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NEWS RELEASE

January 16, 2006
Albertans with Disabilities Ask Federal Parties to Commit to Full Inclusion

Edmonton/Calgary - With one week to go until the federal election, members of the Alberta Disabilities Forum (ADF), a coalition of 35 disability organizations, are calling on federal parties to commit to full inclusion for Canadians with disabilities.

While some gains to inclusion have been made in the last few decades, Canadians with disabilities, who represent about 13% of the population, continue to be underemployed, face twice the level of poverty as those without disabilities and lack access to needed educational and workplace aids. Teren Clarke, ADF Chair, says “any strong vision for a socially and economically prosperous country must include a commitment to overcoming barriers for this significant percentage of the population.”

A number of party platforms have outlined commitments to Canadians with disabilities, but Clarke asks for all parties to make a clear commitment. “With the possibility of a minority parliament, we know it will be important for all parties to make full citizenship for Canadians with disabilities a top priority. This is an area where all parties need to be willing to work together.”

Greg McMeekin has seen the challenges that Canadians with disabilities face. As an honours graduate in Communications from Carleton University, Greg, who has cerebral palsy, says “finding funding and supports for higher education can be a real challenge. There are so many barriers to overcome, and without the supports, there is a good chance a person will end up living in poverty. The saddest part, though, is the loss of potential. People with disabilities have a lot to offer our communities.”

Steps toward inclusion must include a long-term commitment by government in a number of areas including:

· collaborating with the provinces and territories to develop a long-term strategy to address disability issues;
· setting up a disability-related supports fund to pay for supports such as interpreter services and technical aids that allow for a more level playing field;
· working to eliminate poverty among Canadians with disabilities. A first step would be to expand the Disability Child Benefit;
· committing to decreasing institutionalization by supporting people with disabilities to live in the community of their choice;
· creating a labour market-strategy for people with disabilities by removing disincentives to employment from income support programs like CPP-Disability, becoming a model employer and increasing training dollars;
· decreasing the high incidence of disability among Aboriginal persons (31% as compared to 13% of the total Canadian population) by prioritizing this area in all federal initiatives on Aboriginal persons.

Before heading out to the polls on January 23, Greg and other Albertans with disabilities want to know what the parties have planned to support Canadians with disabilities. “At the end of the day, my hopes are no different than anyone else. I want a good education, job and the ability to fully participate in my community.”
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