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COMMUNIQUE AT THE END OF A ONE-DAY WORKSHOP

ON 2015 ELECTIONS AND PERSONS WITH DISABILITIES

HELD AT THE CHELSEA HOTEL, FCT, ABUJA
 20TH JULY, 2015.

Preamble

A one-day workshop was held on 20th July, at the Chelsea Hotel, FCT, and Abuja to review and appraise the participation of persons with disabilities (PWDs) in the 2015 general elections. The workshop was also intended to appraise the roles of key statutory and political institutions in the facilitation of the conduct of inclusive and accessible electoral process for persons with disabilities during the 2015 general elections. The workshop was facilitated by the Joint National Association of Persons with Disabilities (JONAPWD) through the UNDP-Democratic Governance for Development (DGDII) Project with support from the European Union.
Participants.
Over 150 participants were present at the workshop. Participants with disabilities were drawn from the six clusters of disabilities across the six geo-political zones in Nigeria and this includes:
1. Nigerian National Association of the Deaf;

2. Nigerian Association of the Blind;

3. Spinal Cord Injuries Association of Nigeria;

4. Nigerian National Association of Persons with Intellectual Disabilities;

5. National Association of Persons with Physical Disabilities;

6. National Association of Persons Affected by Leprosy (IDEA) and;

7. The 36 State Chairs from the state chapters of JONAPWD and FCT
8. A cross section of politicians with disabilities who are prominent members of the major political parties including APC, PDP, Labour Party and the NCP respectively;

9. Other stakeholders.

General Observations

1. Participants observed that key statutory and political institutions including the Independent National Electoral Commission (INEC), political parties, security agencies, development agencies and  the media had tremendous influence on the level of inclusion and access of  PWDs during the 2015 general elections as follows:

 INEC
1. Participants observed an appreciable level of attitudinal change among INEC’s staff as they were largely responsive towards PWDs during the elections.

2. Participants observed an improvement in the level of accessibility to polling centers in some areas.

3. Participants commended INEC for producing for the first time Nationwide, voter education materials in Braille for the benefit of blind voters, as well as the use of sign language interpretation, and the implementation of priority voting across the country; while similarly commending INEC for the application of sign language interpretation on their jingles for the benefit of the deaf.
4. Participants testified to their active participation in several of INEC’s stakeholders and citizens’ consultative forum at local, state and national levels.
5. Participants noted the inability of many blind voters to vote in secrecy and independently as stipulated by Article 29 of the UNCRPD due to the absence of the Braille or tactile ballot guide.

6. Participants decried the inability of INEC to provide for effective participation of voters affected by leprosy and amputees especially during voter registration and the casting of ballot.

7. Participants expressed serious concern at the placement of ballot boxes on platforms higher than the reach of voters on wheelchairs.

8. Participants noted the absence of sign language interpretation at several polling centers, as well as the inability of polling officials to perform simple sign interpretation, hindering the effective participation of the deaf.
9. Participants noted that the absence of data on disability by INEC continues to constitute a stumbling block in the effective inclusion and participation of PWDs in the electoral process.
POLITICAL PARTIES

1. Participants acknowledged that political parties were more open and positively disposed towards PWDs during the 2015 general elections than in previous elections.
2. Participants noted that some political parties encouraged PWDs as party aspirants and candidates by giving free or subsidized nomination forms.

3. Participants observed that party manifestos were more disability sensitive than in previous elections. There was also a reasonable increase in the participation of PWDs in party activities. Including at party rallies and campaigns.
SECURITY AGENCIES

1. Participants observed that security agencies were still lacking in capacity on how to support PWDs to effectively participate in the electoral process.
2. Some participants noted that security agencies were not adequately informed on the INEC’s policy on priority voting.

3. Some participants shared experiences on how security officials prevented them from moving to voting centres from their homes with their vehicles due to lack of proper orientation.

MEDIA
1. Participants acknowledged increased focus on disability issues to promote disability inclusion and access in the electoral process.
2. Some participants testified to having actively participated in several media appearances, interviews and feature articles before, during and after the elections.
CITIZENS
1. Participants noted the supportive and responsive roles of other non-disabled electorates especially in complying with INEC’s policy on priority voting.
Recommendations
1. INEC

· The immediate drafting of a National Policy on Disability by INEC to take account of the institutional, infrastructural and attitudinal barriers militating against the participation of PWDs in governance and electoral processes is required.
· Adequate Braille materials should be provided for blind voters, sign language interpreters provided for the deaf and accessibility of polling centers should be improved for persons with physical disabilities. Also, provision should be made for Persons affected by leprosy and amputees to effectively participate in registration and voting processes.
· Participants strongly called for the inclusion of competent PWDs as National Electoral Commissioners.

· INEC should employ qualified PWDs at its national, state and local offices as Disability Desk Officers.
· INEC should encourage all political parties to establish disability wings in their parties, as well as the inclusion of PWDs in the Executive Committees in such parties.
· INEC should engage on continuous and effective awareness raising on disability issues with regard to the inclusion of PWDs in the political and electoral processes.
2. SECURITY AGENCIES

· The workshop recommended that more capacity-building and orientation should be given to security officials who are to participate in the electoral process with regard to disability issues.

3. THE MEDIA

· Participants suggested that the media should build their capacity on inclusive or disability sensitive coverage and reportage of the electoral process so as to raise more public awareness on inclusion of PWDs in the electoral process.

4. POLITICAL PARTIES

· Political parties should implement affirmative action by all stakeholders’ to address inequalities in the political system.

· PWDs should make conscious efforts to actively participate in party activities especially at the grassroots by making intellectual, material, financial, and other forms of contributions towards the progress of the party.

· PWDs should make efforts to resist any form of discrimination within their political parties.

· Political parties should institute inclusive policies including employment, access to party office buildings; inclusive manifestos etc.

· A National Disability Political Forum should be established as well as a National Disability Political Fund.

5. National Disability Bill

· Participants unanimously agreed that there is an urgent need to revisit the long awaited Disability Bill and recommended that strategies for fast tracking the Bill within the current administration be put in place to enable the Bill be signed into law. 

CONCLUSION

Participants generally admitted that the level of inclusion and access for PWDs during the 2015 general elections was a remarkable improvement on previous elections. Participants pointed to key or outstanding achievements including the policy on priority voting; use of accessible voter and civic education materials such as braille for the blind and sign interpretation for the deaf ; and the responsive attitude of electoral officials and the citizens towards PWDs; etc, all of which should be sustained in subsequent elections.
However, participants identified major challenges and barriers to the effective inclusion and access of PWDs to the electoral process. Some of these challenges include: inaccessible polling units; inability of disabled voters such as blind, persons affected by leprosy, deaf, amputees etc to independently and secretly cast their ballots as required by the electoral law, rules and regulations; high discrimination in political parties; high cost of elections; electoral violence; and poorly trained security officials etc. It was concluded that the disability community through JONAPWD should regularly engage with INEC at state and national levels in order to drastically reduce the inclusivity and accessibility gaps in the electoral process.
Participants strongly acknowledged and appreciated the tremendous support given by the UNDP Democratic Governance for Development project and the European Union towards the organization of the programme. They observed its timeliness and relevance towards the identification of gaps and remedies for the improvement of inclusion and access for PWDs in the electoral process.
Signed:  Ekaete Judith Umoh; National President JONAPWD
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