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I. Introduction 

Accessibility is a precondition for persons with disabilities to live independently and 
participate fully and equally in society.1 The Convention on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities identifies accessibility as one of the key principles for effective and equal 
enjoyment of different civil, political, economic, social and cultural rights by persons with 
disabilities. Building upon the Convention, the Incheon Strategy to “Make the Right Real” 
for Persons with Disabilities in Asia and the Pacific calls on member States to enhance 
access of an estimated 690 million persons with disabilities in the region to the physical 
environment, public transportation, knowledge, information and communication (Goal 
3). In addition, the concept of accessibility is embedded in targets across other goals: 
Target 1.B (Increase work and employment); Target 1.C (Increase participation in 
vocational training and employment-support programmes); Target 2.B (Provide 
reasonable accommodation to enhance political participation); Target 4.A (Increase access 
to all health services, including rehabilitation); Target 6.A (Equitable access of women 
with disabilities to mainstream development opportunities); Target 6.C (Equal access to 
sexual and reproductive health services); Target 7.B (Support for timely response to 
disasters); and Target 8.A (Produce and disseminate statistics in accessible formats). 
 
As the Asia-Pacific region is experiencing unprecedented population ageing,2 the number 
of officially recognized persons with disabilities as well as those with mild functional 
difficulties while not being officially recognized as persons with disabilities as such, is 
expected to increase substantially in the coming decades. With universal design, 
accessibility increases the usability of products, services, the physical environment, 
information and communication for all to effectively support everyone’s full participation 

                                                           
1 United Nations. General comment on Article 9: Accessibility (CRPD/C/11/3) 
2 The proportion of older persons aged 60 and above in Asia and the Pacific is expected to double from 12.4 per cent 

in 2016 to 25.1 per cent in 2050. See https://www.unescap.org/resources/2016-escap-population-data-sheet. 
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and generate  both social and economic benefits to society.3 Achieving accessibility also 
contributes to the fulfilment of the Sustainable Development Goals, including  Goal 4 
(Quality education), Goal 9 (Industry, innovation and infrastructure), Goal 11 (Sustainable 
cities and communities) and Goal 16 (Peace, justice and strong institutions).  

II. Key issues 

The midpoint review of the Asian and Pacific Decade of Persons with Disabilities, 2013-
2022, indicates that there is much room for improvement in the scope and quality of 
accessibility provided.4 For example, only 41 per cent of public TV news programmes in 
Asia and the Pacific are equipped with captioning to enable persons with hearing 
impairment to understand the news. While the Internet is becoming a major source of 
information in everyday life, only 40 per cent of public websites are reported as accessible, 
and merely 5 per cent of electronic books produced annually are accessible by persons 
with print disabilities.  

Moreover, there is significant variation in accessibility standards used by countries. Most 
standards are confined to meeting only the limited and minimum requirements of persons 
with disabilities, such as the needs of persons with mobility impairments. Although 
universal design benefits both persons with and without disabilities, the concept of 
universal design has not been comprehensively incorporated by governments into their 
relevant policies and standards.  

A lack of comprehensive accessibility also hampers the economic, social and political 
participation of persons with disabilities. In Asia and the Pacific, 50 per cent of children 
with disabilities are likely to drop out when they transition from primary to secondary 
education. Often exacerbated by social stigma and discrimination, the lack of equal 
opportunities to education significantly hampers employment opportunities for persons 
with disabilities. On average, persons with disabilities are two to six times less likely to 
be employed than those without disabilities. Facing barriers to education and 
employment, persons with disabilities are between 4 to 21 per cent more likely to 
experience poverty compared to the overall population. Furthermore, persons with 
disabilities are underrepresented in political participation and decision-making bodies 
impacting the development of representative disability-inclusive policies. In the region, 
only 0.4 per cent of parliamentarians are persons with disabilities and only 0.1 per cent 
are women with disabilities. 

III. ESCAP response 

To guide the provision of accessibility in the region, ESCAP has taken the lead in 
embarking on multiple accessibility-focused initiatives. In 2017, the Beijing Declaration 
and Action Plan to accelerate the implementation of the Incheon Strategy was adopted at 

                                                           
3 Return on Disability, Translate Different Into Value (2016). 2016 Annual Report: The Global Economics of 

Disability. 
4 The findings of the midpoint review are summarized in ESCAP publication (2017) “Building Disability-Inclusive 

Societies in Asia and the Pacific: Assessing Progress of the Incheon Strategy” (ST/ESCAP/2800). 
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the High-level Intergovernmental Meeting on the Midpoint Review of the Asian and 
Pacific Decade of Persons with Disabilities, detailing specific actions which member States 
can adopt to improve accessibility. Such actions comprise among others:5 

- Develop, adopt and implement laws, regulations and technical standards to promote 
universal design and accessibility and in line with international standards, for the built 
environment, information and communications technology ecosystems, and services; 

- Adopt a procurement policy to ensure that all government devices, goods, services 
and software are accessible to persons with disabilities in line with accessibility 
standards, and promote the adoption of the same policy in the private sector; 

- Establish and implement a system for the provision of affordable assistive devices in 
response to the needs of persons with disabilities; 

- Consider ratifying and implementing the Marrakesh Treaty, and amending copyright 
laws to allow the conversion of published materials into accessible formats. 

Most recently, the ESCAP Expert Meeting on Creating Universal Design-based Accessible 
Societies in Asia and the Pacific was held on 13 and 14 December 2018 in Bangkok. The 
meeting highlighted the importance of drawing upon legal compliance and business 
perspectives to advance universal design-based accessibility. The legal compliance 
perspective refers to the utilisation of various types of legislations championed by 
accessibility focal points in all levels of the government, and the business perspective 
refers to the engagement of businesses to recognise and reap the economic benefits of 
accessibility. Recognising that both perspectives are interrelated would be key to 
achieving universal design-based accessible societies. 

To improve on ESCAP’s internal accessibility, the Accessibility Working Group has been 
established in 2017 as a cross-divisional team. The multi-year work of the Group led to 
the development of the Accessibility Assessment Road Map, identifying 98 action items 
to improve the accessibility of ESCAP premises. To facilitate disability-inclusive meetings, 
the ESCAP Accessibility Centre has also been set up at the United Nations Conference 
Centre in Bangkok to support access of participants with disabilities to the venue and 
documentation. 

IV. Way forward 

In light of the need to sustain and deepen commitment to promoting accessibility, ESCAP 
will soon be publishing a flagship report “Disability at a Glance, 2019” with a thematic 
focus on accessibility. This publication will guide stakeholders in their pursuit to 

                                                           
5 ESCAP/74/22/Add.1. 
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strengthen their efforts to achieve accessible societies through disability-inclusive 
development. 

In addition, ESCAP’s Accessibility Working Group will continue to work towards 
fulfilling all the action items in the Accessibility Assessment Road Map. 

As per the decision of the Working Group to establish thematic subgroups focusing on 
specific goals of the Incheon Strategy, ESCAP intends to set up an accessibility taskforce 
team within the Working Group to guide accessibility work between the sessions.  

ESCAP will also be embarking on a new Smart City project to incorporate accessibility 
into the planning of smart cities in Southeast Asia.  


