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Your Excellency Dr. Balakrishnan, Minister for Community
Development, Youth and Sports, and Second Minister for Information,
Communications and the Arts

Distinguished Delegates,
Honerable Guests,
Ladies and Gentlemen,

| am very honored to be invited to deliver a keynote address in
this International Convention for Rehabilitation Engineering & Assistive
Technology (i-CREATe), which is the first of its kind being held in the
region. First of all, allow me to express my deep appreciation to the
organizer of this conference for the excellent arrangements and warm
hospitality.
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| am sure no one denies that the issue of persons with disabilities
is of global concern. Recent statistics indicated the number of persons
with disabilities worldwide to be around 650 million, of whom 80 percent
live in developing regions. It is further estimated that over 40 percent of
persons with disabilities in developing countries of the Asia-Pacific are poor
and do not have access to basic services including rehabilitation facilities.
Furthermore, as the global trend in population aging is unprecedented and
the fact that the chances of acquiring a disability increase with age, the
number of persons with disabilities will be increased dramatically in the
years to come. As such, the empowerment of persons with disabilities will
be an important component of socio-economic development in all

countries of the world.

In Thailand, the full integration of the disabled into society is a
national agenda. The past Constitution and the one currently being drafted
have specific provisions for promoting the rights of persons with disabilities.
Through cooperative efforts by all sectors of the society, including government,
non-government, and organization of the disabled, the Legislation on
Rehabilitation of Disabled Persons Act has been in effect since 1991. This
law serves to facilitate the integration of disabled persons into society and
to enhance their potentials for self-development. It includes measures on
vocational training, skill development, as well as providing opportunities for
education, employment and access to public facilities. We have also
embarked on campaigns to promote public consciousness of the rights of
the disabled to ensure their inclusion in society. The Thai Government has

clearly changed its policy from a charity-based approach to a rights-based

approach to the development of persons with disabilities and to move

towards empowerment and independent living.

National Science and Technology Development Agency



The work on disability issue has been driven by many sectors in
the Thai society. The aim is to promote the full participation of the
disabled or people with special needs in the process of our national
development towards peace and prosperity. People in the medical and
related professions work on physical rehabilitation services as well as study
on ways to reduce causes of disabilities; people in the legal profession
work to set up and enact legislation in favor of the rights of persons with
disabilities to acquire appropriate education, medical services and employment
opportunities; educators and teachers work to provide education and
training; architects work to design suitable buildings and landscape; and
researchers and innovators work to invent gadgets and tools to facilitate the
physical mobility and improve access to physical as well as information
and communication infrastructure. Also participating in the process are
social workers, therapists, and people who are responsible for the
administration and funding.

In the world front, Thailand was among the twenty-seven countries
which adopted the Biwako Millennium Framework for Action toward an
Inclusive, Barrier-free, and Rights-Based Society for Persons with Disabilities
In Asia and the Pacific (BMF) at the High-level Intergovernmental Meeting
to Conclude the Asian and Pacific Decade of Disabled Persons, 1993-2002,
In Otzu, Japan, on October 2002. And just last month, Thailand is among
the eighty-one countries that have signed a new UN Treaty on Disabilities,
the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, on the day it
opened for country’s signatures on March 30. Such Convention specifically
prohibits discrimination against persons with disabilities in all areas of life,
including employment, access to justice and the right to education, health
services and access to transportation. This marks a major paradigm shift
away from the way societies look at persons with disabilities. It treats
persons with disabilities as full-fledged citizens. No longer are these people
to be seen as objects of charity and pity. It further completes the
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understanding of truly sustainable development by adding that development
must be inclusive of all members of society, including persons with

disability.

Assistive and universally designed technologies can be a powerful
tool to improve the quality of life of people with disabilities. They can
enhance disabled persons’ ability to engage in productive work and allow

them to fully participate in society. Thanks to continued research and

development, new technologies are opening opportunities for even those
with the most severe disabilities. For example, some individuals with
quadriplegia can now operate computer by the glance of an eye; physically
handicapped persons who cannot use their hands to access a computer
can do so by either using a voice recognition software, an infrared pointing
device, or a system that incorporates brainwave technologies; individuals
with severe disabilities can use a voice controlled home automation system
to operate home appliances. In other words, technologies make many '
impossible things possible for the disabled persons. For that reason, | feel
the topic we will be discussing and the workshop to be held during this
4-day conference is of the utmost importance because without continued
research and development and innovation, it would be very difficult to
realize our vision of the full participation of the disabled persons in the

society.

Unfortunately, these technologies are often prohibitively expensive,
especially for developing countries. Almost all devices and equipment have
to be imported, and thereby making the issue of affordability very
important. Furthermore, it is still widely observed that digital divide exists
between people with disabilities and those who are non-disabled. In this
respect, the problem is not only the access, it is also affordability, support

systems and training.

National Science and Technology Development Agency



One common misconception we often found in working to
promote the use of assistive technologies for the disabled persons is that
people usually think of accessibility to mean only providing ramps to
buildings for wheelchair users. Nonetheless, accessibility goes much
further than wheelchair ramps. We must ensure access to things such as
roads, public transportation systems, pedestrian signs, public facilities (such
as schools, hospitals & clinics, housing, workplaces), and information and

communication (such as websites, telephone systems) as well.

His Majesty the King has always had keen interest in the well-
being of people with disabilities, for example, by initiating projects as well
as support private funds in the campaign to eradicate polio and leprosy,
setting up schools to provide education for physically handicapped and
developmentally delayed children, initiating the production of prostheses to
help injured soldiers and victims of wars, etc. His Majesty himself at times
gives music lessons for the blind, and many other smaller projects. Her
Majesty the Queen has always supported His Majesty for such projects and
has served as a patron of foundations for handicapped people, such as the
Foundation for the Blind, the Foundation for the Mentally Retarded, the
Foundation for the Deaf, and the Foundation of the Polio Immunization
Project, which has successfully eradicated polio from Thailand.

In the workshops of the Foundation for the Promotion of
Supplementary Occupations and Related Techniques, widely known as the
SUPPORT Foundation that Her Majesty the Queen has started and runs
herself, disabled persons of all kinds are trained in various artistic skills and
work side by side with the unimpaired, producing excellent articles of arts.

My work on the disabled persons started in 1975, with the Sai Jai
Thai Foundation to provide assistance to and promote quality of life of
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soldiers, policemen and volunteers who were wounded or handicapped in
battle to protect the country’s sovereignty. One activity of the Foundation
which has been in great demand from the handicapped victims is

prosthetic replacement, particularly artificial foot, leg and arm. We had

worked with many organizations to come up with a foot and a leg that
was totally made from local materials, such as natural rubber, with a
reasonably good quality and low price. | also had a deep concern for the
careers and livelihood of those being supported by Foundation and
therefore, had set up a vocational training center to enable the handicapped
to earn additional income other than the monthly stipend they receive
from the Foundation, and to overcome their disabilities by living an

ordinary life.

Through these years, | have met with many disabled persons who

proved to be the most able persons in their own right. They were very

good at what they do as a profession and contribute to their own respective
communities as much, if not more than other fellow members of the
community. Being disabled must not inhibit one’s potential to excel.
Given the opportunities and the right facilities, we see them excel academically,
socially, economically, and athletically. And this should be a norm not an

exception in all communities.

In my work on the disabled persons, | tried to make acquaintance
with specialists in various types of disabilities, such as doctors who specialize

in mentally-retarded children, the nervous systems, bone and muscles,

physical therapy, and prosthetic limbs, etc., to understand the disabled’s

physical and mental ailments and how to treat them. | have provided
assistance in terms of treatment, nutrition, education, and physical therapy,

and provided necessary tools and equipment for their professions. Of

National Science and Technology Development Agency



these, | consider education the most important tool that can help ease the
lives and improve the well-being of the disabled. With this belief, | had
set up the first foundation that promotes the right of the disabled to tertiary
education in Thailand, the Ratchasuda Foundation, and built the first
college for the disabled, the Ratchasuda College, equal in status to a
Faculty in Mahidol University. It was officially opened on 24" December
2001, being the first college that teaches about the disabled at the tertiary
level or higher. My aim was to prepare the disabled to the mainstream

society as | believe that this will enhance the opportunities for them.

As in these days, technologies, especially information and
communication technology, have become increasingly crucial in almost
all aspects of our lives, equal access to the technology for the disabled
that leads to equal participation in society is especially desirable. Ways
and means must be found to enable disabled members of our society to

take control of themselves with proper assistive technologies.

In doing my development work, I've put effort to understand local
conditions and specific needs of the people and took action according to His
Majesty’s sustainable principle. | usually started my program or project on
a small or pilot scale, and worked closely in each setting, to ensure that it
works as intended before further scaling up. So in this respect, it’s like
doing an action research on the issue of interest. And more importantly,
| do emphasize on monitoring and evaluation throughout the course of the
project and make sure that the project as well as the evaluation process
performed in a cost-effective manner. When | am sure that the process is
feasible | would then give these trialed and tested solutions to the
administration in charge so they can scale them up to cover the entire
population who can benefit from such undertakings.

Towards a Full Participation of Persons With Disabilities in Thai Society: 9
The Role of Assistive Technologies



10

Herewith, | would like to share with the distinguished guests here
my experiences in using technologies, especially IT and assistive technologies,

to help enhance the quality of life of people with disabilities in Thailand.

| hold the belief that development must start with the empowerment
of people. | see that IT can be a potential solution for the purpose. This

has led me to set up a fund to be used in IT-related programs since 1996.
My goal was to enable the under-privileged Thais: rural school children
and people with physical disabilities to benefit from an increased use of IT,
particularly in education, so they can have full participation in all areas of
the society.

One of the groups of the under-privileged that | have focused my
IT program on is the persons with disabilities. Initially, | intended to carry
on the work of my grandmother who had supported the Foundation for
the Welfare of the Crippled and endowed the Foundation’s school with her -
own name, Srisangwal School. | had used my IT fund to set up a computer
facility equipped with necessary assistive technologies, such as switch or
trackball mouse, intellitools, communication devices, etc., to improve
effectiveness in education and learning for these physically handicapped
children. We also help to train teachers regularly on new skills in teaching
as well as in using these devices and tools, and provide appropriate
educational materials as needed. In addition, we train teachers how to
provide individualized education programs (IEP) to maximize each person’s

potential.

In this case, I've used Srisangwal school as a pilot school for the
program to help physically disabled children. Later, I've chosen a few
more settings to work on other types of disabilities, such as the blind, the

deaf, and the mentally or the learning disabled, as each of them needs

National Science and Technology Development Agency



different kinds of assistive technologies and requires different supports to
augment their potentials. In addition, | helped provide funds to researchers
to carry out some development works to produce a number of devices

locally to be used in those pilot settings.

Allow me to quickly highlight some of the achievements we have

made over the course of our long endeavor, as follows:

- students in school for disabled persons had the opportunity to
learn and benefit from IT despite their “less than perfect”
physical conditions, with the help of assistive technologies as
appropriate, and some of them got IT-related jobs after
graduation, some continued their studies in IT field at university
level. Students from one special education school were able to
compete with their peers from regular school in a computer

competition and won a silver medal,

- five blind students who are interested in science currently have
the opportunity to study science in their high school years.
Previously, the schools usually discouraged blind students to
study science and pushed them into the arts program because
they felt their teachers and facilities could not handle the difficulties
involved in providing science education for the blind students.
Our program has worked with relevant agencies to set up the
curriculum suitable for blind students and helped train teachers

as well as produce educational materials that are accessible to
the blind,

- a number of modeled IT-enabled classrooms has been set up in
three schools for the disabled, i.e., Srisangwal School for Physically
Handicapped Children, Kavila Anukul School for the Mentally
Disabled Children, and the Northern Mentally Retarded Welfare
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Center. In these schools, an individualized education program
are used for each student. Teachers are well-trained and are
able to select appropriate teaching methods as well as materials,
including suitable assistive technologies, for each student. Favorable

results have been observed in all settings,

all eighteen schools for the deaf have been equipped with a
speech rehabilitation room which has a set of computer system
and a speech software (Speech Viewer) for students to practice,
with the help of trained teachers. Such software can accommodate
the Thai language and can be used not only by the hearing
impaired children but also children with cerebral palsy, children
with speech impairment, and children with learning difficulties.
With such facility, student’s speech capability have been improved

significantly,

a lady who has been disabled at birth having no arms,
Pikulthong, who received Her Majesty the Queen’s support for
her education since she was a little child and now works for
the Foundation under the patronage of Her Majesty, was trained
to use computer with her upper arm, chin, and legs. She is
now a competent worker who uses computer in her daily work.
She also regularly put up advertising of the Foundation’s
products for sale on the internet. She was awarded the title of

the Disabled Person of the Year with Continuous Development
in 2000,

a girl who has been disabled at birth having no arms and legs
were trained to use computer with a head stick and a switch
mouse in her education at school. We help providing equipment,

accessories, and software, and sending our staffs to work closely

National Science and Technology Development Agency



with her teachers to make sure she can operate the computer
effectively. She likes studying computer and makes a very
good grade in this subject,

- the concept of using an individualized education program (IEP),
which has been piloted and practiced in selected schools in our
program is now widely accepted and practiced by the Ministry
of Education, for use in providing education for the disabled
children.

Herewith, may | summarize and give my perspectives, which |
have developed through the course of implementing such program. The
main principle is to set the foundation for empowering those people with
disabilities by providing necessary access to ICTs and assistive technologies,
so that they can fully participate in all areas of the society. In the long
run, it is hoped that these individuals will become more independent and
able to take control of their own life as well as helping others to the extent
possible. |

Nevertheless, | do believe there are a few BIG challenges we have
to overcome before the benefits of assistive technologies can be realized

by a large segment of people with disabilities in the society.

First, we have to do more to increase awareness and understanding
of assistive technologies among key stakeholders, especially persons with
disabilities who are the consumer of such products and services, and
business and industry who is on the supply side. Consumers need to
know more about their choices of available products and services. Business
and industry need to know more about market opportunities for such
products and services. Such understandings will have a significant impact
on the availability, affordability and use of assistive technologies.

Towards a Full Participation of Persons With Disabilities in Thai Society:
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Second, we need to do more to foster national and international
collaborations and markets for assistive technology products and services,
whereby collaborations between government, non-government agencies,
universities and industry should be encouraged. Presently, assistive
technology products and services cost more than many people can afford.
This may be due to low volume of demand which cannot accommodate
an efficient, market-driven approach to the acquisition and sales of such
products and services. With such collaborations, we could achieve the
goal of mass production of future assistive technologies to reduce the cost,

and thus make technologies more affordable.

Third, we should promote the “Universal Design” or “Design for
All” principle in the development of future technologies, products, services,
or systems, so that they can be used by people with a wide ranges of
abilities. Efforts should be made to encourage industry to incorporate
accessibility features from the start of the product development as this will
have a significant impact on accessibility, availability, and affordability, and

use of assistive technologies.

Fourth, we need to do a lot more on human resource development
and capacity building of professionals who are involved in the development,
distribution or delivery, and use of assistive technologies, especially

researchers, engineers, teachers, and therapists.

And last, but not least, we need to do more research, both on
technology and on issues regarding technology and disabilities. Work on
technology R&D will help to increase choices of available products and
services and thereby increase the independence of people with disabilities,

while work on the issue of technology and disabilities will help us to better
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