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Handicap International contribution in response to the consultation organised by the Office of the High Commissioner on Human Rights (OHCHR) on the Thematic Study on Participation of Persons with Disabilities in Political and Public Life, based on a the resolution HRC /16/L20 (March 2011), for consideration at the 19th session of the Human Rights Council, March 2012.
United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD), Article 29: “Participation in political and public life”



Handicap International is an independent and impartial international aid organisation working in situations of poverty and exclusion, conflict and disaster. Working alongside persons with disabilities and other vulnerable groups, our action and testimony are focused on responding to their essential needs, improving their living conditions and promoting respect for their dignity and their fundamental rights. 

Handicap International is thankful to the OHCHR for the opportunity to take part in this consultation process and thereby contribute to the effective implementation of article 29 of the UNCRPD. 
Rationale, important principles and approaches

Participation in political and public life is essential for people with disabilities’ voices to be heard. Without a meaningful contribution at key stages of decision-making, disability will continue to be forgotten on the political and development agenda, priorities of people with disabilities to remain unheard, and subsequently the realisation of all their human rights will be jeopardized. The very implementation of the UNCRPD is conditioned by participation of people with disabilities in political and public life. To influence the adoption and implementation of relevant policies, the allocation of corresponding action plans and budgets in all sectors, it is therefore essential that people with disabilities take an active role on the political and public scene. For example, it is essential that DPOs take part in decisions around issues that concern them specifically (e.g. priorities around support services, accessibility policies and measures) as well as those who concern all citizens.
Article 29 prolongs in more specific terms general principles and general obligations around participation of people with disabilities entailed respectively in article 3 and article 4.3 that should be read in close conjunction. The scope of article 29 is very broad and can be informed by HRC General Comment 25, on article 25: Participation in Public Affairs and the Right to Vote, as well as CEDAW General Comment 23: Political and Public Life (paragraph 5). It is to be noted that for the first time in a human rights treaty, participation to be ensured is qualified as full and effective, thereby recalling the importance for people with disabilities to take part in decisions that affect their lives as subjects of human rights and no more objects of charity decided by others. 
Handicap International has acquired significant experience in promoting participation of people with disabilities, in particular through projects and initiatives aimed at strengthening people with disabilities and their representative organisations as strong civil society actors, capable of advocating for their rights and of having a say in decisions that affect their lives. Our work in connection with article 29 of the UNCRPD has been focusing on four major areas: Support to Disabled People Organisations (DPOs), Inclusive Local Development, Accessibility and Inclusive Policies. 
Drawing from this experience, Handicap International recommends the application of the following principles and approaches for the effective implementation of article 29:
· Empowering people with disabilities and their representative organisations (DPOs)

· Favouring multi-stakeholder alliances amongst different civil society groups and human rights defenders
· Promoting participatory assessments of the situation of people with disabilities, in particular at the local level

· Creating forums and consultations on inclusive governance and participatory decision-making, and in general, ensuring that all of democracy’s arenas where citizens have a role to play are inclusive and accessible, at all levels (local, national, international)
· Encouraging advocacy that is enrooted in concrete, evidenced good practices

· Raising awareness and training decision-makers and civil servants, as well as the general public

As an international NGO and stakeholder of international cooperation, Handicap International is concerned by the promotion of an effective implementation of article 29 that follows principles of an inclusive and accessible development, as stated in article 32. Inclusive development, as defined by the International Disability and Development Consortium (IDDC), refers to ensuring that all phases of the development cycle (design, implementation, monitoring and evaluation) include a disability dimension and that persons with disabilities are meaningfully and effectively participating in development processes and policies (please refer to IDDC submission to the Fifth Ad Hoc Committee, and IDDC submission to the OHCHR consultation on the role of international cooperation in support of the CRPD).

Barriers to participation of people with disabilities in the political and public life
Through its field work, Handicap International has observed that people with disabilities have significantly lower levels of participation in voter registration and election, in political parties, are not consulted when defining development priorities and thus in overall governance and decision-making at all levels. These observations are reflected in formal studies conducted by Handicap International (cf. for example the Study on ‘Political Participation of Women with Disabilities in Cambodia’, conducted by Handicap International for UNDP, 2010) and less formally through local participatory diagnoses of the situation of people with disabilities undertaken by communities and supported by Handicap International as part of Inclusive Local Development projects (see paragraph below).
Some of the major barriers identified in developing countries are:
· People with disabilities have less self-representing structures and organisations than other civil society groups
· People with disabilities have lower levels of access to education

· Low confidence and self-esteem of people with disabilities leads to feelings of ‘not being entitled to’

· Families and communities do not encourage people with disabilities to take part in political and public life

· Duty-bearers have poor knowledge of people with disabilities’ needs and rights and have stereotyped perceptions of people with disabilities’ capacities

· Hostility, negative attitudes and exclusion of people with psycho-social disabilities and intellectual disabilities perceived as not capable of decision-making 

· Election workers and monitors/ observers are poorly trained and do not know about disability-related discrimination

· Partisanship and male dominance in leadership in many countries reinforces are additional barriers for women with disabilities who are often denied any role in the political and public arena

· Poor governance and lack of democratic practices in some countries results in the general exclusion of citizens from decision-making mechanisms, with even less consideration for vulnerable groups

· Inaccessible processes and facilities (e.g. transportation and access to polling stations and meeting places, alternative voting mechanisms for people who cannot leave their home) prevent people with disabilities from voting, taking part in consultation mechanisms and other opportunities provided to other citizens 
· People with disabilities are denied the right to register as voters, to adhere to political parties

· Access to civic information (information about public meetings and consultations, political parties, voting and registration) is limited as not provided in accessible formats, specifically for people with seeing, hearing, mental and intellectual impairment

Opportunities to promote participation of people with disabilities in political and public life

However, these various attitudinal, legislative and institutional constraints or problems should not obscure more favourable and positive factors, in particular the strong interest that national stakeholders show for the new approach to disability based on human rights, and the changes in the intervention strategies of international cooperation stakeholders. These are favourable factors for the implementation of actions to support advocacy at the national and regional levels, for the development of new laws against discrimination, and for inclusive national and local policies. From this perspective, it is important to note some of the positive elements and opportunities that should advance the process towards inclusive development and governance, for example:

· The ratification of the UN Convention is a tremendous opportunity to mobilize and engage the political authorities of each country in this process alongside civil society organisations. 
· The launch/ extension or renewal of regional Decades of People with Disabilities 
· The elaboration or the revision of laws, policies and strategies with specific reference to people with disabilities in many countries, including for example the integration of specific actions and indicators in the field of disability inside the PRSP and other key development tools;

· Mainstreaming of disability that is evident in the various policies and strategies of donors and international development agencies and actors (EU, WB, UNDP, etc.);

· An observed increase in opportunities to mobilize and engage decision makers and development actors on disability issues at national and local levels;

· Decentralisation processes and reforms that are being developed in many developing countries and that make local authorities (town councils, village groups, districts, etc.) key players 
Good practices in enhancing participation of people with disabilities in political and public life

Handicap International has been involved in the promotion participation of people with disabilities in political and public life through four different modalities of intervention that are interlinked and complement each other: Accessibility, Support to Disabled People Organisations, Inclusive Local Development and CBR, and Inclusive Policies. Examples of good practices and learning from this experience are presented below. 

Promoting accessible elections

The right to vote and be elected is a key element of people with disabilities’ citizenship and participation in political and public life. As highly symbolic, it is a right that is often denied and which, if enforced, can play a significant role in demonstrating that people with disabilities have capabilities and are citizens with equal rights.  Attitudes towards disability, knowledge of people with disabilities’ rights and accessibility of polling stations, voting materials and civic information are essential levers to guarantee this right.

Recommendations:

· Develop checklists of accessible polling stations 

· Create election access task force to work with election officials and national election commissions on accessibility issues;

· Include people with disabilities in election observation
· Develop tactile ballot guides for blind voters, allowing their votes to be cast independently and in secret

· Train election officials and local authorities on people with disabilities’ rights and their obligations with regards to accessibility

· Monitor participation of people with disabilities in elections
· Raise awareness so that people with disabilities are aware of their rights to vote and be elected; 
· Provide support and information on steps for registration and/or to obtain the required documents

Strengthening representative organisations of people with disabilities 
Disabled People Organisations (DPOs) are essential organisations to promote the right of people with disabilities. As self-representing organisation, they are the best placed to take part in decision-making and represent the voice of people with disabilities, and to advocate for disability and people with disabilities to be given greater opportunities for such participation. Considering these stakes and responsibilities, it is important that DPOs are strong organisations, i.e. structures that are legitimate, representative, capable of efficient advocacy and human rights monitoring, and that contribute to the overall empowerment of their members. To this end, Handicap International has been involved for more than 15 years in projects implemented with DPOs to strengthen their capacities and develop these organisations as credible interlocutors of governments. This work is reflected in our Policy Paper on ‘Support to Representative Organisations of People with Disabilities’, 2011 (soon available online).
Stronger DPOs have proven they could efficiently influence decision-making. Better organised and trained, more credible and more legitimate they can influence political life in any area. Examples are numerous of what the disability movement has achieved, with a clear momentum since its exemplary work at the international level to obtain a Convention. To name one recent experience at the national level, in Morocco, a national-level DPO (Collectif pour la Promotion des Droits des Personnes en Situation de Handicap) successfully advocated for the inclusion of disability in the new Constitution.  
Recommendations: 

· Provide support to DPOs to develop their internal capacities: management, project development, information sharing, governance, election and representation mechanisms 
· Develop DPOs’ capacities in advocacy, awareness-raising, knowledge of their human rights and of human rights monitoring mechanisms
· Foster the development of alliances between DPOs and other civil society actors, in particular human rights organisations
· Promote the development of a common agenda amongst DPOs to ensure stronger advocacy with the government (for example when engaging in the preparation of a shadow report on UNCRPD)

· Strengthen the disability movement as a whole, from local to national level, with linkages and cooperation between all levels; 

· Explore opportunities to create, strengthen, make regional-level platforms more credible to influence decision-making at corresponding levels 
· Strengthen women self-help groups including through leadership training and the development of capacities on political issues in women with disabilities

Enrooting advocacy in good practices to influence good policy
Information is essential to convince governments and decision-makers that they need to address a particular issue. Participation of people with disabilities in political life is closely linked to the capacity of their organisations to demonstrate that disability is an issue that cannot be neglected. It is therefore important that DPOs can engage in quality data collection, with support from others (researchers, professionals…) as necessary to show evidence on (a) the population of people with disabilities in a given community/ country (demonstrate that this population matters), and (b) the situation faced by this population in all areas and sectors of public services and public life (indicate where decision makers should intervene). 
These efforts can also inform the process of monitoring the implementation of the UNCRPD, in which DPOs need to engage actively. Comparative reviews of national legislation versus the standards of the UNCRPD, sectoral studies on access of people with disabilities to services in the education/ employment/ health/ social sectors, integration of disability data in mainstream surveys, studies and census are opportunities to gather evidence that disability cannot be neglected in the political arena.
While identifying gaps in participation of people with disabilities in the political and public life is important to remind States of their obligations, the complexity of advocacy is also about finding the right balance in relations with institutions and decision-makers. Our experience has shown that adopting a constructive approach to provide examples of the possible ways forward and solutions is efficient to convince authorities to act. In this perspective, Handicap International initiated a global-level, multi-stakeholder initiative to make the UNCRPD work: Making It Work. 
Making it Work consists of collecting and documenting good practices on an issue relevant to UNCRPD, identify recommendations for action from the analysis of these good practices, and publish and use these to influence scaling-out (replication) or scaling-up (orientations for policy making). DPOs have a central role in this methodology, which is multi-stakeholder, so as to provide stronger ground for advocacy. For more information, see the website of Making it Work including the global level database of good practices: http://www.makingitwork-crpd.org and an example of how it has been used to collect good practices on inclusive local governance (article 29) in seven countries of West Africa in the paragraph below.
Recommendations:

· Conduct studies/ research comparing gaps between the UNCRPD and the national legislation, between policies/ frameworks and implementation in reality and use the results for advocacy

· Include disability disaggregated data in mainstream surveys/ studies, in national census

· Conduct local participatory assessment of the situation of people with disabilities

· Conduct awareness campaigns on the rights of people with disabilities, including the right to vote and be elected
· Organise public forums with political parties to confront them with a unified disability platform, use pre-electoral opportunities to influence for inclusion of disability in programmes of political parties and for training of election observers

· Train decision-makers (governmental and non governmental, elected and civil servants) at all levels on the UNCRPD and related obligations, in particular obligations of guaranteeing the full and effective participation of people with disabilities (article3, 4.3 and 29)

· Set-up observatories of disability rights or mechanisms whereby information collected can be analysed and used to inform advocacy, including the development of a shadow report
· Identify and document good practices on what works to implement the UNCRPD, for example using the Making it Work methodology and thereby contributing to enrich a global database of good practices 

Promoting participatory governance at the local level
When asking people with disabilities about participation in political life, their greatest concern is related to what happens at the local level. Municipality, village or community levels are perceived as those which have the strongest influence on their daily lives, and as political arenas that are the most identifiable. Besides, decentralisation reforms are going on in many countries and provide increasing responsibilities to local level authorities. Intervention at the local level increases the possibility to listen to people with disabilities and to identify realistic, tangible solutions in answer to their actual needs and priorities. 

Looking at these opportunities, Handicap International has engaged for more than 10 years in Inclusive Local Development. This local and cross-sector approach of disability aims at promoting participation of people with disabilities in local governance and decision-making. This approach and modalities are described in our Policy Paper on ‘Inclusive Local Development’, as well as in the ‘Guidance Paper for an Inclusive Local Development Policy’, developed with IDDC as part of the ‘Make Development Inclusive’ project.
Inclusive Local Development as an approach consists of 5 components: (1) strengthening the disability movement at local level and promote networking amongst DPOs, (2) assessing the local situation of people with disabilities in a participatory manner, (3) facilitating the creation of forums for dialogue between DPOs and local authorities, (4) supporting the realisation of inclusive actions resulting from this consultation, (5) creating a cross-cutting network of local services and training and training these actors to become inclusive and accessible to people with disabilities. 

Examples of practices that effectively enhance people with disabilities’ participation at the local level:
Local participatory diagnosis: consists of putting local level stakeholders (DPOs, local authorities and local service providers) around the table to jointly embark on an assessment of the situation of people with disabilities in the concerned community. It is a first step to mobilise local actors through a collaborative work and to initiate consultation work at the local level. Discussions around the methodology, analysis of the results provide opportunities for dialogue and enable to collect data to prioritise actions in answer to the results of the diagnosis.
Multi-stakeholder consultation mechanisms: in areas where consultation forums with civil society exist as part of the local governance system (focus groups, working groups, thematic commissions, etc), they need to be consolidated for greater participation of people with disabilities. Where they do not exist, they can be initiated through the creation of forums for dialogue between DPOs and local authorities. 
Local disability action plans and inclusive development actions: the next phase to promote participation of people with disabilities in political and public life is to ensure that results from the local participatory diagnosis and discussions held through consultation mechanisms can be reflected and translate into a local disability action plan or a disability-inclusive local development plan, with clear priorities, a plan of action and corresponding resources allocated to implement it. Successful examples include the development of Charters or Commitments for an inclusive city/ community by mayors, or implementation of Agenda 22. 
Using the above-mentioned Making it Work methodology, seven countries of West Africa (Burkina Faso, Niger, Sierra Leone, Togo, Mali, Senegal) have documented good practices on inclusive local governance and the implementation of article 29 in their region. The report of this initiative called ‘Rights in Action, good practices for inclusive local governance in West Africa’ entails examples from each country and recommendations for decision-makers, DPOs and service providers/ development actors. 

Recommendations: 
· Map and analyse opportunities for taking part in decision-making offered to citizens as part of the decentralisation system

· Develop knowledge of decision-makers about existing local consultation mechanisms

· Prompt local decision-makers to promote participatory diagnosis of the local situation of people with disabilities

· Improve accessibility to the physical environment, information materials and communication

· Prompt local decision-makers to invite DPOs to play an active role during local consultation mechanisms and to ensure people with disabilities can freely express their needs and priorities

· Support decision-makers to develop and use specific indicators to measure participation of people with disabilities in consultation mechanisms
· Promote election and/ or recruitment of people with disabilities within local authorities (disability commission, as elected representatives…)

· Use Agenda 22 tools to make local development plans inclusive, develop ‘accessible city charters’, local disability action plans
· Ensure representation of women with disabilities, children with disabilities (through parents associations) and different types of impairments
· Create or reinforce collaborative DPO networks or federations and alliances between DPOs and organisations representing other vulnerable groups

· Promote effective information sharing between DPOs at different levels

· Conduct awareness-raising about disability rights, mainstreaming and inclusive development at the local level 
Ensuring participation of people with disabilities is at the heart of Community-Based Rehabilitation interventions
With the recent Community-Based Rehabilitation Guidelines (WHO, ILO, UNESCO, IDDC, 2010) CBR has evolved from a delocalised functional rehabilitation strategy towards a full-fledged community-based inclusive development approach. CBR is presented today as a strategy for implementing the UNCRPD. However, implications of this evolution on participation of people with disabilities are not yet fully explored. 
The ‘Empowerment Component’ of the CBR Guidelines provide relevant guidance to ensure that CBR is not ruled without significant involvement of DPOs in the design, implementation, monitoring and evaluation of projects. Although the CBR Matrix presents ‘empowerment’ as one sector of intervention, the Guidelines clearly state that empowerment is “fundamental for ensuring access to each development sector and improving the quality of life and enjoyment of human rights for people with disabilities”
. Tools and practices presented above to enhance people with disabilities’ participation in political and public life at the local level are particularly relevant to promote a participatory governance of CBR, which mobilises and holds local authorities accountable. 
In the Philippines for example, Handicap International has been using Inclusive Local Development tools to support the effective implementation of the national CBR strategy at the level of Local Government Units. Through the UMWAD project, connections are created to link CBR with the decentralisation reform that devolved significant powers to Local Government Units. 

Recommendations: 

· Draw attention on CBR and the CBR Guidelines as a strategy to implement the UNCRPD

· Identify and promote linkages between article 19 (living independently in the community) and article 29 (participation in political and public life) as a way to ensure that people with disabilities become full and effective participants in the running of communities where they live

· Develop training materials and training to upgrade the knowledge of CBR workers/ managers/ trainers on participatory governance of CBR

· Promote a multi-stakeholder, sustainable governance of CBR that mobilises local authorities (lower level of decentralisation), DPOs, communities and local service providers

· Condition the funding of CBR project to the actual inclusion of DPOs in project governance (e.g. steering committees)

· Develop specific indicators to measure political participation of people with disabilities as part of CBR projects

Promoting inclusive policies by international cooperation actors

As an INGO, Handicap International is involved in international cooperation and engaged in partnerships with other INGOs, UN agencies and bilateral cooperation agencies. In accordance with article 32, these organisations play a vital role in ensuring that development is inclusive of and accessible to people with disabilities. In developing countries, international cooperation has a significant influence over development priorities and budgets and concentrates important levels of decision-making. 
Interventions aimed at building inclusive development policies are important to improve participation of people with disabilities at those levels, and have been the core work and mandate of the International Disability and Development Consortium (IDDC). 
Examples of how this can be done include:

· Developing inclusive poverty reduction strategy papers (cf. Making PRSP inclusive),
· Mainstreaming disability in the agenda of international cooperation actors (cf. IDDC tools on How to include the perspectives of persons with disabilities in the project cycle management guidelines of the EC and the Study on Disability in the EC Development Cooperation)

· Producing tools for mainstreaming disability into various development sectors through close consultation with DPOs (cf. IDDC project ‘Make Development Inclusive’)


Recommendations:
Handicap International fully endorses the recommendations made by IDDC on implementation of article 32 (cf. IDDC submission to the OHCHR consultation on the role of international cooperation in support of the CRPD). In addition, Handicap International would like to recommend the following:
· Promote the creation of steering committees including representatives of people with disabilities as participatory governance mechanisms for development projects

· Develop accessibility and inclusion checklists to enable international cooperation actors to assess their own practices

· Promote the realisation of accessibility audits by development actors
· Raise awareness amongst international cooperation actors on disability and obligations under article 32
· Humanitarian situations: adapt local participatory diagnosis, community disability action plans to specific contexts such as refugee camps to optimise participation of people with disabilities in governance mechanisms (camp management committee, clusters, etc)

Further resources are provided below. 
Please do not hesitate to contact us if you require further information or clarifications:

Priscille Geiser, Handicap International

14 avenue Berthelot 69007 LYON, FRANCE
pgeiser@handicap-international.org  
RESOURCES:

HANDICAP INTERNATIONAL, DECISIPH Project, Rights in Action, good practices for inclusive local governance in West Africa, 2010, 

English & French Versions: http://www.makingitwork-crpd.org/miw-projects/west-africa/completed-projects-and-publications/ 

HANDICAP INTERNATIONAL/ PLANTIER-ROYON, Eric: Policy Paper on Inclusive Local Development, 2009 

English Version: http://www.hiproweb.org/uploads/tx_hidrtdocs/DLIGbBd.pdf 

French Version: http://www.hiproweb.org/uploads/tx_hidrtdocs/DLIFrBd.pdf 
HANDICAP INTERNATIONAL, SHIA, HANDIKAPP FORBUNDEN for the INTERNATIONAL DISABILITY AND DEVELOPMENT CONSORTIUM (IDDC)/ AXELSSON Charlotte: A guidance paper for an inclusive local development policy, 2007, Project Disability mainstreaming in Development Cooperation, UE

English Version: http://www.make-development-inclusive.org/toolsdetail.php?spk=en&nb=7 
French Version: http://www.make-development-inclusive.org/toolsdetail.php?spk=fr&nb=7 
HANDICAP INTERNATIONAL/ GEISER Priscille, ZIEGLER Stefanie, ZURMUHL Ute: Policy Paper on Support to Organisations Representative of People with Disabilities, 2011. This document will soon be available online in English and French.
Swedish Cooperative Body of organisations of Disabled People: Agenda 22 – Disability policy planning instructions for local authorities, 2001 
English: http://www.aer.eu/fileadmin/user_upload/Commissions/HealthSocial/EventsAnd-Meetings/2009/Brussels/EN_Agenda22.pdf   
French: http://www.aer.eu/fileadmin/user_upload/Commissions/HealthSocial/EventsAnd-Meetings/2009/Brussels/FR-Agenda22.pdf 
HANDICAP INTERNATIONAL INDONESIA, Access Elections: Highly visible model on accessibility, Report on the experience of Handicap International in Indonesia, with examples of checklists for accessible polling stations, Banda Aceh, December 2006

WHO, ILO, UNESCO, IDDC : CBR Guidelines, 2010 – Online English/ French Versions : http://www.who.int/disabilities/cbr/guidelines/en/index.html 
INTERNATIONAL FOUNDATION FOR ELECTORAL SYSTEMS, COLLECTIF POUR LA PROMOTION DES DROITS DES PERSONNES EN SITUATION DE HANDICAP AU MAROC, Political Participation, Advocacy guide for the promotion of full citizenship for people with disabilities, 2009 – English & Arabic : http://www.chdm.org/telechargements/etudes/GUIDE%201_participation%20politique%20des%20PSH_Collectif_IFES.pdf 

Websites:

Making it Work initiative: http://www.makingitwork-crpd.org/ 
Making Development Inclusive: http://www.make-development-inclusive.org/ 
Making PRSP Inclusive: http://www.making-prsp-inclusive.org/en/home.html 
Middle East: ARAB ORGANISATION OF DISABLED PEOPLE (AODP), EUROPEAN DISABILITY FORUM (EDF), HANDICAP INTERNATIONAL, Musawa Project on Strengthening the capacity of self-advocacy for rights and equal opportunities for people with disabilities in the Middle East – website of the project: http://www.musawa-me.org/english.php 
West Africa: HANDICAP INTERNATIONAL, SECRETARIAT OF THE AFRICAN DECADE OF PEOPLE WITH DISABILITIES, FEDERATIONS OF DPOS IN BURKINA FASO, NIGER, SIERRA LEONE, MALI, TOGO, SENEGAL, DECISIPH Project on Rights, Equality, Citizenship and Inclusion of People with Disabilities in West Africa – website of the project: http://www.decisiph.org/fr/index.html?cHash=4f2d7973f9 
� WHO, ILO, UNESCO, IDDC, CBR Guidelines, 2010, Introductory Booklet, p. 24.
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