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Arranging a trip to one of the EU 
member countries is formally the same 
for both persons with disabilities and 
non-disabled people. First of all, one 
needs to apply for and receive an inter-
national passport at the nearest office 
of the State Migration Service. Then, in 
order to get a visa, obtaining and sub-
mitting all the required documents to a 
consulate or visa centre is required. After 
that, one may pack and start a journey. 
Moreover, getting all the documents is 
cheaper for persons with disabilities as 
long as they are not subject to paying the 
state tax for obtaining an international 
passport (170 UAH) and visa fee (equiva-
lent to 30 EUR).

Nonetheless, according to unofficial 
figures from the consulates and Migra-
tion Service offices, very few persons 
with disabilities reach out to these insti-
tutions. Why? In order to find the answer, 
the experts from the “Europe without 
Borders” civic organisation have initiat-
ed a research on the accessibility of visa 
and migration services to persons with 



disabilities. Initially, a survey was con-
ducted among civic organisations deal-
ing with persons with disabilities trav-
elling abroad. “Union of organisations 
of people with disabilities of Ukraine”, 
“Association of Persons with Disabilities 
with Spinal Injuries of Ukraine” and the 
National Sports Committee for Disabled 
of Ukraine were involved in searching for 
the civic society organisations to partici-
pate in the survey.

Consequently, the data from 13 
respondents was acquired from seven 
regions of Ukraine and the city of Kyiv. 
Moreover, the other side of the process 
was researched: twelve representatives 
of the State Migration Service and 9 con-
sular institutions of the EU and Schengen 
countries in Kyiv (the other twelve con-
sulates have not responded to the offer 
to participate in the research). Finally, 
twelve Migration Service offices in Kyiv 
and 21 EU consulates were inspected on 
the architectural accessibility for persons 
with disabilities. 

The absence of universal design 
elements in the State Migration Service 
offices and consular institutions is one 
of the most pressing problems for per-
sons with disabilities when obtaining an 
international passport or a visa. Besides, 
persons with disabilities are facing barri-
ers not only inside the buildings, but also 
outside.  The survey respondents stated 
that there is no parking space for cars of 
persons with disabilities. The damaged 
pavements, potholes, high curbs and 
even wooden gratings on the ramps are 
among the issues. 

Inside the Migration Service and con-
sular buildings, the respondents identi-
fied whether stairs, doorsteps, narrow 
passages as well as narrow doors and ele-
vators were present. Therefore, according 
to the respondents, the necessity of 
being present, when applying for and 
obtaining an international passport or 
a visa, poses a threat to the health and 
life of persons with eyesight impair-
ments and musculoskeletal system 
disorders; it makes them feel that their 
dignity is being humiliated. 

ARCHITECTURAL 
INACCESSIBILITY OF 
THE BUILDINGS IS 
A MAIN BARRIER 



The presence of architectural barriers that 
the respondents with disabilities were facing 
when applying for and obtaining internation-
al passports and visas was confirmed by the 
results of inspections of the Migration Service 
and consular buildings as well as visa centres 
in Kyiv. The vast majority of the inspected 
buildings have a range of architectural bar-
riers such as stairs, high doorsteps and nar-
row front doors. For instance, out of twelve 
Migration Service offices in Kyiv, there are 
stairs at the entrance to ten offices, and 
only three of them have ramps (at Dni-
provskyi, Darnytskyi and Svyatoshynskyy 
offices).

Consular institutions in Kyiv showed simi-
lar results. Fifteen out of 21 buildings have 
stairs; only three institutions have ramps 
installed (consular institutions of Latvia, 
Belgium and the Netherlands). In addition, 
assistive tools for persons with disabilities 
are not available in most of the buildings: call 
buttons to get staff assistance are available 
in nine consular institutions; door stoppers 
are available in eight of them; handrails are 
available in five. 

Six out of twelve district offices of 
the State Migration Service in Kyiv are 
equipped with interior stairs whereas only 
Dniprovskyy district office has an elevator. 
Hence, five State Migration Service offices 
in Kyiv (Pecherskyy, Desnyanskyy, Podilskyy, 
Svyatoshynskyy and Obolonskyy) are insuffi-
ciently suitable for persons with musculoskel-
etal disorders. Narrow doorways in the rooms 
of four State Migration offices are among oth-

er issues. None of the Migration Service offices 
in Kyiv are equipped with universal lavatories 
and even regular lavatories are available in 
only five institutions. 

The buildings of the consular institutions 
also revealed to have narrow staircases, nar-
row doors and no universal bathrooms. Out 
of nine consular institutions of Schengen 
countries in Kyiv that are equipped with 
interior stairs, only three institutions have 
elevators. Two institutions have doors that 
are too narrow for people who use wheel-
chairs. Only the Embassy of the Kingdom of 
Denmark has a universal bathroom for per-
sons with disabilities. 

The outside premises of the Migration 
Service offices and consular institutions 
also turned out to have a range of barriers 
that complicate movement of persons with 
disability. For instance, only one Migra-
tion Service office is equipped with a 
parking space reserved for persons with 
disabilities and a corresponding curb cut. 
Meanwhile, such parking spaces are not 
available at any of the consular institutions 
in Kyiv. The other persistent issues on the 
areas around the migration and consular 
institutions include potholes and high curbs 
on the sidewalks and at the intersections of 
pedestrian walkways as well as improperly 
parked cars. 

Hence, very few consular and migration 
institutions comply with the universal design 
standards and are able to provide high-quality 
service to persons with disabilities.

RESULTS OF MONITORING THE ARCHITECTURAL 
ACCESSIBILITY OF THE MIGRATION SERVICE AND CONSULAR 
BUILDINGS IN KYIV





According to the representatives of the State 
Migration Service and consulates of the Schen-
gen area countries, current buildings are in-
sufficiently accessible for persons with special 
needs as long as these buildings were de-
signed and built not to provide services daily 
to hundreds of customers. However, “Passport 
Service” network (accepting the required doc-
uments and issuing international passports) 
and visa centres are created to provide these 
services to citizens. Moreover, according to 
the respondents from the consular institutions 
without universal design elements, it is the 
visa centres that persons with disabilities are 
redirected to. However, a friendly approach 
to customers requires additional payments 
from persons with disabilities: 350 UAH at 
the “Passport Service” and 11 to 29 EUR 
at visa centres. Therefore, do external insti-
tutions actually provide services available to 
persons with disabilities?

“Passport Service” centres for citizens occurred 
to be more architecturally accessible to per-
sons with disabilities than Migration Service 
offices. 

Six visa centres of the Schengen countries 
in Kyiv were revealed to be less accessible to 
persons with disabilities. For instance, only 
the VFS Global Visa Centre is equipped with a 
ramp, whereas four visa centres have stairs at 
the entrance (those providing services to Lat-
via, Slovakia, Germany, the Netherlands and 
Italy). Handrails next to staircases are avail-
able at two visa centres (Germany and Italy). 
Only the VFS Global Visa Centre is equipped 
with a universal bathroom and a parking 
space reserved for persons with disabilities. 
Regardless of the architectural accessibility, 
neither “Passport Service” centres nor visa 

centres are popular among persons with dis-
abilities due to the high cost of services these 
centres provide. This problem is extremely 
pressing for those who live in small towns 
and villages as long as they are forced to do 
long intercity travels with accompanying per-
sons. Consequently, when the price of visas 
increases sufficiently because of the travel 
expenses for two people, the total price 
including a service fee becomes unafford-
able. The members of civil society organisa-
tions representing athletes and Anti-Terrorist 
Operation veterans have faced these issues 
as well. According to the respondents, the or-
ganisations were previously able to apply to 
a consulate on behalf of a group of persons 
with disabilities. However, now it is only to 
be done in person. Because of that, persons 
with disabilities decline the invitations from 
foreign partner organisations referring to the 
lack of money to pay for all the travels and 
visa centre fees. 

“PASSPORT SERVICE” AND VISA CENTRES. ARCHITECTURAL 
AND FINANCIAL ACCESSIBILITY IS QUESTIONABLE



Therefore, transferring the functions of 
accepting the documents and issuing 
international passports to external pri-
vate service providers is not a way to 
ensure high-quality service to persons 
with disabilities. In order to do it, the 
pricing policy of these institutions is to 
be changed, and the buildings are to be 
checked on the compliance with universal 
design standards. 
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How do persons with disabilities over-
come architectural barriers and get in-
ternational passports and visas after all? 
Based upon the experience of the re-
spondents, it is clear that at the Migration 
Service offices, persons with musculoskel-
etal system disorders are forced to ask the 
people passing by or the accompanying 
persons to bring the wheelchair inside. 
They are also sometimes forced to ask their 
friends or relatives to apply for the pass-
port on their behalf; to ask the employees 
to come out and even to “write a letter ad-
dressed to the head of the regional admin-
istration of the Migration Service” in order 
to be able to apply not in person.

The situation with the consular institu-
tions of the Schengen countries is regretta-
bly the same. Persons with disabilities have 
to ask accompanying persons or employ-
ees to bring the wheelchairs inside. This is 
how one of the respondents with muscu-
loskeletal system disorders describes his 
experience when applying for visas at a 

few consular institutions in Kyiv:

“It is a distress, humiliation and some-
times the helplessness of the consular 
institutions. They realise that having no 
alternative to the stairs is the violation of 
my rights… The consulate was on one of 
the upper floors and there was no eleva-
tor. The employees got scared and didn’t 
want me to ascend using the staircase, 
because they were afraid that I might get 
injured… At the consulate… I had to use 
the staircase and then go through the 
turnstiles.”

Most of the representatives of the 
institutions admit that they do not have a 
clearly defined procedure to follow when 
they are reached out to by persons with 
disabilities. The approach of the Embassy 
of Finland is the only exception: having the 
architectural barriers in the building, the 
Embassy employees redirect applicants to 
visa centre and exempt them from paying 
a service fee. 

THE EXPERIENCE OF THE PERSONS WITH DISABILITY APPLYING 
FOR AND RECEIVING AN INTERNATIONAL PASSPORT AND A VISA



The results of the visa and migration 
accessibility research are revealing that per-
sons with disabilities constantly face mobility 
restrictions including when arranging travel 
plans abroad. In order to go to another coun-
try, a person with special needs is forced to 
invest a lot more physical effort as well as time 
and financial resources. The measures taken 
by most employees of the architecturally 
inaccessible consular and Migration Service 
institutions may partially facilitate the process 
of obtaining the necessary documents, but 
they cannot solve the complex problem that 
persons with disabilities are facing. 

The first step towards improving the 
accessibility of visa and migration services is 
establishing a dialogue between the EU diplo-
matic institutions, the State Migration Service 
and representatives of persons with disabili-
ties. This dialogue could enable the creation 
and implementation of the best practices of 
providing services to persons with disabilities 
that are already used at some institutions. 
Only then could applying for and receiving 
an international passport or a visa become a 
routine process for persons with disabilities, 
unlike the challenge that it is now; their right 
to free movement would then be realised. 

CONCLUSION






