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1. Objectives of the Conference

The Conference on “Full inclusion of children and young people with disabilities in society”, 
which was held by the Council of Europe and Belgium, offered the opportunity to focus on the 
place of children with disabilities in Council of Europe member states. There were two 
objectives. One was to gain a better understanding of the concept of inclusion, which concerns 
not only children but also their families and the community in which they live. The other was to 
consider the measures that need to be taken to ensure the full participation of children and 
young people with disabilities. In addition to studying international standards and making 
political declarations, the Conference particularly sought to give people working in the field a 
say so that European initiatives and experts’ opinions could be measured against the actual 
situation. 

The Conference was based on several international documents reflecting the importance that 
the international community attaches to inclusion: the UN International Convention on the 
Rights of the Child of 20 November 1989 (hereafter referred to as the “ICRC”) considers 
children’s participation to be a transversal dimension of all rights of the child. The objective of 
the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities of 13 December 2006 (hereafter
referred to as the “CRPD”), which places emphasis on the social model of disability , to abolish 
the various obstacles that people with disabilities encounter. Both the 2006-2015 Council of 
Europe Action Plan to promote the rights and full participation of people with disabilities 
in society (hereafter referred to as “the Council of Europe Action Plan”) and the European 
Disability Strategy 2010-2020 (hereafter referred to as the “European Strategy 2010-2020”) 
are designed to promote the full participation of people with disabilities. The Council of Europe
has also recently adopted Recommendation CM/Rec(2013)2 of the Committee of Ministers 
to member states: on ensuring full inclusion of children and young persons in society
(hereafter referred to as “Recommendation CM/Rec(2013)2 of the Committee of Ministers”). 

Following a presentation of the main European initiatives in this field, experts working in both 
international organisations and NGOs described their projects during a round table. This helped 
not only to identify possible synergies and the deficiencies to be remedied but also to raise the 
appropriate questions, which were subsequently discussed during the workshops. The latter 
offered the opportunity to present examples of good practices and to exchange views on the 
implementation of the rights of children and young people with disabilities. Following this,
research projects and current European initiatives were presented by both the service-providers 
and NGOs. The Council of Europe also responded in the form of a dialogue by describing its 
different programmes for children with disabilities, before giving the floor to the General 
Delegate for Children's Rights, the workshop rapporteurs and the general rapporteur to close 
the session. 

2. Main findings

As was noted several times during the Conference, the process of ensuring the inclusion of 
children and young people with disabilities in society has made considerable progress in recent 
years. These initiatives show that Council of Europe member states are prepared to offer more 
appropriate assistance to meet the needs of such children and also to support their families and 
the surrounding community. Not only have national laws been promulgated to guarantee the full 
participation of children and young people with disabilities but innovatory practices have also 
emerged to improve their inclusion in society. As reflected by the Conference, a new movement 
has been launched to abolish exclusion mechanisms and promote the dignity of such children, 
as advocated in the ICRC, the CRPD, the Council of Europe Action Plan, the European 
Strategy 2010-2020 and, more recently, Recommendation CM/Rec(2013)2 of the Committee of 
Ministers. 
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Despite the encouraging progress made, it has to be said that the situation on the ground is not 
consistent with Council of Europe member states’ declared willingness to improve matters. 
Indeed there is a wide gap between the legal instruments to which these states have acceded 
and the everyday life of children and young people with disabilities. Firstly, there are numerous 
stereotypes concerning these children, which frequently mean that their rights are not 
respected. People tend to look at their disability rather than at their abilities. Secondly, levels of 
participation by young people with disabilities remain low, often because they have not been 
suitably informed and therefore cannot make choices in either everyday life or in the context of 
judicial procedures and because they, in particular children with mental disabilities, do not 
always have access to services. As a result families which have children with disabilities find 
themselves isolated and have difficulty in ensuring an adequate standard of living. As a result 
too many children are placed in specialised institutions and excluded from their community.

The structures set up for children with disabilities do not always strive to ensure the inclusion of 
children with disabilities but often continue to segregate them. It is, for example, difficult to move 
from specialised education to inclusive education (although there are notable differences 
between the school systems of Council of Europe member states). The reasons for this are the 
lack of individual support and of early intervention, the inadequacy of appraisal methods and the 
lack of resources for implementing public policies, which has worsened as a result of the recent 
economic crisis. Another problem is poor cross-sectoral co-operation, which does not help in 
tackling the wide variety of difficulties with which children with disabilities are confronted. As a 
result, these children do not receive the help they need. 

3. Member states’ commitments

In the light of the Conference debates, the Belgian organisers propose that Council of Europe
member states undertake to continue their efforts to include children and young people with 
disabilities in society. The states, the experts and those working in the field have all confirmed 
that it is possible to work towards the participation of children with disabilities through public 
policies. One of the objectives of the Conference was to decide what support should be given to 
their families and their community. The fruitful discussions helped to give more meaning to the 
concept of inclusion. 

The Conference showed that it is vital to adopt measures that take account of the specific 
situation of children and young people with disabilities and which help to meet their specific 
needs. In order to be effective, the approach used to implement their rights must satisfy three 
conditions:

Firstly it must be participatory, i.e. guarantee the involvement of young people with disabilities, 
which is also the reason why young people were invited to give their views during the 
Conference. No decision concerning children with disabilities should be taken without such 
children being given the opportunity to freely express their opinion, irrespective of whether it is 
in the context of procedures concerning them personally or the framing of public policies. This 
requires not only a forum but also a strategy to ensure that the opinions of children and young 
people with disabilities are actually heard.  Civil society’s contribution is also important because 
it is civil society which will enable inclusion. 

Secondly, it must be cross-sectoral, i.e. generally ensure co-operation between the different 
sectors concerned by children with disabilities. Without close co-operation between the services 
of the childhood sector and the services of the disability sector, these children may fall through 
the cracks. In order to achieve such co-operation, it is necessary to pass from specialised 
services to general services that are as inclusive as possible and which take account of all 
aspects of disability. As was demonstrated during the Conference, this can be achieved through 
co-operation protocols. 
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Thirdly, it must be proactive, i.e. reach out to children with disabilities in places where inclusion 
can take place more easily. Service providers must therefore offer support within the 
communities where people with disabilities live. This requires not only that support staff listen to 
what the families who have a child with disability have to say but that they also acquire skills 
with regard to inclusion through training courses so that they can give such families effective 
support. 

With regard to the measures themselves, families should already be given support when their 
child is very young to avoid the need to place children and young people with disabilities in 
institutions. These children must be given various types of assistance, i.e. material, 
psychological, social and, where necessary, medical assistance. This requires the mobilisation 
of all sectors and the establishment of quality services, while offering financial support to 
families which have children with disabilities if necessary. It was also pointed out that the 
support offered to children with disabilities does not benefit only such children but also many 
others, given that inclusion concerns everyone. If we succeeded in making society fully 
inclusive, it would not even be necessary to talk about disability. 

Education must be inclusive, something which requires not only school systems that are 
adapted to the special needs of children with disabilities but also that teachers receive support 
and both initial and further training. The same applies to leisure activities, although specific 
activities that take account of disabilities may also supplement what is on offer. Access to justice 
must also be facilitated through assistive measures. It is also essential to raise awareness of the 
rights of children with disabilities by talking about the existence of these rights not only with 
those closely involved with them but also with the children themselves. An effective way of 
doing this is to find examples of good practice and to use them to promote the rights in 
question, as was done during the Conference. It is also essential that sufficient funds be 
available to ensure that all children with disabilities can benefit from the afore-mentioned 
benefits. This must, of course, not be to the detriment of existing measures as otherwise some 
children may find themselves without any form of assistance.

Conclusion

As a result of the Conference it is now clearer what the inclusion of children and young people
with disabilities in society means. It is not a question of integrating them into society but of not 
only allowing them to live with others in their community with appropriate assistance but also of 
making society as open as possible to human diversity. As suggested during the Conference, 
that means reviewing our competitive society and replacing it by one that is open to difference. 

The Belgian organisers encourage Council of Europe member states to continue their efforts to 
include children and young people with disabilities in society. Given that the Council of Europe
Action Plan is in its last year, the opportunity is given to the Committee of experts on the rights 
of people with disabilities to evaluate the plan, establish priorities for the future and prepare the
2020 Strategy on People with Disabilities. Belgium will also be holding the chairmanship of the 
Council of Europe next year, which will provide a fresh opportunity to put the inclusion of 
children and young people with disabilities on the international agenda. 
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