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The Daphne Program

The European Commission’s policy is based on the Daphne Program, one of the milestones, to fight sexual violence and its implications for women with disabilities within the range of the priority actions in order to establish a space of liberty, safety and justice. 

The goal of the Daphne Program is to support the activities of the organisations and public authorities aiming to the protection of women and children and to the prevention of violence against them. The Daphne Program gives an extra European value to these activities and encourages the exchange of ideas and good practices by means of networks and partnerships.

The Daphne Program intends to increase the citizens’ and political representatives’ awareness of the problem of violence. It is the outcome of the World Conference in Stockholm in 1996 against commercialised sexual abuse of children and the terrible events that happened in Belgium in the summer of the same year, that drew the attention on a particular form of violence: the sexual violence against children and teenagers in the form of kidnapping, sexual abuse, exploitation and sex trade. These forms of violence are too often inflicted on women and have been condemned in the declaration and by the action platform adopted in Peking during the fourth World Conference on Women. In its statement on the trade of female sex slaves (1996) the Commission underlined the important roles of the NGOs in the fight against this trade and in the assistance offered to its victims. However, the phenomenon of sexual violence has many forms: for example, violence within the domestic walls often forces children and teenagers to enter the sex trade and to commit the same abuses.

Sexual violence is certainly not the only kind of violence faced by the Daphne Program; it covers all types of violence: domestic violence, violence among people of the same age, institutional violence in institutions and schools, violence against minority groups as homosexuals, disabled people, ethnic minorities, etc. For that reason we can say that the culture of violence is diffused in every field of society.

Sexual, psychological and physical violence is a deadly cocktail that can harm health in all senses, damaging the body, mind and social welfare of those that undergo violence, undermining the functioning of society and its present and future development possibilities.
The aim of the Daphne Program is to support the activities of the organisations (among which the NGOs) and public local authorities for the protection of women and children and for the prevention of violence against them. The Daphne Program gives an extra European value to these activities and encourages the exchange of ideas and good practices by means of networking, partnerships and the realisation of pilot projects, giving thus the opportunity to learn, exchange information and competences concerning these problems and handling them globally in order to intervene in the best possible way to offer assistance to the victims.

Moreover, Daphne finances actions that make both the general public and the potential victims more aware of the problem of violence; as well as actions carried out by means of the creation of new European networks, in the spirit of European cooperation and with an exchange of good practices.
The Daphne Program includes protection measures addressed to three categories of beneficiaries (Children, teenagers, and women) and prevention measures against violence inflicted on them. These measures provide for: 

· The creation of networks on a European level among the NGOs,  to promote the cooperation among these NGOs and the competent authorities;  

· Measures to protect the beneficiary groups and to prevent violence against them; 

· Studies and researches to investigate the causes of violence, intervention methods in order to prevent, assist and reintegrate;

· Exchange of information and good practices; 

· Diffusion of information through conferences and meetings, written and audiovisual material; 

· Organisation of awareness raising campaigns for the general public, the potential victims and those that work with them.

The Daphne Program has contributed to the improvement of the elaboration both of the policies and of the practical solutions to the problem of violence and their application throughout Europe.

Thanks to the reinforcement of the cooperation and the numerous information and awareness raising campaigns for the general public, the projects of the Daphne initiative/ Program have exercised a significant influence not only on the citizens’ perception of violence – which will need a long time to change – but also on the development of the EU policies. The public institutions experimented and planned new models and methods that contribute to the creation of a common frame and to the convergence of the related policies in the Member States.  Daphne faces a wide range of deeply human difficulties and problems linked to violence, in all its forms, and it is able to propose solutions and give results.

The Daphne program against sexual violence and its implication for women with disability

Thus, one of the action fields of the Daphne program is sexual violence, not only inflicted on women but also on children. For as far I have studied and I know the Daphne program, also in occasion of the preparation of this report, there has been no project carried out within the Daphne program that has made the slightest reference to sexual violence inflicted on women with disability.
Also in this case the women with disability have received nearly no attention, apart from the projects carried out by DPI Italy and DPI Europe within the Daphne Program. These projects allowed focusing on the contexts in which these situations of violence and violations of the human rights happen, involving limitation of freedom, multiple discrimination and denial of equal opportunities of women with disability. Thanks to researches we have analysed and studied the conditions of violence that women with disability may suffer within their family context and in their relationship with their personal assistant.

These projects have offered, undoubtedly, a great opportunity because they have gathered women with disability, not only those that belong to DPI but all those that are interested in the confrontation and the launching of a cultural and political common process to prevent and fight any kind of violence, to propose and start strategies that aim to give strength and visibility to this hidden phenomenon and to claim their Human and Civil Rights. 

Before dealing with the possible implications, or better, the support drawn from the use of the Daphne program, we should define our knowledge concerning sexual violence inflicted on women with disability, starting, obviously, from their experience of multiple discrimination, of violence and of lack of equal opportunities. 

In this field a lot has been done for women in general but the same cannot been said of women with disability and, besides, it needs to be said that the strategies identified to prevent sexual violence and to support the women that have experience it very often are not applicable on women with disability, who most of the time depend on their abuser to get out of bed, to dress themselves and to eat.

Sexual abuse is a problem of epidemic proportions, which is only now attracting public interest. For every type of disability different dynamics of sexual abuse are involved. Women with mental and intellectual disabilities aren’t able to understand what is happening to them or aren’t able to communicate it to a trustworthy person. Women with a severe physical disability are able to understand the violence they are undergoing but may not know it is illegal and that they can say no. The conditions of extreme poverty and economic dependence, physical dependence conditioned by disability, poor education and lack of employment, social isolation, segregation in institutions and lack of self-esteem make that disabled women are an “easy target” of sexual violence.
The most shocking thing is the lack of research on this problem. The research on the significant effect of sexual violence on disabled women is extremely limited and fragmentary. The scarce information seems to focus on sexual abuse inflicted on women with mental and/or intellectual disabilities. The scarcity of the research and investigation determines both the lack of a specific legislation that gives attention to disabled women, victims of sexual abuse and violence; and the lack of services that take care of the specific needs of disabled women. Little is known about violence and sexual abuse inflicted on disabled women, but they unquestionably experience violence in similar situations as other women: they are raped and abused by someone they know, a relative or a friend, in their homes, at work and in institutions, which are often run by men. But little or nothing is known about this.  When these situations come to the surface the only possible solution is sterilisation, a convenient solution for society, that doesn’t want to face the disagreeable consequence of a shameful  pregnancy that may reveal a violent and degrading system, but not for the women with disability that continue to undergo violence in the silence of their homes and institutions.
It is a fact that disabled women are more exposed sexual abuse and violence; they are silent victims and therefore an ideal target. And yet in the collective image they are regarded as devoid of sexual interest. How can this be? The answer is simple and at the same time cruel: sexual violence and abuse regard more the exercise of oppressive power than libido or pleasure. The oppressive power is exercised most of all on vulnerable individuals and the vulnerability increases when these people live in 
conditions of outsider, exclusion, segregation or dependence. Women with disability, the most vulnerable amongst the vulnerable, are an easy prey for rapists and jailers. They live in such unworthy and degrading circumstances that they are sometimes in no condition to understand the abuse or the violence they are victim of, whereas in case they are aware of it they are afraid to denounce the fact because they are afraid of retaliation: if they live in institutions they can’t leave, whereas if they live at home they have no place to go without money and a job, without personal assistant or a house?

Besides, women with disability are not considered as credible witnesses. Often, when they decide to report and tell their story of violence and abuse nobody believes them because of the myths and prejudices about their sexuality.  

Conclusion

The question of sexual abuse and violence on disabled women must be handled from two points of view, i.e. we should work on two levels: a social, political and cultural one and on the other hand the personal growth of disabled women, identifying instruments, strategies and methods to activate empowerment processes. 

The Daphne program is certainly the right instrument to act on these two levels. With its projects DPI Italia involved a lot of disabled women and several organisations that are part of DPI Europe and made considerable steps forward in both directions. 

The public and institutional level has been involved and made aware of the gender and disability questions thanks to a number of documents, manifestos and open letters written by different women with disabilities all over Europe, in which they urge the European and national Bodies to set in motion policies and actions in favour of women with disability. On a cultural level several initiatives have been organised to discuss the condition of multiple discrimination of disabled women and at the same time good practices, developed in some European countries, have been diffused to support the disabled women in their political action to claim their rights and to denounce the lack of attention given to gender in the world of disability and the invisibility that wraps disabled women in every corner of the planet.

As far as the level of personal growth is concerned, researches allowed identifying some instruments to empower women with disability and make them attain or re- attain  their self-esteem and self-respect. Thanks to one of the projects it was possible to write and publish in two languages (Italian and English) a handbook on Peer Counselling. It was written by different authors, under the title “From victims of history to protagonists of life”. This book demonstrates the desire and the determination of disabled women to get rid of their age-old reclusion in order to activate a self-awareness process of what they really are and not of an identity of acquired inabilities.

The key elements of Peer Counselling – putting interpersonal relationships central, sharing experiences, listening, personal care, attention given to the dimensions of the body and the imagination – mostly belong to women. There is, therefore, a deep relationship between the female world and Peer Counselling. This methodology could be the solution to help disabled women to recognise the sexual abuse and violence they undergo, by developing inside them the awareness of being an individual.  It can also be used to support those women with disability that decide to report and tell their experience of violence.  

Art. 16 “The right of not being subjected to exploitation, violence and ill-treatment” of the Convention on the Rights of People with Disability forces the Member States to take all the right legislative, administrative, social, educational and other measures to protect people with disabilities, within and outside their domestic context, against any kind of exploitation and abuse, including aspects based on gender. Moreover, it forces the Member States to take all the right measures to facilitate the physical, cognitive and psychological recovery, rehabilitation and the social reintegration of people with disabilities that are victims of any kind of exploitation, violence or ill treatment, by means of offering protection services. Finally, it establishes that the Member States should program efficient laws and policies, including specific laws and policies for women and children, to assure that the cases of exploitation, of violence and abuse against people with disabilities can be identified, investigated and where necessary prosecuted.

Taking advantage of this article and since there has never been any research on sexual abuse and violence on disabled women, at least I don’t know any, it would be a good thing to present a project on these problems, in occasion of the next Daphne program. A project that might propose instruments, strategies, policies and actions to define and resolve this problem.
The project should involve as many countries as possible in order to have precise and detailed statistics on the phenomenon in Europe and thus being able to raise and diffuse the awareness of the European institutions on all levels.
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