MIDDLE EAST PROJECT

UPDATE: OCTOBER 2012

This autumn, some of our partnership groups in the Midlands were fortunate enough to
meet visitors from the two Christian Aid partner organisations who run the Middle East
project. We caught up with them in London before their regional visits, to hear the latest

news on their work.

Interview with Sylvana LakKis, director

of the Lebanese Physically Handicapped

Union (LPHU)

What's the challenge for people living with
disabilities in Lebanon?

There is real need among people living with disabilities

in Lebanon. Half of them cannot read or write and 80
per cent are unemployed — far higher figures than the
rest of the population.

As well as personal barriers, people with disabilities
struggle to get support from the very public systems
that should be helping them. Public institutions in

Lebanon find it hard to acknowledge diversity and give

proper support to individuals with particular needs,
such as elderly people or those with disabilities.
LPHU'’s work has been tackling this problem, while
also taking on the huge task of changing the country’s
approach to helping people with disabilities.

Up until now, the attitude in Lebanon has been one
of charity; giving care to people with disabilities and
treating them as passive recipients of assistance.
LPHU strongly believes that this must change, and
that supporting people with disabilities must be about
participation and rights, not handouts. LPHU's vision
is for Lebanese society to include everyone fully,
regardless of their needs.

The country’s laws are on LPHU's side — since 2000
there has been legislation saying that the participation
and rights-based approach is the correct one and
should be adopted by all official bodies. However,
this has not happened in practice, and the budget for
helping people with disabilities has been allocated to
the old approach.
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LPHU programme manager Doha Yahfoufi (standing)
and LPHU director Sylvana Lakkis at The Nottingham
Emmanuel School, where they spoke during their visit
to Britain

As well as limiting its effectiveness (because it is more
expensive), the old approach can only help 9,000 of the
country’s 81,000 registered people with disabilities.
LPHU believes that if this money was spent differently,
it would benefit many more people. In turn, it would
enable LPHU to have a much bigger impact than if

the organisation devoted all of its resources to giving
individuals direct assistance.



Businesses helping to provide the answer

Sylvana explains LPHU's approach to working with
businesses: 'We focus on the benefits to the private
sector, not on human rights. We tell them: "If you want
to become the companies of the future, you need to
learn how to manage diversity; you need to reflect

the diversity of the country in your workforce.” This
surprises companies. \We never ask for employment:
we build inclusive policies and that then leads to the
employment.

"We don’t have a generation of inclusion for people
to learn from, [so instead] we have spent eight years
demonstrating a model of social economic inclusion
[for people with disabilities].’

Sylvana continues: ‘But you can't talk about
employment without talking about transportation [to
get to work], education, insurance, many other things.’
As a result, LPHU is also working with the government,
other NGOs and wider society to break down the
barriers that prevent people with disabilities from living
as full and active members of Lebanese society.

LPHU is adapting the knowledge it is gaining from
international organisations to create a ‘kite mark’ for
good employers in Lebanon that are successfully
integrating people with disabilities into their workforce.
This would be something for businesses to aim for,
and once achieved it would be an accreditation that
publicly recognises the best employers — similar to the
approach of the Investors in People award in the UK.

Sylvana concludes: ‘We're also constantly looking for
ways to help people to speak up about this, and how to
do so well. It's easy to just demand, but it's not easy to
develop what you want in policies and practices.’

LPHU is at the forefront of the positive engagement
that will lead to real improvement in the lives of
thousands of people with disabilities in Lebanon.
Thank you for supporting it to deliver this change.

Interview with Nader Abu Amsha,
director of the YMCA in the occupied
Palestinian territory

Treating people as individuals

The YMCA's assessment centre in Beit Sahour, near
Bethlehem, helps people living with disabilities on the
journey to economic independence. The centre works
hard to treat each person it supports as an individual.
"We help them assess their abilities and interests,

to help them make sure that what they are choosing
fits with their abilities and interests,’ says Nader.
'‘Otherwise they might waste their time and efforts and
money doing vocational training, only to find later on it
wasn't the thing they were best suited to do.’

As well as assessing people’s physical and mental
abilities, the centre also looks at interests, values and
ways of thinking, and has assessed many potential

jobs with accessible training. As Nader says: ‘'There
are three main requirements for being a carpenter on
our system [for example]. If you fulfil these, then you
can be a carpenter, regardless of whether you are in a
wheelchair or have one hand or whatever.’

Like LPHU, one of the strengths of the YMCA's work is
its emphasis on integrating people with disabilities into
wider society; this is why it sends them to mainstream
training centres. "We believe in inclusion,” Nader says.
‘We don't believe in having a special training centre

for people with a disability. They should be trained
within industry. The community should be accessible
for them — not only in terms of physical accessibility

— but it should also be welcoming, receive them in
workshops, in companies and in factories, and

train them.’

The YMCA's immediate plans involve a slight change

in approach: "We are going to buy a mobile unit for
assessment,’ says Nader. ‘VWe have a dormitory where
male beneficiaries can come and stay, but for female
beneficiaries it's not really culturally acceptable to travel
and stay a long way from home. So we felt it would

be easier to have this mobile unit. We will be able to
reach more people and it will reduce the expense of
bringing people to come and stay overnight, for three
or four nights near our centre, just to do their vocational
assessment.’



Thanks to the mobile unit, the YMCA wiill be able to
cover a much wider area and assess greater numbers
of people. Meanwhile, it will continue to use the

Beit Sahour centre to serve people who live in the
immediate vicinity.

Speaking out

Another part of the project involves helping young
people with disabilities to lobby for their own rights,
and setting up what the YMCA calls ‘advocacy teams'
— groups of around 15 young men and women from
four districts in the West Bank. Team members have
received a series of training sessions over the last year,
then use their new knowledge and skills to create their
own local advocacy plan.

The training has included sessions on communication
skills, leadership, rights for people with disabilities

and how to train others. Advocacy teams are already
training other young people with disabilities to
advocate for their own rights. This work is empowering
the sector and increasing the number of leaders
among the younger generation in the area. In the past
there were just five or 10 leaders for the disability
sector, with no new people developing these skills or
emerging as potential future leaders. Now there are 50
people who can, as Nader says, ‘speak loudly about
this issue’.

Opening doors

The YMCA is particularly pleased that it has recently
persuaded the Palestinian Authority to set up a
special office documenting the qualifications of

people with disabilities. Existing legislation requires
every organisation to ensure that five per cent of

its workforce is made up of people with disabilities.
However, ‘they keep finding excuses not to do this’,
Nader explains. For instance, they claim that they
aren't aware of people with disabilities who have the
skills they need, and suggest that this is why they are
not being hired.

However, following pressure from the YMCA, the
Palestinian Authority — through the Central Bureau of
Employment — has now opened an office to receive
and process CVs from people with disabilities.

This is a big achievement as not only is the YMCA
helping people to access training so that they can do
a particular job, but it is also helping to ensure that
employers see their applications.

Sharing learning

There are many big organisations in the occupied
Palestinian territory that could potentially hire people
with disabilities, but the challenge is getting access
to the decision-makers in those organisations, to
persuade them to do this.

Since LPHU has experience in this area, the YMCA is
sending 14 counsellors and social workers to Lebanon
in December 2012 to receive training from them, so
that they can lead this work in their own communities.
We hope to bring you more news of this joint initiative
in a future update.

Thank you for your commitment to this project. The support and prayers of British
and Irish churches are a source of great encouragement for our partners and staff

in the Middle East.

If there is any way we can help your group, please contact your local Christian Aid office
or email partnershipscheme@christian-aid.org

Poverty is an outrage against humanity. It robs people of dignity,

freedom and hope, of power over their own lives.

Christian Aid has a vision — an end to poverty — and we believe that

vision can become a reality. We urge you to join us.
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