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What is the European Disability Strategy and why is it important from EDF’s 
point of view? 
 

In simple terms, the European Disability Strategy is, as its name suggests, an EU-level Strategy to 

uphold the rights of persons with disabilities. The first Strategy was adopted 10 years ago. However, 

a lot has changed since then, and in turn our expectations of what the Strategy should deliver have 

evolved. It is for this reason that it is so important to have a new EU Disability Strategy covering the 

next 10 years, and one which goes far beyond what the previous Strategy sought to do. 

 

The first important thing to say is that the Strategy should be a means to implement the Convention 

on the Rights of Person with disabilities, to which the EU and all its Member States are party. The 

previous Disability Strategy was drafted prior to the ratification of the CRPD by the EU and all 

Member States. It was therefore not entirely aligned with the articles of the Convention in all its 

proposed actions, and importantly lacked the comprehensiveness and implementation mechanisms 

we can now expect given the EU’s outright commitment to and obligations under the CRPD.     

 

As we see it, implementing the rights enshrined in the CRPD at the EU level requires a new Disability 

Strategy, or what EDF has called a European Disability Rights Agenda. The Strategy should create the 

platform for full implementation- using the legal, political and financial resources of the Union to 
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ensure that 10 years from now persons with disabilities in Europe have a decent standard of living, 

are supported to live independently and be included in the community, live free from discrimination 

of all kinds and can benefit from all EU rights- to move freely and to vote in EU elections. 

 

The new Strategy will therefore play a crucial role in guiding the work of the EU and its member 

states.   It is significant that there will be a Strategy at Union level, rather than simply relying on the 

Member States to establish them at national level, because the EU has the power and budget to 

decide many things that affect persons with disabilities: for example, rules on products and services 

or on travel. The EU is also responsible for quite considerable investment in the Member States, 

which can go a long way towards investment in social inclusion of marginalized groups.  

 

Certainly, all EU investment should advance the rights and inclusion of persons with disabilities- both 

the budget spent in the Union itself, in the EU’s neighborhood, and in low and middle income 

countries, and humanitarian situations.  

 

Now is a crucial time to devise a strong EU Disability Strategy, particularly given how the COVID-19 

pandemic has had such a significant a devastating impact on the lives of persons with disabilities. We 

need a Strategy that leads the way in terms of innovative ideas, and intelligent planning for 

implementation and monitoring, backed up with dedicated funding.  

 

This new Agenda should ensure that no one is left behind. It should address multiple discrimination 

and the specific challenges faced by persons with disabilities who face multiple and intersecting 

forms of discrimination. 

What conclusions can you draw from the 2010-2020 Strategy which has just 
ended? 
 
All progress made at the EU level in recent years- through EC initiatives promoted by 

advocacy by the disability movement, is welcome. Important progress in these last 10 years include: 

o The Accessibility Act; 

o The Directive on the accessibility of the websites and mobile applications of public 

sector bodies; 

o The revision and adoption of legislation related to rail, maritime and road transport 

and Public Procurement;  

o The standardisation mandates related to accessibility and Design for All. 
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These proposals are examples of the EU incorporating the CRPD into its legal framework. They are 

important steps forward, but of course they are only as useful as how well they are implemented and 

enforced.  

 

In the case of the Accessibility Act, which was very sound concerning accessible ICT and the use of EU 

funds, but disappointing with regards to the built environment having a voluntary approach for 

Member States to use the harmonised accessibility requirements, and transport services, which were 

only affected as for the information and ticketing is concerned. We are aware, however, that the 

weak elements of this outcome were largely in the hands of the co-legislators in the Parliament and 

in particular in the Council, where EU member states failed in their own responsibility to make 

Europe more accessible.   

 

Furthermore, the Passengers’ Rights Regulations are still not adequately preventing discrimination of 

persons with disabilities in the transport sector and have not improved accessibility enough. 

 

There is still no legislation prohibiting discrimination on the grounds of disability in all areas of life, as 

the Equal Treatment Directive remains blocked in Council- and has been for 13 years now.  This 

means that under EU law, discriminating a person based on disability in access to education, 

healthcare or services is not prohibited. Some countries have adopted laws that do prohibit it, but 

the majority of EU Member States have not. EU citizens with disabilities can therefore be 

discriminated against in some EU countries while exercising their freedom of movement.   

 

Persons with disabilities are still significantly less likely to participate in Erasmus+ than persons 

without disabilities and the Strategy has not managed to address this issue and increase accessibility. 

 

Women and girls with disabilities are now better reflected in EU disability and gender policies. 

However, it is mostly in relation to violence and victims’ rights. Women with disabilities are not yet 

considered as leaders and workers in gender policies. They face higher unemployment rates 

compared to other women and to men with disabilities, and receive lower wages.  

 

There are also no concrete steps to ensure the implementation and the monitoring of the EU 

Consensus for Development regarding persons with disabilities, while there is no clear plan for the 

OECD Development Assistance Committee (DAC) disability markers to be included in programmes, 

projects and activities funded abroad by the EU in international cooperation.  
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All of this to say, progress has certainly been made over the past decade, but there is still an 

enormous amount to work to be done in the new Disability Strategy in order for persons with 

disabilities in the EU to see concrete improvements to their lives.  

As a president of an organization representing people with disabilities, their 
rights and their full inclusion and participation in society, what are your 
expectations regarding this new strategy? 
 

We expect a lot from this new Strategy. It has to reflect the great challenges and barriers faced daily 

by millions of persons with disabilities in the European Union and adapt to the newly emerging issues 

we are facing, including those brought about by the pandemic. The European Disability Strategy is 

still an instrument with which we can make progress on rights and the EU has the power and duty 

not to leave anyone behind. A true human rights and intersectional approach is needed. The rights of 

women, children, racialised people, older people, LGBTI+ people, Roma, ethnic and religious 

minorities with disabilities must be guaranteed.  

 

The Strategy must also ensure coherence between EU internal policies and external policies related 

to external action, international cooperation and humanitarian action, with clear inclusion of persons 

with disabilities in the EU’s work around the globe. 

 

We in the disability movement are looking to the Commission to ensure that the new Disability 

Strategy is composed of concrete proposals for action, with budget allocated for implementation 

and, crucially, for monitoring. 

 

This new Agenda should address all aspects of the lives of men, women, boys and girls with 

disabilities and certainly all articles of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. It 

should cover at least the 5 following main objectives: 

1. End segregation and ensure adequate standard of living: access to inclusive education, 

social inclusion and living in the community, employment and social protection. End 

segregation in residential institutions - persons with disabilities have the right to live 

independently. 

2. Freedom of movement: persons with disabilities should be free to live, work, travel, study 

and participate in public life in any EU country without losing any rights or entitlement to 

financial support. This is not the case now due to many barriers, including accessibility 

barriers and lack of mutual recognition of disabilities across EU countries. 
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3. Promote equality for persons with disabilities and protection against all forms of 

discrimination, violence and abuse. 

4. Global leadership:  EU must promote the rights of persons with disabilities in all its 

international relations at the UN, the Council of Europe and in all its international 

cooperation work, including humanitarian action. 

5. Set an example as a public administration: EU Institutions, bodies and agencies must ensure 

they also guarantee the rights of persons with disabilities in their internal functioning (for 

employees, staff, beneficiaries) 

 

We do not need to be shy about demanding that the EU and the Member States live up to their 

obligations under the CRPD, and we do not need to accept to wait endlessly to be treated with 

dignity and as equals to all others in society. 

 

There are more than 100 million of us in the EU; a minority yes but arguably the largest minority 

there is in terms of numbers. And our needs must be taken into consideration. Any failure to do so 

would be a huge mistake for the EU, with regards to its legacy, its connection with its citizens, and its 

legitimacy regarding its ability to act upon what it says.   
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