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Introduction

Often, women with disabilities are invisible and marginalised in society, including among those promoting the rights of persons with disabilities, and those promoting gender equality and the advancement of women. The exclusion of women with disabilities from decision-making spaces has for a long time impoverished our societies. It masks the root causes of the discrimination they face, allows the perpetuation of harmful stereotypes, both concerning gender and disability, and leads to innumerable human rights violations.

Recall, In its general comment on Article 6, the treaty body of the CRPD sets out the many ways in which women with disabilities are specifically hindered from enjoying their human rights protected under different articles of the UN Convention. Many of these considerations also apply to the rights enshrined under the European Convention on Human Rights.

But sadly, the violations of the right to freedom from exploitation, violence and abuse are particularly striking, owing to the vastly higher risk women with disabilities face in this regard: it is estimated that women with disabilities are two to five times more likely to experience violence compared to other women. Women and girls with disabilities are also more likely to face violence and abuse online.

In addition to types of gender-based violence that affect all women and girls, disability-specific forms of violence perpetrated against women and girls with disabilities include, among others: the withdrawal of necessary supports to live independently, to communicate or to move around, for example by removing or controlling access to vital communication aids (such as hearing aids) or refusal to assist with communication, removal of accessibility devices and features, such as wheelchairs or ramps, as well as the refusal by caregivers to assist with daily activities, such as bathing, dressing, eating and menstrual management. Other disability-specific forms of violence can include the harming of assistance animals and bullying, verbal abuse, and ridicule on the grounds of disability.

An evidence submitted to a recent inquiry by the UK Parliament concerning violence against women and girls, Disabled Survivors Unite, a UK disability rights NGO, pointed out that women with disabilities were more than twice as likely to experience violence and abuse compared to women without disabilities in the UK. 

News coverage following this evidence also showed not only the increased risk of sexual violence and abuse faced by women with disabilities, but also how they are ignored by the police and other support services when they report this violence, mainly because of their disability. 

Also, investigation by AWWDI over the years within the communities across Nigeria showed that there is a higher rate of violence against women with disabilities than against men with disability. A number of AWWDI's self-help groups in rural communities report GBV than their counterpart in the city which demonstrates that the incidence of maltreatment and abuse of women with disabilities far exceeds that of women without disabilities.

Way forward

As in all areas concerning disability, the way forward must involve the full participation and involvement of women and girls with disabilities in policy and decision-making mechanisms and legislation affecting women and persons with disabilities, in accordance with the principle of “Nothing about us without us”. Member states need to make a lot of progress in this regard and go beyond tokenistic gestures which are not accompanied by long-term budgeting and planning.

I also see de-institutionalisation and legal capacity reforms to eliminate all forms of substituted decision-making as crucial to improving the situation of women with disabilities and all the more reason to treat these issues as an absolute priority. 

It is high time to put an end to this state of affairs and take a firm commitment to reverse the exclusion of women and girls with disabilities. The first step in this direction must be the acknowledgment of the untapped strength and resilience of women and girls with disabilities, so that they themselves can lead the way forward.

I call on all member states to follow the example of Spain, which following the recommendations by GREVIO and the CRPD Committee, and after extensive consultations, abolished forced sterilisation, even with the prior approval of a judge, in 2020.

