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Community-based rehabilitation 
Tambo Camara 

The 1980s saw the introduction 
on a global scale of a new ap
proach to rehabilitation of the 

disabled- community-based rehabil
itation (CBR) - and at the same time 
the spread of organizations for the 
disabled. Both these concepts had as 
their end-product the promotion of 
equal rights for disabled people and 
their full integration into every 
aspect of human society. 

The World Organization for 
Disabled Persons aims at the opening 
up of society to all, with more egali
tarian participation, in both economic 
and political terms, in every facet of 
society. In this process, all associ
ated organizations concern them
selves with the ways in which this 
development can best encourage the 
disabled to participate while promot
ing recognition and respect for their 
human rights. This can only be 
guaranteed if disabled people, 
through their organizations, demand 
and obtain the means for a resolution 
of their problems. 

Generally speaking, disabled 
people tend to have been more or less 
excluded from the normal life of the 
community as a result of physical , 
social or psychological barriers 
erected, or at least accepted, by 
society. They were categorized as 
incapable because people paid more 
attention to their limitations than to 
their potential. In developing coun
tries, particularly in Africa, this 
tendency has changed little, since the 
need to prepare them for full partici
pation as human beings and citizens 
rarely figures in national develop
ment plans . They have little access 
to services or to decision-making that 
relates to their own future; they are 
usually poor, living at the bottom of 
the social scale and taking little or no 
part in community production and 
consumption. However, in the last 
20 years they have realized that they 
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need to develop their own potential 
to the maximum, to take control of 
decisions that affect them and -in 
organized groups -to fight for 
change and obtain recognition and 
respect for their human rights. 

As Rick Hansen, the instigator 
and main organizer of the conference 
Autonomy 92, phrased it: "Nobody 
can get ahead in life on their own, 
whatever their degree of autonomy 
or however they struggle to acquire 
it. We are social creatures and we 
have to work together in order to 
help each other." And indeed it is by 
running their organizations that 
disabled people have learnt to solve 
their problems through concerted 
action and cooperation with CBR 
programmes. 

The role of organizations for 
the disabled includes forming 
pressure groups to work on 
governments so that they 
adopt national policies and 
legislation favourable to the 
development of community
based rehabilitation. The 
disabled, their families and the 
community need to be made 
aware of the advantages of 
participating in rehabilitation 
and social integration. 
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After Alma-Ata 
Community-based rehabilitation 
(CBR) is an innovative approach that 
was launched by WHO in the after
math of the Alma-Ata Conference on 
Primary Health Care in 1978. The 
aim was to enable developing coun
tries to offer essential services to as 
many disabled persons as possible, 
where they live, at a low cost and at a 
convenient time. What is original 
about it, compared with institutional 
rehabilitation, is the principle of 
participatory development where the 
beneficiaries are no longer objects 
but subjects and therefore agents for 
change. Moreover, it is global, 
multisectoral and decentralized, a 
positive factor in the community, 
offering to the disabled the chance 
and the responsibility to guide or 
even activate their own rehabilitation 
and social integration. 

The strategy to bring this about 
combines the efforts of the disabled 
themselves, their families, the com
munity and the appropriate health, 
education, labour and social services 
while making the best use of local ' 
resources and experience. All this 
calls for a partnership that includes 
the state and the public and private 
sectors, which need to put all their 
ideas, resources and potential at the 
disposal of the others in order to 
aiTive at the common goal of a 
shared interest. However, despite the 
goodwill and good intentions of the 
organizations for the disabled, there 
are constraints of an economic, 
organizational or training nature 
which -particularly in developing 
countries- undercut the efficacy of 
what they bring to this partnership. 

From the standpoint of the dis
abled themselves, financial arrange
ments ought to involve the state, the 
sponsors and especially the national 
body that looks after their interests. 
A national CBR programme should 
involve a single national body which 
groups together all categories of the 
disabled, that is, a national federation 
of associations, rather than dealing 
only with specific associations. 

Such a programme can offer 
support by setting up, equipping and 

managing a permanent office 
which should be accessible and 
easy to find ; training leaders in 
the democratic running of associ
ations for the disabled and also 
in the concepts and strategies of 
CBR; training managers capable 
of staging, following through 
and evaluating a development 
project; helping the leaders to 
achieve financial autonomy 
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so that they can devote their 
expertise and their time to the 
organization and to CBR; and 
aiTanging study visits and ex
changes to promote the open
mindedness and understanding 
that are vital to mutual aid and 
solidarity. The disabled should 
participate in the planning and 
joint management of CBR at both Integrating disabled students in schools is o good start 

for community rehabilitation. 
the national and local levels in 
collaboration with their partners. 
They should also receive appropriate 
training to enable them to set up 
small workshops for making tech
nical aids to serve other disabled 
people. 

The role of organizations for the 
disabled will include forming pres
sure groups to work on governments 
so that they adopt national policies 
and legislation favourable to the 
development of CBR. The disabled, 
their families and the community 
need to be made aware of the advan
tages of joining and taking part in 

rehabilitation and social integration . 
The needs of different categories of 
disabled people must be examined 
and identified, and the organizations 
will have to find and recruit volun
tary helpers, at the same time look
ing both at home and abroad for 
financial support and innovatory 
techniques. • 
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When they ioin forces, persons with disabilities can considerably improve their living conditions. 


