A European Network of Women with Disabilities!
2nd-4th May 2007 in Berlin, Germany
A Conference from Weibernetz e.V. in Cooperation with Disabled Peoples’ International and International Training Advice Research


Women with disabilities 

and the United Nations Convention

on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities

by Kicki Nordström

Chair of the World Blind Union Working Group on United Nation's Issues
It took 4 years, one Working Group meeting and eight sessions for the United Nations General Assembly's Ad Hoc committee (AHC), to convene, discuss and finally adopt the document which becomes the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, CRPD. 

This convention will ensure full human rights and fundamental freedom and equal opportunities for persons with disabilities of all ages, nationalities, social status, ethnic background, gender or sexual orientation. 

We have now a document which will be legally binding for States which ratify it. It takes 20 ratifying countries until the convention can come into force and a monitoring committee can be established. 

The committee will monitor the convention and receive complaints from individuals and organisations from countries, which have also ratified the Optional Protocol to the convention. 

This convention is not a social declaration or convention, nor is it a convention on development; it is a pure Human Rights based Convention, nothing more, nothing less!
We fought our battles in many fields in the beginning, against UN officials, UN bureaucracy, against country delegations, within NGO structures outside the disability movement and sometimes within our own international movements itself. 

It was however a learning process for everyone in the plenary session NGO’s or government representatives alike! For each session we attended we got more and more organized and structured. 

We realized that we had to demonstrate consensus and have to support each other in order to gain our cause. 

I believe it is that way we, women with disabilities shall take in order to form a sustainable network of WWD In Europe! 

There is no way out of our dilemma of isolation and neglect by the society at large, but for us to keep together and form a common front 

There is one mistake committed by mainstream actors; they have forgotten women and girls with disabilities in their work, that is obvious! 
Women and girls with disabilities are often marginalised and made invisible in international surveys, national data collections and in social and legislative programs and actions. 

Women and girls with disabilities are made invisible and unknown by not being noticed of their existence in any kind of publicly addressed investigations, gender policies, women's programs or laws of protection.    

Statistics from Canada, Finland and Sweden reveal that up to 50% of women in general may have been physically abused in their lifetime, and this is probably just the tip of the iceberg. 

Among women with disabilities the numbers have proven to be higher there such investigations have been undertaken. The perpetrators are often the support givers, family members or professionals.  

This is one of the reasons why we from the International Disability Caucus (IDC) so strongly fought for a stand alone article on women with disabilities in the convention. 

We had mainly EU opposing us and said there is already a convention which prohibits discrimination against women, namely the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women, CEDAW!  

Our reply was that we, women with disabilities have never been recognised, reported on or mentioned in connection to CEDAW. The worse countries in opposition were the UK and Sweden! 

Women with disabilities are recognized in the CRPD within a number of essential areas, even if not directly spelled out in the text. 

Women constitute more than half of the population, so by stating persons with disabilities, means also women with disabilities, of course! 

Such areas are the right to education, legal capacity on equal grounds as all others, freedom of expression and opinion, and access to information, freedom from violence and abuse, right to life, access to justice, participation in the political and public life, cultural life, recreation, leisure and sports etc. 

There is one particular article which states the Human Rights and fundamental freedom for women, and this is article 6 consisting of 2 rather short paragraphs. 

Further, it is stated in the preamble:

(q) Recognizing that women and girls with disabilities are often at greater risk, both within and outside the home of violence, injury or abuse, neglect or negligent treatment, maltreatment or exploitation.

(s) Emphasizing the need to incorporate a gender perspective in all efforts to promote the full enjoyment of human rights and fundamental freedoms by persons with disabilities,

Article 3 

General principles, 

This is one of the fundamental articles in the convention and it states 

The principles of the present convention shall be:

(g) Equality between men and women;

Article 6
Women with disabilities

1. States Parties recognize that women and girls with disabilities are subject to multiple discrimination, and in this regard shall take measures to ensure the full and equal enjoyment by them of all human rights and fundamental freedoms.

2. States Parties shall take all appropriate measures to ensure the full development, advancement and empowerment of women, for the purpose of guaranteeing them the exercise and enjoyment of the human rights and fundamental freedoms set out in the present Convention.

Article 12
Equal recognition before the law
1. States Parties reaffirm that persons with disabilities have the right to recognition everywhere as persons before the law. 

2. States Parties shall recognize that persons with disabilities enjoy legal capacity on an equal basis with others in all aspects of life. 

3. States Parties shall take appropriate measures to provide access by persons with disabilities to the support they may require in exercising their legal capacity.

4. States Parties shall ensure that all measures that relate to the exercise of legal capacity provide for appropriate and effective safeguards to prevent abuse in accordance with international human rights law. Such safeguards shall ensure that measures relating to the exercise of legal capacity respect the rights, will and preferences of the person, are free of conflict of interest and undue influence, are proportional and tailored to the person’s circumstances, apply for the shortest time possible and are subject to regular review by a competent, independent and impartial authority or judicial body. The safeguards shall be proportional to the degree to which such measures affect the person’s rights and interests.

Article 16
Freedom from exploitation, violence and abuse
1. States Parties shall take all appropriate legislative, administrative, social, educational and other measures to protect persons with disabilities, both within and outside the home, from all forms of exploitation, violence and abuse, including their gender-based aspects.

2. States Parties shall also take all appropriate measures to prevent all forms of exploitation, violence and abuse by ensuring, inter alias, appropriate forms of gender- and age-sensitive assistance and support for persons with disabilities and their
families and caregivers, including through the provision of information and education on how to avoid, recognize and report instances of exploitation, violence and abuse. States Parties shall ensure that protection services are age-, gender- and disability-sensitive.

4. States Parties shall take all appropriate measures to promote the physical, cognitive and psychological recovery, rehabilitation and social reintegration of persons with disabilities who become victims of any form of exploitation, violence or abuse, including through the provision of protection services. Such recovery and reintegration shall take place in an environment that fosters the health, welfare, self-respect, dignity and autonomy of the person and takes into account gender- and age-specific needs.

5. States Parties shall put in place effective legislation and policies, including women- and child-focused legislation and policies, to ensure that instances of exploitation, violence and abuse against persons with disabilities are identified, investigated and, where appropriate, prosecuted.

Article 25
Health
States Parties recognize that persons with disabilities have the right to the enjoyment of the highest attainable standard of health without discrimination on the basis of disability. States Parties shall take all appropriate measures to ensure access for persons with disabilities to health services that are gender-sensitive, including health-related rehabilitation. 

Article 28
Adequate standard of living and social protection
(b) To ensure access by persons with disabilities, in particular women and girls with disabilities and older persons with disabilities, to social protection programmes and poverty reduction programmes; 

Article 34
Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities
4. The members of the Committee shall be elected by States Parties, consideration being given to equitable geographical distribution, representation of the different forms of civilization and of the principal legal systems, balanced gender representation and participation of experts with disabilities. 

If women with disabilities should not continue to be invisible in the future, we should not let authorities and the public make us the target in the debate on other women’s unpaid work and care, rob us from our self-determination, take away our legal capacity and rarely be asked before any decision are made on our behalf! 

All those rights are now guaranteed us in the convention! and we have the needed articles that will protect us  

But this is not enough; we ourselves must be proactive and let us make use of our new tools!   
We must take initiatives of international advocacy campaigns, cooperation between international women’s organisations and DPO’s, and the UN body and its agencies can be effective means at the international level. 

At the national level, awareness raising, networking, counselling, financial support and education of the civil society would help to assist battered and abused women with disabilities visible. 

Sheltered homes are important but won’t prevent the criminal action of violence against women. We have to address the root of it which lies in traditional discrimination, poor education, injustice and patriarchal systems. 

All legal measures must be followed up by monitoring and implementation policies at the international and national levels. No excuse for inactivity or lack of resources should be tolerated. 

A change in attitude and behaviour would not cost much money, but may take a bit of personal and political will from some!

Mainstreaming policies and particular mentioning of women’s equal rights have not brought about any changes. 

Maybe it was a mistake by the women activists during the last decades, to demand mainstreaming instead of anti-discrimination laws and particular rights for women. 

Or should we have demanded both – a twin track approach to gender equality? 

Forward looking economists and politicians realise that investment in women is an investment of the resources of the country! This must be told to everyone over and over again, we can not give up this truth! 

The main step forward towards this realisation is to put an end to all forms of violence and discrimination of women and in particular of WWD! 

The international disability movement had a dream that started more than 35 years back when the first proposal for an international convention for the human rights of persons with disabilities was tabled in the UN. 

The proposal was turned down twice but as all good things are three, the third time the process started. 

The power of the dream is near. 650 million persons with disabilities, of which more than a half are women, can look forward to a better world and a better life in the future due to this convention. 

But, we hold our countries accountable for ratifying and implementing the convention very soon!

Let us, women with disabilities take the lead! We have the knowledge, we have the skills and we take the power! 

Let us do it through our European network of WWD, let the network grow and let it become a world wide movement! 

Let us tell everyone:

"Nothing about WWD, without Us! 

Thank you
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