments, local and regional government, any public authority, can include access criteria for disabled people and can include a rating of the employment record for disabled people, of private company, when taking a decision about letting a contract to a private company using public money.  It is a very important power.  16 per cent of national income in Europe is spent by public bodies in the private sector.  It is a huge lever we can use to make sure that companies better employ and provide services to disabled people across Europe. 
 

Now as I foreshadowed not always do these laws have positive affects, and in the European Parliament at the moment we have a proposed a directive on services in the internal market.  We have had laws now for some years, which mean that goods produced can be bought and sold fairly easily amongst our different countries. 


This has not been true for services.  And it is quite proper to fulfil that aim.  That is what we do we have laws about; access to public transport, and very important services for disabled people. But, if the national laws in one country guarantee access for disabled people, and in another country provides less of that guarantee, if we don't get this new legislation right, access for disabled people could be worse rather than better. 


So we have to follow these new laws and time after time we have to make sure that disabled people's interests, the deafblind's peoples interests, are fully taken into account. 


And perhaps most importantly of all, for the European Parliament, we have had a green paper on the future of non- discrimination policy, and it provides us with an opportunity to call once again, for a comprehensive European law, for non- discrimination for disabled people. 


So then that right of non- discrimination does not simply apply in the field of employment, but applies in all policy areas, transport, housing, education, all of these areas that make a difference to all of us in our lives.  If you followed this week the strange events that took place in the European Parliament, on whether there will be a new European commission or not, you will know that with a proposed European commissioner from Italy who had a rather lesser view of women than men has now been withdrawn. One of the outcomes of that process has been a commitment from the new president designate of the commission, Mr Byroso of Portugal, to bring forward a new comprehensive non- discrimination directive, and with a apologies to the interpreters, I am going to use an English phrase here, shows “in every cloud, there is a silver lining”. 


So we live now at a time where there is a unique opportunity for us to get new legal rights for disabled people, and I will be working, and I appeal to you to work with us, to make that aim a reality.  But I want to finish by just referring to this written declaration. As I said, when you produced your charter, one of the responsibilities on us in European Parliament, was to do something with it, so that we could see that politicians could be seen to be listening and responding to what you were saying about deafblind people.  So with your deafblind network, a statement was drawn up, and we have an arcane and old-fashioned procedure in the European Parliament, which is if you publish a written statement and you can get more than half of the all of the members of the Parliament to sign it, then it has the same force of law as if it had been a full resolution debated in the European Parliament. 


And, it is only ever been done I think 6 times, since 1979 because we hide this written declaration right down in the bowels of the building, where no-one ever goes; you have to take a complex way to get there and rats are running round on the floor! We put in that declaration some very important things for deafblind people. 


There should be a right to participate in democratic life, the right to work and have access to training, the right to person centred health and social care, the right to life-long learning, the right to receive 1 to 1 support from communicator guides, deafblind interpreters, and/or interveners.  And I want to give great credit in particular to Sense, who lobbied not just those of us in the disability inter group who believed in disabled people's rights, but MEP’s from all political persuasions from all countries. For the second time only since 1979, we got a majority and the written declaration was passed.  And there has been what I would call a unique recognition at high level in Europe, of deafblindness and the needs of deafblind people. 


Now when resolutions in the past about the rights of people with autism, about the need for recognition of official recognition of sign language, were passed in the European Parliament, these have been very powerful tools which then those people and the organisations of those people, have used to promote and to enforce their legal rights in their own countries, as well as in the European Union as whole. 


And in this year I don't just want to celebrate the success of the written declaration and of the awareness that it has raised of deafblindness amongst MEPs in the European Parliament, I now want to appeal to you to use this important vote in your own countries to say right to your own Government and to your own elected national MP, how are you going to respond to the needs of deafblind people in the European Parliaments, how are you going to do it?


If you do that, and together we can do that, I am convinced that we will show in real, practical concrete terms that law change, on behalf of disabled people really does make a difference. 


Thank you for listening
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