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f Dubai is to meet its goal of be-
coming one of the world’s most 
disabled-friendly cities by 
2020, it must bring wheelchair 
users to the forefront in rede-

signing the city, campaigners said.
Last year, the emirate announced 

that four pilot projects aimed at 
making Dubai “a barrier-free city” 
would be rolled out in some public 
spaces. A $2.72 million study con-
ducted to enhance the city’s acces-
sibility named schools, parks, hos-
pitals and transport systems as key 
areas of focus.

Organisers sought direct input 
from those with disabilities, call-
ing on them to share suggestions 
and insights. They provided a hot-
line and smartphone application on 
which people with disabilities can 
upload photos of access problems. 
This is to help government officials 
and consultants identify areas of 
need.

A leading disability campaigner, 
however, says that disabled peo-
ple should be doing more than just 
highlighting inaccessibility hot-
spots.

“We must appreciate the efforts 
of Dubai’s leaders for protecting 
the rights of people with special 
needs,” said Shaik Mohammed 
Bavazeer of Disability A Perception, 
a non-profit support group. “How-
ever, I believe a team of able-bodied 
people will not be able to create the 
sort of accessibility that suits every 
disabled person.

“Only someone with disabilities 
can understand the needs of people 
with disabilities. We already have a 
law that states buildings, malls and 
public places should have ramps. 
When able-bodied people survey 
these ramps, they may feel they are 
OK. They will not realise that many 
of them are not truly accessible.

“In the same way, many malls 
have dedicated washrooms for dis-

abled people but they are still inac-
cessible because of the way they are 
designed or ordered. Simply paying 
engineers to make a city disabled-
friendly will not succeed because 
they cannot truly understand what 
is required from a disabled person’s 
perspective.”

Bavazeer said teams of disabled 
people need to augment and be 
directly involved in the design of 
accessible schemes and initiatives. 
With their input, Dubai’s ground-
breaking project would be even 
more successful.

“With disabled people involved, 
it will definitely help in creating 
the right sort of accessibility eve-
rywhere,” he said. “I encourage or-
ganisations, such as those involved 
in transport, to have disabled em-
ployees on their team, as they are 
the right people to produce the 
right ideas and allow objectives to 
be achieved and Dubai’s objective 
of becoming a disabled-friendly is 
one that I believe all cities should 
copy.”

Abdullah Al Shaibani, vice-chair-
man of the Higher Committee for 
the Protection of the Rights of Per-
sons with Disabilities, has previ-
ously described the accessibility 
study as “the first step in our road 
map until we reach 2020”.

“It is a long journey that requires 
a lot of effort and that will start with 
an evaluation of what we have on 
the ground,” he said. “We will bring 
international standards together to 
see what fits our environment and, 
once this is ready, we will prepare 
standards to cover our buildings, 
parks, hospitals, infrastructure and 
public transport.”

Many Dubai-based disability 
campaigners welcomed the project. 
Among them is Shobhika Kalra, a 
Dubai resident who suffers from 
the rare degenerative disease Frie-
dreich’s Ataxia. Kalra, who uses a 
wheelchair, co-founded the disabil-
ity group Wings of Angelz, which 
advocates for the rights of wheel-
chair users in Dubai and encour-
ages businesses to become more 

wheelchair-friendly. Kalra said the 
initiative is a great step.

“I believe His Highness Sheikh 
Mohammed bin Rashid al-Mak-
toum is a great ruler,” she said.

“Everyone should have equal op-
portunities to flourish, so Dubai’s 
efforts to be one of the most disa-
bled-friendly cities by 2020 are very 
encouraging.

“There is a lot of work to be done 
to make Dubai disabled-friendly, in 
terms of its infrastructure. I believe 
Abu Dhabi should adopt a similar 
plan, and indeed there are people 
with disabilities all over the world 
who want to explore their poten-
tial,” Kalra said.

“This is definitely the beginning, 
and only when we voice our opin-
ions will change happen.”

Kalra emphasised the importance 
of fostering an inclusive society in 
which people with disabilities are 
granted full and equal rights.

“It is very much needed because 
even if one person is disabled we 
are still part of the same society,” 
she said.

Khaled al-Kamda, director-gener-
al of the Community Development 

Authority, said the effort is not just 
intended to benefit disabled people 
but to be influenced and guided 
by them as well: “Once we remove 
barriers and there are no obstacles, 
there is nothing they cannot do and 
nothing they cannot use.”

In 2014, Sheikh Mohammed, UAE 
vice-president and ruler of Dubai, 
issued a decree to protect the rights 
of people with disabilities and sup-
port their participation in society. 
That decree paved the way for a 
substantial drive to make the emir-
ate’s buildings accessible to every-
one. New developments are adher-
ing to rigorous disability-friendly 
standards and older areas are being 
remodelled and retrofitted to en-
hance access.

A range of similar initiatives have 
been introduced in Abu Dhabi. 
Public parking spaces, pavement, 
walkways, pedestrian underpasses 
and bridges, building entrances and 
other facilities are being assessed 
for their suitability.

People with disabilities can make 
use of free or subsidised public 
transport and special permits al-
low them to use designated spots 

in public parking areas and avoid 
fees. The municipality of Abu Dhabi 
City has launched a mobile service 
initiative, allowing disabled people 
to complete essential transactions 
and responsibilities from their 
homes and provides floating chairs 
for mobility-impaired children to 
enjoy activities at Abu Dhabi’s fam-
ily beach.

The General Directorate of Abu 
Dhabi Police, in association with 
the Zayed Higher Organisation for 
Humanitarian Care and Special 
Needs, launched an SMS service 
that allows people with special 
needs to report issues and receive 
immediate assistance. In 2013, the 
city launched a new wheelchair-
accessible taxi fleet.

The new advanced service — 
Wheelchair Accessible Taxi — was 
designed to provide disabled peo-
ple with security and convenience 
measures, such as hydraulic sys-
tems for those with impaired motor 
skills.

Jennifer Bell is an Arab Weekly 
contributor based in the United 
Arab Emirates.
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ar-torn Iraq is no 
country for healthy 
able-bodied citi-
zens, let alone peo-
ple with disabili-

ties.
In a country enveloped by politi-

cal violence “the disabled commu-
nity is simply not a priority”, said 
Raya al-Jadir, co-founder of the 
Arabic language version of Disabili-
ties Horizons.

She is not alone in that view. Ra-
sha al-Lamee, who started the Kar-
bala-based charity Dima Founda-
tion, said that, in Iraq, the birth of 
a child with a disability is distress-
ing enough “but never without the 
[additional] burden of shame”.

In absence of official figures, 
statistics on disabilities are highly 
unreliable. Campaigners in the 
country have put the number of 
disabled at 3 million-4 million.

Specialist care and services for 
the disabled community are either 
inaccessible or non-existent, they 
said, as military operations devour 
the federal budget.

Prolonged military action and 
sectarian conflicts have resulted 
in a sharp increase of congenital 
diseases, in Falluja predominantly. 

Aside from the toxic legacy of war, 
improvised explosive devices and 
hazardous waste are commonly 
cited causes of amputations.

The absence of specialist pro-
grammes, organisations and chari-
ties mirrors the failure of the gov-
ernment to appreciate the size of 
the problem, Lamee and others 
working to benefit the disabled 
said.

“Few equipped organisations 
exist,” said Lamee, whose charity 
supports children living with Down 
syndrome. “To my knowledge, our 
school is still the only centre dedi-
cated to children with disabilities 
and, in particular, Down’s.”

Lamee said she relies on private 
funding to sustain the foundation’s 
activities. The school she set up in 
2007 operates six classes for a total 
of 73 students between 7 and 22 
years old.

Jadir spoke of two schools in 
Baghdad — one for the deaf and 
mentally challenged and another 
for children with autism or Down’s 
syndrome.

“The drive towards conservatism 
in our society is not without costs 
for the physically and cognitively 
disabled,” she said. “Music classes 
are denied at some schools, while, 
in more religious cities, girls with 
severe learning disabilities are 
forced to dress, from head to toe, in 
Islamic garb and cover their heads.”

Although Iraq is party to the 
UN Convention on the Rights of 
Persons with Disabilities, the gulf 
between its rhetoric and plan of 
action is ever widening. To bridge 
the gap, a law was passed in 2013 to 
protect and represent the rights of 
people with disabilities and special 
needs. However, the Ministry of 
Planning has not compiled a reg-
istry to document the names and 
number of disabled in Iraq.

The measure had renewed hopes 
for families with promises of salary 
payments to careers but this has 
not always materialised. A member 
of a Baghdad family said in discus-
sion about a severely autistic son: 
“All we have seen are unfulfilled 
promises.”

The Iraqi Alliance for Disability, 
a non-governmental organisation 
that functions as a resource cen-
tre, where community members 
go to gain knowledge, skills and 
confidence, has not shied from 
criticising the government, which 
it accuses of “negligence and inat-
tention”. Moaffak Alkhafaji, the or-
ganisation’s director and a former 
Iraqi Army colonel, has become the 

most recognisable disabled rights 
campaigner in the country.

Abu Nidhal sustained wounds 
during the Iraq-Iran war that left 
him paralysed from the waist 
down.

“Back in the late ’80s and ’90s 
specialist access equipment was 
built for handicapped war veter-
ans like myself,” Abu Nidhal said 
in a phone interview. “Neighbour-
hoods with built-in ramps were in-
troduced to enhance mobility and 
vehicles were adapted such as the 
Toyota Corona — nicknamed Co-
rona for the disabled for the same 
reasons”.

As a wheelchair user, Abu Nid-
hal drew attention to the fact that 
disabled people in rural areas often 
face bigger hurdles than those in 
large cities.

A UN commissioned report last 
year stated that the Iraqi disabled 
community’s “potential remains 
so far untapped” in absence of na-
tional standards and guidelines on 
accessibility and universal design.

Heavy damage to Iraq’s medical 
infrastructure has made matters 
worse, mirroring the empty prom-
ises of post-war nation-building, 
Lamee said.

“Undoubtedly the state of the 
health care system has had the 
greatest effect on those with the 
greatest needs. Many of our chil-
dren have multiple health prob-

lems, which their parents cannot 
afford to address,” Lamee said.

Jadir added that “across the Arab 
world, the disabled community is 
facing tough times… at the same 
time we are living in exciting times, 
as people are no longer idle, and 
outrage is driving action.

“Because politics and religion 
are very divisive subjects in the 
Arab region, I decided to establish 
a magazine free of both. The only 
time these themes emerge is when 
they affect our daily life, such as ac-
cess in places of worship, where we 
can challenge the infrastructure of 
our cities, which ultimately reflects 
on the government.”

Alongside tangible obstacles, 
widely held attitudes can be equal-
ly as stunting for disabled persons, 
Jadir explained. Challenging these 
perceptions is “more difficult in the 
Arab world”, she said, “especially 
in the face of censorship”.

On a positive note, Jadir said 
“we are seeing more initiatives” 
to help the disabled with organisa-
tions such as the Iraqi Alliance for 
Disability having regular lectures 
and workshops to address issues 
government groups are failing to 
address.

Nazli Tarzi is an independent 
journalist whose writings and films 
focus on Iraq’s ancient history and 
contemporary political scene.
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