THE COMMON VOICE NETWORK PROJECT

1. About the project

The ’Common Voice Network - International network of networks for enhancing the equal opportunities of persons with intellectual disabilities, multiple disabilities and autism on national and international level’ project has been implemented in the frameworks of the Temporary Funding Programme from 1st October 2008 until 30th September 2009.

The main objective of the project was to elaborate proposals in order to handle and reduce discriminative measures against persons with intellectual, multiple disabilities and autism. As a basis for these proposals we examined the anti-discrimination regulations valid in the countries represented in the project (Bulgaria, Estonia, Hungary, Macedonia, Romania) and their practical implementation. As a result of the international desktop research many problems have been revealed in the nation legislation, and those points of the national regulations have also been identified that are not harmonized enough with the appropriate EU-legislations and directives. Concrete proposals have been formulated in the Policy Paper of the project in order to develop the national regulations with the aim to enhance the enforcement of the rights of persons with intellectual, multiple disabilities and autism and reduce discrimination as much as possible.

The project’s international partnership groups national advocacy networks that represent the interests of the service users and service providers in their countries effectively, that’s why our aim is that the international partnership with its ‘common voice’ as an international network of networks could represent such a lobby-power in the Central and Eastern European region, which can contribute to the national and international level enforcement of the rights of persons with intellectual disabilities, multiple disabilities and autism.

2. The partners

Hand in Hand Foundation was established in 1993 with the aim to improve the situation of children and adults with intellectual disabilities, multiple disabilities, their families, caretakers, professionals and the NGOs providing services to them on a national level.

The improvement of living conditions of the target group, to support their development, to increase their acceptance in society and to enhance the enforcement of their rights are highlighted objectives of the foundation. The foundation set up an advocacy network called ‘CÉH’ in 2006 to protect the interests of NGOs providing services to persons with disabilities and operates a legal aid service (‘Ne hagyd magad!’) since 2007, which effectively enhances the enforcement of the rights of persons with intellectual, multiple disabilities and autism with legal consultancy services and reduces the different forms of discrimination against them.

Agency for social development VISION is the initiator and leading organization in the Bulgarian network of the service providers for persons with disabilities.Vision is working actively in this direction since 1997. Agency VISION participates in the field of reforming the legislation through different proposals and activities.

VISION initiated the creation of a network of more than 60 NGOs providing services to persons with disabilities in 2007, which effectively represents the interests of service users and NGO service providers since then.

MSSA has organized a national forum for NGOs providing services to persons with disabilities in March 2007 in Macedonia and still keeps on with its networking tasks. Highlighted topics of the Macedonian network are:

· creating the co-operation of NGOs and governmental bodies in developing legislation concerning persons with disabilities,

· developing the quality of services provided to persons with disabilities,

· making the know-how of NGOs providing services to persons with disabilities accepted by authorities.

Disabnet was initiated with the goal to create a platform for exchange and lobby for the NGO service providers in the disability field In Romania. The initiators of the network are Orban Foundation and Alpha Transilvana Foundation. The network started its work in October 2006. Its primary aim is to develop the quality of services provided to persons with disabilities in Romania and to make authorities accept NGO service providers as partners.

EVPIT is an umbrella organization operating in Estonia since 1990, which was started up as a primarily parents’ initiative. It started networking in 2004 among NGOs providing services to persons with intellectual disabilities and operates as an umbrella organization among them since 2006.

3. Activities carried out in the project
1. Creating the co-operation among the project partners

The organizations implementing the Common Voice Network project have experience in the co-operation with each other and all of them are also members of EASPD (European Association of Service Providers for Persons with Disabilities) and have a co-ordinating role in their own countries. Thus, they can appropriately represent the NGO sector providing services to persons with disabilities in the Central- and Eastern European region, and also the problems that occur in this field.

2. Creation of the informal networking structure

The partnership of the project defines itself also as a sort of networking co-operation that aims to represent the interests of persons with intellectual disabilities, multiple disabilities and autism and their NGO service providers in the Central- and Eastern European region in close co-operation with EASPD.

3. International desktop research

The international desktop research carried out in the frameworks of the project is to be considered innovative for its target group and also its kind, because there has not yet been such a research carried out in the Central- and Eastern European which besides examining the anti-discrimination regulations and their practical implementation, would have also been focusing on the tools necessary for the enforcement of the rights of persons with intellectual disabilities, multiple disabilities and autism.

4. Virtual meetings

In order to ensure the sustainability of the co-operation in the project we organized internet-based virtual meetings, which proved to be appropriate tools for the common identification of discrimination problems occurring in each country and for the planning of actions to be undertaken.

5. Project forum

We organized our project forum two times during the project, which were great opportunities not only for the project members to discuss with each other but also for the wider group of professionals in the disability sector to get to know European practices and actual methods of anti-discrimination lobby-work.

6. Planning of lobby actions

Based on the experience of the international desktop research we compiled action plans that taking the revealed problems in each country as basic points formulate concrete actions in order to handle and prevent discrimination against persons with intellectual, multiple disabilities and autism.

7. Elaboration of the Policy Paper

The international partnership of the project formulated 13 common proposals based on the research conducted in the five countries represented in the project, which are not only suitable to develop anti-discrimination in these countries but may also have an effect on European level as well.

8. Dissemination of the project outcomes

The Common Voice Network project’s results are disseminated in the frameworks of an international closing conference on 11th September 2009 in Budapest, Hungary.

4. The Policy Paper
The Policy Paper elaborated in the frameworks of the project is based on the experiences and results of the international desktop research, which was aiming at examining the anti-discrimination regulations and their implementation procedures based on the practical experiences of the NGO sector’s experts. The rationale of conducting such a research and to formulate proposals based on the results is that our target group (persons with intellectual, multiple disabilities and autism) has the lowest ability of enforcing their interests and rights in comparison with other disability groups. Our aim is that our the experiences of our research and our proposals based on them could serve as a starting point for decision-making and implementing bodies in order that the rights of persons with intellectual, multiple disabilities and autism could be even more effectively enforced and the discrimination against them could be reduced in all areas of life.

The most important conclusions of the Policy Paper:

· The national level anti-discrimination legislation should be examined specifically focusing on the target group in the case of EU-member countries concerning whether they comply with the EU-directives or not.

· The EU-member countries have to put more emphasis on ensuring that the EU-directives would appear in all fields of law and that they could be implemented when adapting the EU-level anti-discrimination legislation in their own national legislation.

· In favour of enforcing the rights of the target group, the concept of disability should be standardized. 

· Regarding the target group it is of crucial importance that the requirement of accessibility and reasonable accommodation would be adapted and implemented in the national legislation. Furthermore, it is also necessary to state and support with the appropriate system of sanctions that the violation of these requirements means discrimination.
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