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I am delighted to be with you here today to give the opening address at this Conference to “bring the curtain down” on the invaluable work of the Institute of Design and Disability and the Barcelona Declaration Project Team, working in partnership with the National Disability Authority. It is only right that we now take stock of their collective achievement; and acknowledge their outstanding success.

Barcelona Declaration

We have come along way since a manifesto known as the “Barcelona Declaration” was launched, at a European Congress in Barcelona, in 1995.

The Barcelona Declaration Project was formally launched by the Taoiseach, in early 2002, in response to representations from the IDD on the need for a mechanism to stimulate local authorities to “sign up” to the Convention.
The contract for this Government funded project was awarded, through the National Disability Authority, to the Institute. The IDD, in turn, established a Barcelona Declaration Project Team- involving people with experience and knowledge in dealing with people with disabilities and with disability issues. 

Project

The Barcelona Declaration Project was directed at local authorities, which were encouraged to adopt the Declaration; and thereby show their commitment to achieving a more inclusive society.

As many of you know, work centred on the following main issues:

Adoption of the Declaration

Disability Awareness Raising 

Disability Proofing Decision-Making Processes  

Implementation of the Declaration
The Project has assisted local authorities to set up structures, develop models of good practice and produce tangible evidence of the implementation of the Declaration. Elected representatives, local authority personnel and the people with disabilities who live in the local authority area each have a role.

Results

It is very heartening for me that 91 Irish local authorities- representing 80% of all local authorities- have signed the Barcelona Declaration to-date. This exceeds the Project target of 75%. I hope that the remaining authorities will sign up to the Convention as soon as possible. I’m delighted that Ireland is now in the lead in Europe, as the country with the highest percentage of Declaration adoptions. This is a noteworthy landmark during Ireland’s Presidency of the EU. 

Implementation Plans
Of course, adopting the Convention is only the first step- it should be backed up by action, in the form of  implementation plans. I want to congratulate those authorities who have pioneered such plans- including Kerry County Council, Waterford City Council, Monaghan County Council and Galway City Council- whose plans will be the subject of presentations later today.
Improving Access to New Buildings

As Minister for Housing and Urban Renewal, it is only right that I say a few words about the action Government is taking to improve the access of people with disabilities to new buildings.

First, Part M of the national Building Regulations was amended in 2000 to require that disabled access to non-domestic buildings be “adequate”, not just “reasonable”. This is a stricter legal test of accessibility.

Second, new dwellings must now be “visitable” by people with disabilities. This is a modest first step towards “Lifetime Adaptable Housing”-which is designed and constructed to cater for changing needs, over the lifetime of the household.

These new Part M access standards were introduced after consultation with the broadly based Building Regulations Advisory Body (BRAB), the general public, and the construction industry. The BRAB included a wheelchair user and a staff member of Comhairle.

Of course, disabled access standards are never perfect; and are constantly evolving. Accordingly, Government is committed to again review Part M of the Building Regulations, following the enactment of the planned Disability Bill. I expect that the next generation of enhanced Part M standards will be published, for public comment, in the first half of 2005
Conclusion
Turning again to the Barcelona Declaration, this declaration has proved to be a “gateway” for local authorities to address one of the nine grounds of the Equality Agenda - Disability 

The wide success of the Barcelona Declaration Project in Ireland is due to an effective partnership between the State, the IDD, the Project Team and local authorities. I want, on behalf of Government, to sincerely thank the many individuals, at national and local level, who contributed to this project- whom I shall not attempt to name.

The Irish experience has indicated that a positive change in culture and attitudes is taking place among local authorities. In a community, it is the local authority that should take the lead role in seeking to remove physical and attitudinal barriers that cause social exclusion. However, I would be the first to admit that much remains to be done if we are to effectively achieve disabled access rights at local level. Accordingly, I expect all local authorities, to work even harder in the years ahead to become credible champions of the rights of people with disabilities to gain access to the built environment and local services.
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