PROMOTING INDEPENDENT LIVING FOR THE PHYSICALLY DISABLED YOUTH IN KENYA

Going for a drink with a friend, travelling between home and school, going for a walk or going to the cinema with friends are activities most of us take for granted but for too difficult for most of the many disabled youth in Kenya to enjoy. According to the United Nations, disability is defined as a condition or function judged to be significantly impaired relative to the usual standard of an individual or group. The term is used to refer to individual’s functioning including physical impairments (manual dexterity, upper/lower limbs disability), sensory impairment (visual impairment and hearing disability), cognitive impairment (speech disability, intellectual impairment/mental illness) and various types of chronic diseases which constitute hidden disabilities such diabetes, HIV/AIDS and cystic fibrosis (UNCRPD- 2006)
 According to the Kenyan census statistics of 2009, people with disabilities in Kenya account for 1.3 million of which 51 percent are female and 49 percent are male. The largest proportion at 31% has physical and self-care disabilities followed by visual disabilities at 25% and hearing disabilities at 14%. According to the National Survey on Persons with Disabilities in Kenya, 3.6% of the youth between ages 15 to 24 years have disabilities out of which visual and physical impairments have the highest prevalence at 1.1% each. The youth between 25- 34 years have a 4% disability prevalence with physical disabilities having the highest prevalence at1.3% followed by visual disabilities at 1.1%. According to the International Labor Organization facts sheet( June 2009), there are about 9 institutions for the disabled in Kenya namely: Association for the Physically Disabled of Kenya, Machakos Technical Institute for the Blind, Handicapped Mobility Appliances Centre(HAMAC) Kenya Association for the Intellectually Handicapped, Parents Association for the Mentally Handicapped Sight Savers International East Africa Deaf blind Initiative Kenya Disabled Development Society Leonard Cheshire Disability.

Youth with disabilities in Kenya remain more likely to wallow in poverty, to have fewer educational qualifications, experience prejudice and abuse and a high rate of unemployment. They routinely find themselves experiencing poorer services compared to the rest of society with emphasis on limited access to public amenities. In order to improve their lives, improvements on their quality of life is crucial and more has to be done by embracing the principle of independent living. 

According to the Disability Achievement Centre (USA), independent living is living, working and playing just like everyone else, having opportunities to make decisions that affect one's life and being able to pursue activities of one's own choosing limited only in the same ways that one's neighbors who are not disabled are limited. Independent living has to do with self- determination and is also about having the right and the opportunity to pursue a course of action, having the freedom to fail and to learn from one's failures. In order to fully achieve independent living for physically disabled youth in Kenya, there’s a need to overcome barriers inhibiting better quality of life and living standards. These barriers often include high levels of poverty, unemployment, poor health facilities and high levels of illiteracy (Groce) 

Young people across the world constitute a major proportion of those living in poverty and youth and Kenya are no exception. Those living with disabilities face dual disadvantages because they are at a significantly higher risk of living below the poverty line and furthermore households with members with disabilities generally have lower incomes than other households. As parents and family members take on care-giving roles, at least one parent or family member in most households may have to give up employment or sustainable livelihood activities due to limited government support, inaccessible community infrastructure, and financial limitations to pay for personal assistants.  Poverty also renders youth unable to purchase assistive devices which prompts majority of them to be beggars on Kenyan streets as a means of helping themselves. 
Youth with disabilities comprise one of the most socially excluded groups in all societies today.  UNESCO estimates that 98% of children with disabilities in developing countries do not attend school and 99% of girls with disabilities are illiterate. This can be attributed to a country’s policy and system which are often discriminatory and actually segregates children with disabilities and prevents them from attending school or professional training. Social stigma and negative parental attitudes towards disability which may arise out of religious and cultural beliefs may lead to some families feeling that youth with disabilities should not receive an education because they believe that the young people are incapable of learning.  

In societies that favor males, women with disabilities are recognized to be multiply disadvantaged and experience exclusion on account of their gender and their disability. Educational establishments or vocational centers are also often inaccessible, lack appropriate facilities and do not provide students with disabilities with the necessary accommodations or assistive devices on account of low school budgets. Teachers in these institutions have inadequate training in inclusive methodologies and cannot deal with the range of children with disabilities. Understaffing and the poor state of educational facilities make it difficult for teachers to effectively and efficiently carry out their duties. Vocational training centers are also very expensive and are sparsely distributed in the country making them out of the reach of many disabled youth. 
Unemployment is a global issue affecting the youth especially those with disabilities who are at a higher risk. The youth with disabilities have difficulty competing with the rest on account of little education and a few to no skills and for some, specific physical or intellectual impairments may further limit their job options. It is also noted with concern that after graduating from vocational centers, majority of the disabled youth go back home and their lives don’t change as many industries and organizations are not willing to employ physically disabled persons. In this regard, there is a need to create production units in vocational institutions that will incubate trainees with an aim of preparing them for self-employment. This will ensure they gain the required work experience in preparation for the job market and will allow employers to be more willing to employ them. The creation of a suitable market environment which will entail creation of markets for products produced by the disabled youth and accessibility of information that concerns their businesses will be crucial for self-development.

Youth with disabilities are particularly vulnerable to deficiencies in health care services. There is concern for unmet rehabilitative needs for some young people that may lessen their ability to fully participate in society through the lack of access to general health care and health promotion services that may lessen a young person’s ability to maintain good health and productivity. Where rehabilitation services are available, they tend to be concentrated in urban areas and are very expensive. An additional concern related to the health and well-being of young people with disability is their increased risk of being victims of violence such as rape and also the HIV/Aids pandemic that has become a global issue. Community based rehabilitation should therefore be reconfigured to include persons with disability and shaped within the social model of disability. 
Disabled youth face social prejudice because of their conditions and are often barred from participating in formal cultural and religious ceremonies that help define an individual’s changing status in the eyes of the community. Disabled young people are also often left out of the less formal ‘rites of passage’ such as joining a sports team, courting, learning to drive the family vehicle etc. They are seen as lesser beings in society and this has had adverse effects on their lives. Deinstitutionalization of vocational centers by doing away with institutions for people with special needs and instead incorporating special needs programs into the normal society. This would lead to an increased acceptance of the youth with disabilities by the rest of society thus dealing with the issues of social stigma.

