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Accessibility in León Nicaragua


Recently, I had the opportunity to work together as part of the León Accessibility Project planning process initiated by the US Polus Center and its local sponsoring prosthetic clinic, Walking Unidos, in León, Nicaragua. The goal of the León Accessibility Project is to make León a “City Accessible to Everyone.”  Because of the sponsoring organization's dedication to empowerment and self-sufficiency, they elected to use Future Search as part of their planning process.





Step Two: Developing The Vision and Action Planning With Future Search


	In March of 2002, a Future Search conference was held in León in order to continue to move the goal of creating an accessible León forward.  The task of the Future Search conference was to create a community-wide vision of an accessible León and to develop the action plans to realize that vision. Thirty-six individuals participated in the entire two-day event. Those participating included individuals with disabilities, leaders of León 's disability organizations, representatives from education and the university, healthcare, transportation, media, and city government, ministers of labor and construction, and members of the local schools, Red Cross, police, Walking Unidos and representatives of NGO's supporting the project.  Participants included a range of age, class, gender, type of disability and locale (urban and countryside). For the duration of the conference, individuals worked with their stakeholder counterparts (i.e. people with disabilities, municipal leaders, etc.) or in mixed groups - one representative from each stakeholder group. The first task of the entire working community was to identify key events that had shaped the city of León and its residents and impacted accessibility in the city. Next, the group conducted an environmental scan, identifying current and future outside forces impacting the issue of accessibility - political, demographic, and environmental - and ways to respond to them. The third task was a current state analysis of disability and access by each stakeholder group.  With the foundation set, the community was now positioned to create their vision of an accessible León and the action plans to achieve it.


	The vision of an accessible León agreed upon by the entire group, was the following: a city were health, education and access to daily life activities are available to all; a city where athletics and recreational opportunities are open to all; and a city where people with disabilities are respected, from the commoner to those whose talents had brought them fame. In addition, accessible León meant a city where all had employment opportunities and where political and religious leadership was shared by all.  To create this city, the group identified the following as essential physical improvements: increased access to public and private buildings, including municipal buildings, education settings, shops and health clinics, wider sidewalks in the historical center, accessible recreation areas, and public transportation designed for people with disabilities.  They also identified the following as necessary for improving the quality of life for citizens with disabilities: modification of law 202 and the community's respect for it, and the creation of more employment opportunities for disabled people.  In addition, the group agreed that it is essential for the disability organizations within the community to come together to create a public disability campaign to raise the level of understanding and respect for people with disabilities throughout the community, and to work together to make their vision a reality. 


	The meeting culminated with a commitment by participants to twenty-six short and long term individual and stakeholder group action plans for realizing the group's vision. A sample of actions to be undertaken is shown in Table 2. A complete review of the action plans undertaken by the Future Search participants can be found in the Access Summary Report by Lic. Santiago Castellon, Walking Unidos’s Executive Director.





The Future Search Conference took the city's planning beyond the issues of accessibility and action planning to one of empowering those with disabilities. The Future Search process began with a planning team made up of leaders of the disability groups and Walking Unidos. This planning team provided a first step in getting the leaders of these groups to meet together - something they had voiced but had yet to accomplish.  The planning meetings also provided a vehicle for communicating the Future Search's democratic principles and ideals and demonstrated the need and support available for community ownership and planning.  The Conference itself provided not only a methodology for planning but also the format whereby all participants had and took the opportunity to engage in the various assigned roles, which included facilitating their groups or presenting to the larger group.  In addition, the voices of individuals with disabilities first heard through prior traditional assessment methods was strengthened as these individuals met with one another and discovered their common voice and joint capabilities.  By the end of the Conference, dependency had shifted from "What are they going to do to assist us?" to "What can we do to make our vision a reality?" To date, action plans are proceeding as planned, and additional NGO support has become available to support the implementation effort.  The planning outcomes and actions are in place, community has begun to build around the issue of accessibility and the understanding of disability, and those with disabilities have joined together to address their needs.  The implementation is now in the hands of the community - a community that is much stronger and much broader than when they began. 
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Table 2: Sample Action Plans Undertaken By Future Search Participants


The police will organize workshops to sensitize and educate their staff about issues that impact people with disabilities.  They will also recommend modifications to traffic planning, including accessible parking, public transportation, and pedestrian safety. 


The disabilities group leaders will meet monthly for three months to unify their ideas and work with common goals for disabled people.  They will be promoters of the reformation to the law 202.


Healthcare and NGO's will promote awareness of disabled people to the minister of health and health care teams (through MINSA) to increase access to medical assistance for disabled people. They will coordinate support for disabled groups, and will develop an education campaign on living with disabilities.


Municipal leaders will promote the participation of those with disabilities in the housing commission and support plans for disability awareness training for the general population and municipal workers.


Community Leaders will develop reforms of the law 202 and support actions for their implementation, and will develop plans to strengthen employment opportunities throughout the city and country for people with disabilities.


The group composed of the media, health care, and education will design health care strategies that respond to the needs of disabled people and will support health care campaigns by the minister of health via radio broadcasts.


Municipal construction leaders will create a commission to supervise the minimum construction norms and revise and strengthen the minimum norms pamphlet. 
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