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I am glad that independent living centers from many Asian countries gather and hold the third APNIL assembly.  IL center is the only tool for realization of living of persons with severe disabilities in a community.  In Japan, more than 2,000 persons with severe disabilities have already left from the institutions and started to live in a community with support from IL centers.  For this outcome, IL centers conduct independent living program and peer-counseling and empower persons with severe disabilities.  IL program and peer-counseling are indispensable pillars of IL center.  So I can say that those IL centers which do not have these programs are not really fulfilling the condition as the center.  

Let me explain.  Staffs with disabilities have always taken initiative upon staffs without disabilities at the IL center.  They can take initiative because they have developed their capacity as IL leaders by conducting peer-counseling and IL program, and natured strong belief to the philosophy of IL center.  Therefore, they are respected and admired by staffs without disabilities.  If IL centers lack this leadership, however, the personal assistance service starts to dominate the activities of the center.  Then, personal assistance service section which is financially superior takes over the control of the center, and the center falls to the level of a mediocre personal assistance service provider without philosophy.

IL center has the principle that its president and secretary general, and more than half of members of its steering committee must be persons with disabilities.  If this principle is violated and staffs without disabilities take over those positions only with the reason they are skillful with office work, then the quality of service is soon deteriorated and the users give up on such centers in the end.  We need to keep supporting persons with disabilities to contribute their independence even though the case is very difficult and support does not make profit.  This is the mission of IL centers, and we can protect the principle of the center.  

As to the principle that more than a half of steering committee members must be persons with disabilities, I can say the same.  If persons with disabilities lose the control in the committee and experts and scholars take over their positions, the center cannot sustain its philosophy.  So, clinging to the structure stated in the principle of is very important to sustain the strength of the center.  Even if there are many difficulties and staffs with disabilities have not been skillful yet, staffs without disabilities should still be in the position to support staffs with disabilities for operation of the center.  Please look at IL centers in 11 countries in Asia and the pacific.  They operate themselves firmly respecting this principle.  However, if centers spend much effort making personal service system without the development of leaders with disabilities, they soon will be occupied with miscellaneous deities and troubled by making reports related to employment law.  Then, they won’t be able to spend enough time for the significant movements and capacity-building of leaders with disabilities.  I saw many such cases in Japan, and some centers had to stop their operation.  Rapid expansion of the IL center often causes friction and its collapse due to shortage of skilled leaders with disabilities.  Therefore, we need step-by-step effort to sensitize leaders with disabilities on the philosophy of IL, and organize peer-counseling and IL program until IL philosophy reaches to their heart.

IL centers were established in 11 Asian countries in the last 2 decades as products of your effort.  The establishment of the center gave significant impact to welfare services in each country.  Also, it is clear that your effort largely contribute to improvement of accessibility of transportation and building and amendment of the act for persons with disabilities.  There is no movement organization other than IL centers that directly improve the life of each individual with disabilities based on the grassroots’ needs.  To realize government support for IL centers and improvement of personal assistance service, pension, and housing systems, we need to have concrete achievements in the next Asia and the Pacific Decade for Persons with Disabilities by taking full advantage of Article 19 of UN-CRPD, “Living independently and being included in the community.”  Then, you, of the next generation, will take over the torch of independent living movement and take a step forward for further social participation of persons with disabilities.
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