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Di sbl ed at every turn

Loretta Ann Soosayr aj

"A SI MPLE neal outside can turn into a human rights issue for us," said
Ant hony Thanasayan. Born with spina bifida, a condition that causes the
linbs to degenerate, Anthony has relied on a wheelchair for mobility since
t he age of 10.

"Discrimnation," he said, "takes a lot of forns."

Di sabl ed people face all kinds of limtations in living life, and nost
of themare not self-inposed. There are cases of people not allowed into
bars because of facial disfiguration, for fear that the other patrons
woul d be repul sed by them and yet there are others in wheelchairs who
are not all owed entrance because they don't fit the aisles. There was even
a reported case of a boy who was not allowed to go on a class trip because
he was di abetic.

In the West, there has been a marked increase in the nunber of
discrimnation lawsuits being filed by the disabled in recent years - sonething
fighting for their rights, or of not even knowi ng what their rights are in
the first place?

"I know of people who don't get jobs that they are qualified to do
because they're di sabl ed,” Anthony said.

"The prospective enployers would have had to spend noney nmaking the
of fice disabled-friendly, which was just too much for them M friend
ended up not getting the job.

"Even if, as a disabled person, you are enployed, there will always be
certain areas in the office that your wheel chair cannot access, such as
trai ning programes and canps. You will still |ose out. The easiest thing
for people to say is that they do not cater for the disabled," said
Ant hony.

But as no enpl oyer would ever openly adnmit to being influenced by a
person's disability, those affected can only suspect that they are being
di scri m nat ed agai nst.

Ant hony has been living with discrimnation all his life.

"The first | encountered was the "nice' kind. Because | walked with a
severe |linp, people stopped me from wal ki ng out of concern. My teachers
woul d insist that |I stay in during recess and would nake ny friends buy ne
food. I magi ne being prevented fromgoing to the canteen at break

"There were also times when | was excused from doi ng homework. Once, a
teacher even re-did nmy paper so that | canme out tops. She thought she was
hel pi ng me, but she really wasn't."

As he grew older, his brushes with discrimnation took on a nore oni nous
t one.

"Peopl e | ooking at nme in a wheel chair assune that | amnentally disabled - no
everywhere you want to. People | ook down at you. And when you are out
there, with the rest of the wal king public, you have to get out of their
way. Always having to say "excuse nme' isn't exactly very pleasant," he
sai d.

"It's as if it isn't YOORworld... as if you are a burden. How are we to
hol d our heads up high if we are made to feel like we don't even fit into
soci ety?"

As so many things that are already in place seemto work against the
di sabled and their attenpts to | ead normal |ives, Anthony pioneered the
concept of training service animals for the disabled in Malaysia with
Bi vai Special Dogs, of which Datin Paduka Marina Mahathir is patron



Ant hony has successfully trained his three dogs - Binman the Al satian
Vai the Rottweiler and Sool amthe Golden Retriever - to be his assistants,
and is training other dogs for the same purpose.

The i dea behind the programe is about maki ng the disabl ed i ndependent
- yet even in doing this there are obstacles. Society here is sinply
unaccustonmed to having a dog in an eatery, let alone on board a bus,
whet her the dog is a pet or service dog. In the West, on the other hand,
service aninmals are used not just for wheelchair users but also for the
blind, deaf and even those who get frequent epileptic seizures.

Ant hony recal |l ed one incident where his usually cal mtake on things was
put to the test. When he arrived at a hotel for a neeting with severa
non- gover nnent al organi sations with Sool am he was told by the front desk
staff that he could not take the canine in. "Explaining why | needed Soo,
I went in anyway despite their protests.

Illustrating an exanpl e of how Soo hel ps him "I dropped a pen during
the nmeeting and he picked it up for nme. |1 couldn't get it nyself, and
couldn't disturb anyone el se.

"Al'l went well, until the hotel managenent canme and told nme that | had

to get rid of the dog. W argued and they eventually relented, and
graciously allowed us to carry on."

VWi | e sone establishnments understand, nost don't. But it isn't just the
presence of Biman, Vai or Sool amthat causes problens for Anthony.

On a grocery shoppi ng excursion to a hypermarket, he was apprehended for
suspected shoplifting because he had a large bag with him "They didn't
really ask me anything, | think they thought | couldn't even tal k. They
just took ne away and searched ny bel ongi ngs. They obviously found
nothing. Only then did | give thema piece of ny mind ...but | was really
scared. "

Not every experience, however, |eaves a bad taste in his nouth. There
are many times that he feels reassured that people are learning to be nore
consi derate

For exanple, visits to some shopping malls, such as the MdValley
Megamal | where this interview took place, are pleasant because the
managenment responds well to the need of the disabl ed.

Every time he needs to visit the mall, he just rings themup, and they
make the arrangenments to neet himat his car with the powershopper - a
buggy for the disabled. Parking bays allotted for the disabled are anple
and wel | positioned. But often, inconsiderate nenbers of the public snatch
t hese conveniently placed spots to save thenselves a five-m nute wal k.
There are al so many places that do not even have specific parking
al |l ocations for the disabl ed.

"How dare they charge us for parking if they don't even have the
facilities? It's daylight robbery,"” he said.

Only sone ci nepl exes have the facilities.

"If they don't, they really have no business charging the disabled the
full ticket price," says Anthony.

Public transportation, however, can turn nightmarish for the disabled
who don't possess their own nodes of transportation

"Taxi drivers often don't stop when they see the wheelchair. If they do
stop, they nake excuses why they can't take nme, |ike having a backache so
they can't lift the chair. The ones who do take ne charge an extra Rpm for
putting the wheelchair in the boot, which is what they charge for |uggage.
How can they consider the chair |uggage?"

VWhet her any of these obvious forns of discrimnation calls for the
perpetrators to be slammed with a lawsuit is unclear - what is clear is
t hat Mal aysi ans need to nmake good our claimthat we live in a caring
soci ety.



* The witer can be contacted at |oretta@stp. rom ny
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