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(The Nippon Foundation Paralympic Research Group)

Prompted by the forthcoming 2020 Tokyo Paralympic Games, the Nippon
Foundation Paralympic Research Group has pursued research on ways that Japan
can contribute internationally to the field of disability sports with a particular focus
on countries of the Mekong River Basin (Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, Vietnam and
Thailand). The purpose of this paper is to reconfirm the importance of Japan’s
international cooperation for the promotion of disability sports, and raise specific
issues to be addressed on the basis of results from our research.

The first part of this paper provides an overview of international and domestic
trends in the field of disability sports where the importance of international
cooperation has intensified. With regard to international trends, it can be pointed out
that the international community has confirmed the importance of development
through sports in a series of proceedings. The concept of “Development through
Sport” emerged in the 1990s, and the United Nations Millennium Development Goals
were adopted in the first decade of the 21lst century. The promotion of disability
inclusive activities in the United Nations’ development agendas was further clarified
through the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities,
adopted in 2006, which stipulates that participation in sports is to be promoted, and
the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, adopted in 2015, which directly
mentions persons with disabilities. .

With regard to domestic trends, it may be pointed out that Japan has also been
afforded a greater opportunity to promote development through sports, following the
decision to hold the 2020 Olympic and Paralympic Games in Tokyo and the adoption
of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities as well as the Post-2015
Development Agenda. At the same time, a Cabinet meeting approved the

Development Cooperation Charter in February 2015 which restores direct mention of
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persons with disabilities (omitted in the 2003 charter), thereby boosting assistance
for persons with disabilities in foreign aid.

The second part of this paper provides an overview of disability sports in the
countries of the Mekong River Basin, based on excerpts from reports by external
experts commissioned by The Nippon Foundation Paralympic Research Group. The
reports showed that domestic Paralympic committees have been organized in these
countries since the late 1980s, and disability sports became more widespread in the
1990s. Each country’'s Paralympic committee is recognized by the International
Paralympic Committee, Asian Paralympic Committee and ASEAN Para Sports
Federation. With the exception of Thailand, participation in international Paralympic
games is still low. However, in recent years, overall growth has been achieved in
terms of the number of athletes and their records. In addition, all of these countries
have continued to send teams to the regional Asian Para Games and ASEAN Para
Games. Thailand has distinguished itself in both the size and achievements of its
teams, followed by Vietnam. While Myanmar has shown rapid growth in recent
years, Cambodia and Laos have lagged behind.

In the future, Japanese government as well as non-governmental sectors should
provide even more aid by furnishing sports equipment, developing infrastructure,
training disability sport athletes and coaches as well as referees in addition to other
assistance. In the Mekong River Basin countries, social and cultural barriers still
remain, hindering the participation of persons with disabilities in sports. Aid is needed
that will inspire persons with disabilities by contributing to building an inclusive
society through sports. In providing such assistance, it is very important that persons
with disabilities themselves participate, and that networks are built between disability
sports groups, disability sports organizations and top athletes in Japan and the
Mekong River Basin countries. Moreover, it is hoped that partnerships with
neighboring Mekong River Basin countries will promote the creation of networks for

persons with disabilities.
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