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In Japan, since the Democratic Party came to power in August of last year, progress has been made toward the disability policy reform. This past January, a basic agreement was reached between the Japanese Government and people who took action against the unconstitutionality of the Services and Supports for Persons with Disabilities Act, and the government committed itself to immediately abolishing that act and enacting a new welfare law no later than August 2013. Meanwhile, toward the ratification of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, the government is required to improve the guarantee of the rights of disabled people.
In this situation, the “Committee for Disability Policy Reform (CDPR)” which is mainly composed of disabled persons, was established this past January, and its first opinion report was submitted in June. This first opinion report describes the “New Positioning from the Perspective of the ‘Social Model’” as the third Basic Concept for the disability policy reform. As represented by this fact, the CDPR’s basic concept seems to be in agreement with disability studies in its perception of disability as being a social discrimination or infringement of rights rather than a personal tragedy.
Amid such a historical transition in disability policies, disability studies are expected to play a significant role in supporting, with theory, disability policy reform. We are proud that research findings of disability studies in Japan have had some impact on disability policies. However, honestly speaking, in Japan the ties between disability studies and disability rights movements are not exactly adequate, and at present these studies do not seem to be functioning well as a rationale for disability policy reform. To overcome this situation, I believe that two things should be done. First, we need to have a clear recognition of the role of disability studies and how disability studies and disability movements or disability policies are related to each other. In other words, we need to radically review the raison d'etre, essence, and research methods of disability studies. Second, we need to identify what’s going on regarding infringement of the rights of disabled people and we need to propose how disability policy reform should be implemented from the standpoint of disability studies.
In the UK, theoretical analyses of social systems that lead to the disablement of people with impairment have been conducted by disability studies. Moreover, researches into the current situation of infringement of the rights of disabled people and verification of the effectiveness of new policies have been also conducted by it. These researches have bolstered disability movements and have functioned as a driving force for disability policy reform in the UK. The efforts have borne fruit in the form of enactment of the Disability Discrimination Act (DDA), establishment of the direct payment system, promotion of inclusive education, ratification of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, and so on. The objective of this symposium is to learn from the UK and to deliberate upon how we can apply their experiences so that the rights of disabled people will be guaranteed under Japan’s disability policy reform. This is what the symposium intends to do. In the UK, disability movements and disability studies have worked closely together to change policies. Disability studies in the UK are definitely characterized by a close connection between academic research activities in disability studies and disability movements. The other objective of this symposium is to learn from this experience and think about the direction in which disability studies in Japan should go.
We are honored to have with us Professor Colin Barnes as a special presenter and a symposiast from University of Leeds in the UK. Professor Barnes is a leading authority on disability studies in the UK and serves as the Director of the Centre for Disability Studies at the University of Leeds. He has published a number of books and articles on disability studies and disability policies in the UK. He also has played a significant role in disability movements and has had a great impact on national disability policies. Professor Barnes is kindly requested to address us on how the UK’s disability studies have impacted disability policies in that country, under the theme of “Disability Studies and Disability Policies: The UK Experience”.
As a Japanese presenter, we have with us Atty. Toshihiro Higashi, who is the general manager of the office of the CDPR. He is now making the best effort to go ahead with disability policy reform in Japan. Atty. Higashi is kindly requested to address us on the current situation in Japan and what is expected in disability studies under the theme of “Disability Studies and Disability Policies in Japan.” We also have with us Associate Professor Shunji Yokosuka from Prefectural University of Hiroshima and Professor Shinya Tateiwa from Ritsumeikan University Graduate School, both of whom specialize in disability studies in Japan, and they are kindly requested to attend the symposium as designated commentators. I hope that this symposium will prove helpful in providing some inspiration on the future direction of disability studies in Japan.
