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(A) By Way of Introduction 

Financial inclusion through microfinance forms an integral part of the global movement for  economic empowerment of persons with disabilities. If the projections made by WHO & world Bank are to be believed, the persons with disabilities constitute around fifteen percent of the total global population and a substantial part of this population estimated to be in the rage of eighty percent is concentrated in rural areas of developing countries like India, though the governmental statistics give a different and inaccurate picture of the problem. Over the years microfinance lending has helped millions of persons with disabilities throughout the world to become more self-reliant by providing them with much-needed funding, which otherwise was either very hard for them to access, or not available to them at all, to build sustainable sources of income (livelihoods).                  Thus, microfinance lending has proven that the poor are creditworthy and sincere in fulfilling their debt obligations in a timely manner. 

However, the coverage among the persons with disabilities as clients in regard to availing micro finance, is quite negligible in Indian context—roughly accounting for only 0.5 percent of current micro finance institution clients. While some persons with disabilities have challenges so severe that their economic participation may not be feasible, the vast majority (80-85 percent) have the capacity to use and benefit from financial services. Hundreds of millions of persons with disabilities, who could become viable microfinance clients, are left unaddressed. Thus, the persons with disabilities have to face plethora of barriers in regard to borrowing for self employment or entrepreneurial endeavours. Delivery constraints, societal prejudices (including discriminatory attitudes and perceptions about the capabilities of persons with disabilities), lack of access to  education, vocational training, entrepreneurship and skill development and capacity building initiatives, have all contributed cumulatively to making borrowing facilities virtually inaccessible,  especially for the persons with disabilities from BPL families. This despite the fact that our country  has a progressive disability policy and legislative framework on disability. The Persons with Disabilities—Equal Opportunities, Protection of Rights and Full Participation Act 1995), which is presumably the most important, provides for three percent reservation for persons with disabilities in government jobs and in rural development and employment programmes. 
Despite these statutory and policy measures, hardly a miniscule part of the population of persons with disabilities has so far been absorbed in public sector jobs and their representation in private sector jobs is abysmally now or negligible. While availability and accessibility of assistive devices and partial removal of physical barriers in some of the developed countries have somewhat helped, the larger questions about negative social attitudes still persists. Even the micro finance institutions have not succeeded in ensuring the accessibility of financial services to such disadvantaged individuals because of certain factors, including lack of awareness of the challenges faced (by persons with disabilities) in accessing microfinance services, no proven business case for making existing processes more disability accessible, and unsupportive and unclear policy framework with regard to providing services to the persons with disabilities. These barriers need to be surmounted to encourage and facilitate more persons with disabilities to become microfinance clients. Thus, making financial services fully accessible to the persons with disabilities is the crying need of the hour. Without financial inclusion of such disadvantaged individuals, the vision of eradicating poverty and establishing an inclusive and egalitarian society (as envisaged in the Millennium Development Goals) cannot materialise. 
(B) AIMS, OBJECTIVES AND JUSTIFICATIONS

Against this background, this three -day National Conclave on “Financial Inclusion of Persons with Disabilities in India” is being organized by the Society for Disability and Rehabilitation Studies—SDRS (New Delhi) as a sequel to its nationwide social awareness campaign at Auditorium/Conference Hall, Indian Spinal Injuries Centre, New Delhi, on 24th & 25th May 2017 (Wednesday & Thursday) with the basic objective of helping micro- finance institutions remove the inclusion gap, and thereby suggesting effective measures for facilitating financial inclusion of the persons with disabilities in India. This conclave is also intended to take stock of the progress made in regard to integrating disability in financial sector policies and developmental activities. The recommendations and policy prescriptions emerging out of brainstorming deliberations of this action- oriented intellectual discourse would surely help the policy makers in plan formulations. Hence, this conclave is basically intended to provide answers to the following relevant questions—
(i) What are the major barriers to accelerating progress towards financial inclusion of 

persons with disabilities? How can those barriers be removed or overcome? 

(ii) What is the role of the private sector in closing the gap in access to finance for 
households and businesses?  How can these commitments be encouraged? 

(iii) How can the development impact of achieving financial inclusion be measured? 

(iv) What actions should governments and PSBs/PSUs/Funding Agencies (such as, NABARD, SIDBI, NHFDC etc.) take in their role as facilitators of financial services for those persons with disabilities who are living below poverty line in rural areas? 
(v) To what extent can the development agencies contribute to foster the development of 

inclusive financing systems?
(vi)     Why is the financial inclusion of persons with disabilities so relevant from the standpoint of their economic empowerment?

         (vii)       How can inclusive financial and microfinance approaches make a difference in the lives of persons with disabilities? 

 (C)  SUBJECTS/ ISSUES TO BE DISCUSSED

The following themes/ sub - themes are identified for extensive discussion at this National  Conclave: (i) Understanding Disability and Financial Inclusion, (ii) Financial Inclusion and Sustainable Development, (iii) Financial Inclusion Gap for Persons with Disabilities, (iv) Role of Micro Finance Institutions (such as, NABARD, SIDBI, PSBs/PSUs, NHFDC etc.) in Economic empowerment of Persons with Disabilities, (v) Universal Design and Reasonable Accommodation, (vi) Financial Inclusion and Public-Private Partnership, (vii) Development of Disability-Friendly Marketing and Environment,  (viii) Significance of Awareness, Entrepreneurship Skill Development, and (ix) Financial Inclusion and the Role of Information Communication Technology. 
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