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About IFES and NDI

Internaional Foundaion for Electoral Systems

The Internaional Foundaion for Electoral Systems (IFES) supports ciizens’ right to paricipate in free and fair 
elecions. Our independent experise strengthens electoral systems and builds local capacity to deliver sus-
tainable soluions. 
 
As the global leader in democracy promoion, we advance good governance and democraic rights by: 

• Providing technical assistance to elecion oicials

• Empowering the underrepresented to paricipate in the poliical process

• Applying ield-based research to improve the electoral cycle

IFES has extensive experience in leading iniiaives around the world that promote electoral and poliical en-

franchisement of persons with disabiliies. IFES collaborates with a cross-secion of disabled persons’ organiza-

ions, as well as civil society groups and governments. This includes applying experise to global tools such as 
www.ElecionAccess.org – the irst online global resource on poliical paricipaion of persons with disabiliies. 
In recogniion of its eforts, IFES received the InterAcion Disability Inclusion Award in 2011. 

Since 1987, IFES has worked in over 135 countries – from developing democracies, to mature democracies. 
For more informaion, visit www.IFES.org and www.ElecionAccess.org.

Naional Democraic Insitute

The Naional Democraic Insitute (NDI) is a nonproit, nonparisan, nongovernmental organizaion that re-
sponds to the aspiraions of people around the world to live in democraic socieies that recognize and pro-
mote basic human rights.

Since its founding in 1983, NDI and its local partners have worked to support and strengthen democraic insi-
tuions and pracices by strengthening poliical paries, civic organizaions and parliaments, safeguarding elec-
ions, and promoing ciizen paricipaion, openness and accountability in government.

With staf members and volunteer poliical praciioners from more than 100 naions, NDI brings together 
individuals and groups to share ideas, knowledge, experiences and experise. Partners receive broad exposure 
to best pracices in internaional democraic development that can be adapted to the needs of their own 
countries. NDI’s mulinaional approach reinforces the message that while there is no single democraic mod-
el, certain core principles are shared by all democracies.

The Insitute’s work upholds the principles enshrined in the Universal Declaraion of Human Rights. It also pro-
motes the development of insituionalized channels of communicaions among ciizens, poliical insituions 
and elected oicials, and strengthens their ability to improve the quality of life for all ciizens. For more infor-
maion about NDI, please visit www.NDI.org.

http://www.ElectionAccess.org
http://www.IFES.org
http://www.ElectionAccess.org
http://www.NDI.org
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Acronyms and Abbreviations

ADA   Americans with Disabiliies Act 

AGENDA  General Elecion Network for Disability Access in Southeast Asia

ASEAN   Associaion of Southeast Asian Naions

CRPD   Convenion on the Rights of Persons with Disabiliies

CSO   Civil society organizaion

DPO   Disabled persons’ organizaion

EMB   Elecion management body

ICCPR   Internaional Covenant on Civil and Poliical Rights

IFES   Internaional Foundaion for Electoral Systems

INGO   Internaional non-governmental organizaion

LGBT   Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender

NDI   Naional Democraic Insitute 

NGO   Nongovernmental organizaion

PSA   Public service announcement 

UN   United Naions

UDHR   Universal Declaraion of Human Rights 

UN ESCAP  United Naions Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Paciic

UN OHCHR  United Naions Oice for the High Commissioner for Human Rights 

USAID   United States Agency for Internaional Development

WHO   World Health Organizaion





 

Equal Access: How to Include Persons with Disabiliies in Elecions and Poliical Processes 5

Definition of Key Terms

Throughout this manual, the terms listed below are frequently menioned. Figure 1 deines how the 
word is used in this context and provides an example for addiional guidance.

Figure 1: Deiniion of Key Terms1 2 

1 Disabled People’s Internaional. <htp://www.dpi.org/>.
2 Nigerian Naional Associaion of the Deaf. “Nigerian Naional Associaion of the Deaf.” <htp://www.nnadeaf.org/>.

Term Deiniion Example

Accessible

A site, facility, work environment, service 
or program that is easy to approach, enter, 
operate, paricipate in and/or use safely, 
independently and with dignity by persons 
with disabiliies 

A polling staion where a voter 
who uses a wheelchair can ma-
neuver unaided

Accessible formats
Print, audio or visual informaion that is ac-
cessible to persons with disabiliies 

Braille, tacile, large print, sign 
language, easy-to-read

Assisive tool 
A device that aids compleion of a task or 
other funcion that might otherwise be dif-
icult or impossible 

Tacile ballot guide or magnifying 
glass 

Braille
Wriing system comprised of raised dots 
used by people who are blind or have low 
vision

Cross-disability  
organizaion

An organizaion that is comprised of people 
with diferent types of disabiliies

Disabled People’s Internaional1 

is a network of naional disabled 
persons’ organizaions

Disabled persons’  
organizaion

A civil society organizaion that is run by 
and for persons with disabiliies 

Nigerian Naional Associaion of 
the Deaf2 is comprised of deaf 

and hard-of-hearing Nigerians 

and works to promote and pro-

tect their rights 

http://www.dpi.org/
http://www.nnadeaf.org/
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Easy-to-read

Text where the content, language, illustra-
ions and graphic layout are simpliied for 
ease of use by persons with intellectual 
disabiliies and/or non-naive speakers of a 
language

Inclusion Europe’s Recommenda-
ions for Accessible Elecions in 
Europe3 or the Execuive Summa-
ry found on page 8 of this manual 

Inclusion 

Persons with disabiliies are involved in all 
electoral aciviies on an equal basis with 
other ciizens, including leadership posi-
ions, rather than just having accommoda-
ions that might segregate persons with 
disabiliies from other ciizens

Rather than only having a mobile 
ballot box that brings the ballot 
to a voter’s home, the polling 
center should also be accessible 
so the voter can vote in the same 
locaion as other ciizens, if he or 
she so desires

Intellectual  
disability

Term used when there are limits to a per-
son’s ability to learn at an expected level 
and funcion in daily life

Down syndrome or auism

Mainstreaming 
Process whereby persons with disabiliies 
are integrated as equal paricipants and 
leaders in assistance programs and society 

Developing a public service an-

nouncement that includes actors 

with disabiliies in the TV spot, as 
was done in Guatemala4

Psychosocial  
disability

Condiions that afect cogniion, emoion 
and behavior

Depression or schizophrenia

Reasonable  
accommodaion

Provision of materials or environment that 
allow persons with disabiliies to paricipate 
and contribute on an equal basis with  
others

A tacile ballot guide is a reason-
able accommodaion because 
it gives voters who are blind or 
have low vision the same oppor-
tunity to vote in secret and with-
out assistance

Tacile Raised symbols that can be used in contexts 
where persons are not luent in Braille

3 4 

3 Inclusion Europe. “Recommendaions for Accessible Elecions in Europe.” European Union. <htp://www.
inclusion-europe.org/images/stories/documents/Project_ADAP/ETR_Policy_Recommendaions_EN.pdf>.
4 Guatemala’s Supreme Electoral Tribunal. Ahora todos somos del mismo equipo, Votando vamos por Guate. 
Guatemala’s Supreme Electoral Tribunal, 2011. 

http://www.inclusion-europe.org/images/stories/documents/Project_ADAP/ETR_Policy_Recommendations_EN.pdf
http://www.inclusion-europe.org/images/stories/documents/Project_ADAP/ETR_Policy_Recommendations_EN.pdf
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Twin-track  
approach 

Includes mainstreaming disability through-
out aciviies and policies, as well as provid-
ing disability-speciic programming. This 
is USAID’s preferred approach to disability 
inclusive development

Featuring persons with disabili-
ies in voter educaion materials, 
as well as developing voter edu-
caion materials targeted solely 
at persons with disabiliies

Umbrella group

A disabled persons’ organizaion that is 
comprised of member organizaions that 
focus on a speciic type of disability or 
group of persons with disabiliies 

The Naional Federaion of the 
Disabled Nepal5 includes mem-

bers such as the Mental Health 

Foundaion Nepal and the Nepal 
Disabled Women Associaion 

Universal design

All buildings, materials and processes are 
designed to be accessible for both persons 
with and without disabiliies from their in-
cepion

A new building that is con-
structed with access ramps and 
elevators rather than adding 
these features ater the building 
is completed

5

5 Naional Federaion of the Disabled Nepal. <htp://www.nfdn.org.np/>.

http://www.nfdn.org.np/


Equal Access: How to Include Persons with Disabilities in 

Elections and Political Processes

This manual tells you about the ways that 

people with disabilities can take part in 

elections and politics.

One of the ways that people with disabilities 

take part in politics is when they vote in 

elections.

Voting gives people with disabilities a 

stronger political voice.

People with disabilities who vote in elections 

show the public that they are equal citizens.

This manual outlines the challenges that 

people with disabilities face when they take 

part in politics.

This manual gives ideas about how to 

address these challenges.

This manual explains how taking part in 

politics can help people with disabilities to 

inluence policies that are important to their 

lives.

Policies are action plans that the  

government carries out.



This manual gives ideas about the different 

ways people with disabilities can take part in 

elections and politics. 

This manual explains that working in 

partnerships is important.

People with disabilities need to be involved 

in any decisions that will affect their lives.

Politicians, the media and 

disability organizations are some of the 

groups that should work together.

The United Nations Convention on the 

Rights of Persons with Disabilities is called 

CRPD for short.

The CRPD is a legal document about the  

rights of people with disabilities to take part 

in public life.

Parts of this document called Article 12 and 

Article 29 talk about people with disabilities 

taking part in elections. 



This manual supports the aims in the CRPD.

This manual gives 4 main ideas of ways to  

help people with disabilities to take  

part in politics.

1. Provide training about politics to 

people with disabilities and 

disability organizations.

2. Support governments and people 

working in politics to develop policies 

and partnerships that will help more people 

with disabilities take part in politics.

3. Involve organizations for people with 

disabilities in developing education 

campaigns about voting for the public.

4. Help political parties to include people 

with disabilities during election 

planning and preparations.

There are 4 main parts in this manual.

Part 1 explains the correct words to use  

when talking about different disabilities.



Part 2 talks about what happens before an 

election. This part is about making  

sure that people with disabilities can 

be a part of elections and politics. Some 

ideas in this section include: 

• Making sure that the information about  

elections is accessible. 

• Changing laws that make it too dificult  

for people with disabilities to take part  

in elections.

Part 2 also talks about programs that 

disability organizations can use to 

develop a stronger voice at different  

times of an election.

Accessible means a place that a  

person is able to enter. 

Accessible also means information  

that people can understand. 



Part 3 of this manual talks about what  

happens during the election. 

Part 3 of this manual gives ideas about:

• Disability organizations and people with  

disabilities working in partnership with other 

groups. The job of the partnership would be 

to observe elections to make sure that people  

with disabilities can take part in elections.

• Finding ways to make sure that people  

with disabilities can be candidates if  

they wish.

• Helping political parties to make  

information in accessible formats.

• Helping disability organizations to  

have a voice during elections.

• Making rules about ensuring that  

information about elections is accessible.

• Helping to make sure that voting in the  

election is accessible.

• Making sure election results are  

accessible to people with disabilities.



The last part of this manual talks about  

people with disabilities taking part in elections 

and politics in the Dominican Republic.

Part 4 talks about what happens after an  

election.
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Executive Summary

Equal Access: How to Include Persons with Disabiliies in Elecions and Poliical Processes is a manual that 
provides strategies and tools for strengthening the paricipaion of persons with disabiliies in elecions 
and poliical processes. Drawing on experiences from the Internaional Foundaion for Electoral Systems 
(IFES) and the Naional Democraic Insitute (NDI), this manual recognizes the fundamental role poliical 
paricipaion plays in helping persons with disabiliies inluence policies that afect their lives and estab-
lish a foundaion for inclusion in all aspects of society.

Elecions provide a unique opportunity to increase paricipaion and change public percepions about 
the abiliies of persons with disabiliies. As a result, persons with disabiliies can have a stronger polii-
cal voice and be increasingly recognized as equal ciizens. This sets the stage for ongoing paricipaion in 
their communiies and social and economic integraion. 

Equal Access ideniies the challenges persons with disabiliies face in poliical paricipaion and provides 
ways to miigate them. This manual also recognizes that – alongside these unique barriers – persons with 
disabiliies confront the same challenges afecing ciizens in new and emerging democracies. Equal Ac-

cess includes guidance on how to empower persons with disabiliies to play acive roles in the electoral 
process as elecion administrators, poll workers, voters, candidates, policy advocates, monitors, educa-
tors and/or campaigners. Involvement empowers persons with disabiliies and posiively shapes the po-
liical process and democraizaion outcomes. 

Many of the approaches outlined in Equal Access emphasize partnerships with a range of stakeholders, 
such as electoral oicials, media, poliical paries, disabled persons’ organizaions (DPOs) and other civil 
society organizaions. However, regardless of the approach used to increase poliical inclusion, it is im-
portant to engage persons with disabiliies from the outset of program design. This ensures that persons 
with disabiliies are also equal partners who have a voice in decisions that afect their lives.

The United Naions Convenion on the Rights of Persons with Disabiliies (CRPD) serves as the guid-
ing framework for the manual and provides the legal basis and a set of standards for the full and equal 
paricipaion of persons with disabiliies in public life. Aricles 29 and 12 are paricularly relevant for 
elecion-related aciviies. 

In support of the CRPD’s objecives, the manual presents four mutually supporive strategies to increase 
the poliical paricipaion of persons with disabiliies:

• Build the capacity of DPOs and empower their members through trainings on the electoral sys-
tem, government structure, and basic organizaional and advocacy skills. This helps build the po-
liical proile of DPOs and enables organizaions to get their issues onto the poliical agenda.

• Support government insituions such as legislatures and elecion management bodies (EMBs) to 
create legal and regulatory frameworks that provide an opportunity for increasing poliical par-
icipaion of persons with disabiliies and encourage partnerships with DPOs.
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• Include DPOs in broad-based civil society coaliions to conduct domesic elecion observaion or 
voter educaion campaigns. 

• Assist poliical paries to conduct meaningful outreach to persons with disabiliies when creaing 
elecion campaign strategies and developing policy posiions, and encourage paries to include 
persons with disabiliies as candidates and in leadership roles.

This manual begins with a review of disability concepts and terminology, highlighing the diversity of the 
disability community and the best pracice of consuling the local disability community on their preferred 
terms. The central part of Equal Access is organized around the electoral cycle, highlighing how pro-
grams can address barriers and increase the ability of DPOs to exercise power and inluence at various 
stages throughout an elecion. The manual then ends with a case study on eforts taken in the Dominican 
Republic to increase elecion access – providing lessons learned on how to increase program impact. 

Equal Access also highlights challenges to implemening inclusive elecion programming, such as:

• Lack of available data on the number and locaion of persons with disabiliies in developing coun-
tries

• Societal discriminaion

• Poliically challenging operaing environments where ciizen paricipaion is discouraged by gov-
ernment authoriies

• Mandatory voing provisions that ine persons with disabiliies for not voing or automaically 
remove them from voter lists

• Scarcity of leadership opportuniies for persons with disabiliies

• Limited capacity of local EMBs to implement accessible technology soluions 

Addiionally, the manual discusses beneits of monitoring and evaluaing the impact of elecion programs 
that disaggregate data by disability and collect qualitaive data on disability inclusion. IFES launched 
www.ElecionAccess.org to serve as a plaform for sharing lessons learned on addressing these challeng-
es.6

The approaches and program examples highlighted throughout the manual can help ensure persons 
with disabiliies paricipate in poliical life as equal ciizens. To address the full range of barriers, eforts 
must focus beyond just Elecion Day. While seing precedent is important, one elecion does not break 
down all physical and social barriers or alter the prevailing negaive percepions of persons with disabili-
ies. Equal Access seeks to give local and naional governments, internaional organizaions, civil society 
groups, development professionals and donors the tools and knowledge needed to ensure every voice is 
heard on Elecion Day and beyond. 

A true democracy is one that includes all ciizens, including those with disabiliies.

6 www.ElecionAccess.org was launched in 1998; the site is currently being redesigned.  

http://www.ElectionAccess.org
http://www.ElectionAccess.org
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What’s Inside

Secion 1 reviews disability concepts and preferred terminology, highlighing the diversity of the disabil-
ity community. 

Secion 2 summarizes the following approaches and consideraions in the Pre-electoral Period:

• Pre-elecion assessments with a speciic disability lens

• Elecion law reform to remove outright barriers to voing and increase overall accessibility

• Inclusive elecion administraion with a disability lens in all areas of preparaion

Secion 3 examines the following aspects and potenial intervenions during the Electoral Period:

• Supporing partnerships between naional or internaional observer groups and DPOs, and includ-
ing persons with disabiliies as short and long-term observers and monitors

• Empowering persons with disabiliies during the nominaion process to be viable candidates

• Supporing the EMB and poliical paries in providing informaion in accessible formats and con-
ducing speciic outreach to persons with disabiliies during campaigns

• Assising DPOs in securing elecion pledges from candidates and poliical paries to increase aware-
ness of advocacy iniiaives and consituent concerns, and hold elected oicials accountable

• Promoing codes of conduct for poliical paries and candidates that feature language on providing 
informaion in accessible formats and including persons with disabiliies in aciviies

• Organizing debates with candidates on policies that afect persons with disabiliies and ensuring all 
candidate debates are accessible to persons with disabiliies

• Supporing EMBs in Elecion Day implementaion of accessibility provisions

• Transmiing results in accessible formats

• Ensuring access to elecion dispute mechanisms and complaint adjudicaion processes

Secion 4 explores the following opportuniies for coninued engagement in the Post-electoral Period:

• Polling staion audits that include the authority to impose penalies when accessibility standards 
are not followed

• An inclusive review process to capture lessons learned and assess the impact of acions taken to 
increase access

• Ensuring accessibility of government insituions 

The manual ends with a case study of the Dominican Republic which:

• Provides lessons learned

• Shows how to increase program impact by including persons with disabiliies during program de-
sign
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Introduction

Ef eci ve democrai c development involves making sure the poorest and most marginalized have a 
meaningful voice in decisions af eci ng their welfare. Yet persons with disabilii es, ot en the poorest of 
the poor, are frequently overlooked and struggle to achieve a bet er quality of life. The World Health 
Organizai on (WHO) esi mates that 15 percent of the world’s populai on has a disability, with 80 percent 
of these persons living in developing countries, with poteni ally higher levels in post-conl ict States.
Democracy assistance programs can empower persons with disabilii es to engage polii cally and become 
mainstream members of society with the rights, responsibilii es and respect af orded to all cii zens. Peo-
ple with disabilii es represent various ethnic, religious, socioeconomic and gender groups. When such a 
large, cross-cui  ng pori on of society is not pari cipai ng polii cally, it prevents democracy from deepen-
ing and allowing all cii zens a voice in the way they are governed. 

Persons with disabilii es pari cipate polii cally for a variety of reasons. In some cases, they are pursuing 
interests specii cally i ed to their disability, such as making public buildings accessible or having sign-
language interpretai on in schools. In other cases, their interests coincide with wider segments of society 
when it comes to basic human needs, such as access to clean water, educai on for their children or de-
veloping a safe and secure community. Like all cii zens, persons with disabilii es want the opportunity to 
shape their communii es and, in doing so, they can become recognized and valued community members. 

To achieve this status, persons with disabilii es need to pari cipate polii cally. Eleci ons provide an op-
portunity for their power and inl uence to be exercised and strengthened. As with other cii zens, elec-
i ons are a fundamental way for persons with disabilii es to express their preferences and shape polii cal 
outcomes. Eleci ons also allow persons with disabilii es to develop leadership and organizing skills, build 
relai onships, publicly raise issues important to them, demonstrate their abilii es and set the stage for 
coni nual pari cipai on and leadership. For this reason, the eleci on programs described in this manual 
are framed as ways to posii on persons with disabilii es as equal, aci ve and engaged cii zens before, dur-
ing and at er eleci ons. 

We have a moral duty to remove the barriers to pari cipai on, 
and to invest sui  cient funding and experi se to unlock the 
vast poteni al of people with disabilii es. “ and to invest sui  cient funding and experi se to unlock the and to invest sui  cient funding and experi se to unlock the 
vast poteni al of people with disabilii es. vast poteni al of people with disabilii es. ”vast poteni al of people with disabilii es. vast poteni al of people with disabilii es. 

Stephen Hawking
 Author, Physicist, Advocate

World Health Organizai on World Report on Disability, 2011
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While providing direct i nancial assistance can be part of the equai on, there are many addii onal ways 
to include persons with disabilii es in eleci ons and polii cal processes, stari ng with their involvement 
in program-planning decisions. This means that persons with disabilii es and disabled persons’ organiza-
i ons (DPOs) should always have a voice in programs that af ect them. The principle of “nothing about us 
without us” is a cornerstone of disability inclusion. 

About this Manual
The Equal Access: How to Include Persons with Disabilii es in Eleci ons and Polii cal Processes manual 
aims to provide local and nai onal governments, internai onal organizai ons, civil society groups, devel-
opment professionals and donors with the tools and knowledge to strengthen the polii cal pari cipai on 
of persons with disabilii es in eleci ons and polii cal process programs so they have a greater voice in 
decisions that impact their welfare and communii es. The manual draws on experiences from the Inter-
nai onal Foundai on for Electoral Systems (IFES) and the Nai onal Democrai c Insi tute (NDI) and places 
emphasis on partnerships with eleci on management bodies (EMBs) and organizai ons run by and for 
persons with disabilii es. 

Benei ts of Disability Inclusive Eleci ons Programming
Inclusion of persons with disabilii es is fundamental to democracy. Without the inclusion of all cii zens, a 
country is not a true democracy. Including persons with disabilii es in polii cal life also provides the basis 
for mainstreaming their inclusion in all aspects of society. During eleci ons, the concept of cii zenship 
is ot en featured in State and non-State media, and thus dei ned in the public conscious. This provides 
a unique opportunity to break down social si gmas by ensuring that persons with disabilii es appear 
alongside other cii zens as aci ve pari cipants in the polii cal process. Persons with disabilii es can play 
the same roles as all other cii zens in the electoral process, including serving as eleci on administrators 
or poll workers, voi ng, running for oi  ce, advocai ng for policies, monitoring the voi ng and couni ng 
process, repori ng, educai ng voters and campaigning for candidates and polii cal pari es. Involvement 
in these dif erent aci vii es not only empowers persons with disabilii es, but can also help transform the 
electoral process and public percepi on. This sets the stage for ongoing pari cipai on and integrai on in 
society, ensuring the equal rights of persons with disabilii es. 

By empowering persons with disabilii es to take their place alongside other cii zens, barriers are broken 
down and equality is promoted. For example, hiring persons with disabilii es to work at polling stai ons 
empowers individual poll workers and provides a valuable opportunity to eradicate stereotypes. Likewise, 
ensuring women with disabilii es are involved in programs designed to increase the polii cal pari cipai on 
of women provides an opportunity to shit  percepi ons about disability and gender. 

Persons with disabilii es and disabled persons’ organizai ons 
should always have a voice in programs that af ect them. The 

principle of “nothing about us without us” is a cornerstone of dis-
ability inclusion. 
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Addiional beneits of disability inclusive elec-

ions programming include:

More Inclusive Government Policies

Elecions programming can lead to more in-
clusive government policies across the board. 
If persons with disabiliies demonstrate their 
numbers and interests at the ballot box, polii-
cians will be more inclined to develop policies 
that appeal to this base, such as inclusive edu-
caion, employment, transportaion and health 
care. By paricipaing in poliical life, persons 
with disabiliies have the opportunity to afect 
wide-ranging policies. For example, the electoral 
process oten includes electoral legal framework 
review. This provides an opportunity to get 
progressive legal concepts about disability into 
high-proile naional legislaion.

Empowered DPOs as Efecive Civil Society 
Leaders
DPOs can be well placed for poliical acivism, as 
they are most oten already organized through 
diferent types of support groups and networks and, with some technical assistance, can be mobilized as 
a dynamic, enthusiasic segment of civil society. DPOs are, in some ways, ahead of the curve compared 
to more nascent civil society organizaions that may not have a clear consituency or focused set of is-
sues that are deeply felt and require poliical acion. While many DPOs may sill require addiional capac-
iies to efecively engage in poliics, their fundamental characterisics provide them a strong foundaion 
for poliical organizing and acivism.

Greater Inclusion of All Ciizens
Inclusive elecion programming can also open the process to other ciizens. Many reforms targeing per-
sons with disabiliies typically beneit a much wider segment of the populaion. For example, simplifying 
the voter registraion process is beneicial for persons with intellectual disabiliies, as well as older peo-
ple, immigrants and those who have low literacy skills. Ensuring polling staions are physically accessible 
beneits parents with strollers, older people and voters with temporary injuries, such as a broken leg. 
This concept – that all buildings, materials and processes are designed to be accessible for persons both 
with and without disabiliies – is known as universal design. 

Openings to Address Barriers for Wider Populaion
Assistance to local partners living under repressive regimes in conducing advocacy can someimes be 
started with aciviies that will not be perceived as a “threat” to the government. EMBs that are not will-
ing to discuss wide-ranging reforms are oten willing to discuss a typically neutral issue like improving 
elecion accessibility for persons with disabiliies. Access for other marginalized groups can be poliically 
contenious, but this is a unique instance where “charitable” aitudes of government oicials toward 
persons with disabiliies can oten lead to an increase in rights. Iniial discussions of disability rights can 

A man uses a ramp to push his daughter into a polling  

center on Elecion Day in Guatemala.
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lead to greater comfort in discussing 
human rights more generally. Encour-
aging poliicians and government 
insituions to partner with DPOs to 
address issues facing the disability 
community also sets a precedent for 
engagement with civil society, which 
may lead to the adopion of this prac-
ice in other areas. 

How to Use this Manual
This manual ideniies barriers per-
sons with disabiliies encounter when 
paricipaing in poliical life and pro-
vides ways to reduce these barriers. 
It ideniies acions key stakeholders 
involved in electoral processes – such 
as electoral oicials, media, civil soci-
ety organizaions and poliical paries 
– can take to foster greater inclusion. 
Twin-track approaches are discussed; 
that is, some programming ideas are 
targeted speciically to the disability 
community, while others give suggesions on how to mainstream the inclusion of persons with disabili-
ies in assistance work targeted to the enire populaion.

Pracical steps to include persons with disabiliies in elecions and poliical processes will be discussed. 
There are no easy soluions to all barriers, and in some cases there is not a clear best pracice. This man-
ual summarizes some of these issues and opions for addressing them, as well as potenial drawbacks 
from an elecion standards perspecive.

The manual also underscores a number of lessons, the foremost being the value of reaching out to per-
sons with disabiliies to understand their needs, interests and expectaions, and to build relaionships 
that will help contextualize approaches. Fear of saying the wrong thing or causing ofense should not 
prevent communicaion and interacion, as long as mutual respect and a willingness to learn are demon-
strated. The manual suggests ways to begin this learning process, recognizing the preferred terminology 
and means of communicaion might vary from one situaion to another. 

The opening secion of the manual provides background and a widely-accepted perspecive on disability. 
The remainder of the manual focuses on inclusion in elecions and poliical processes and is organized 
around the electoral cycle,7 with secion two addressing the pre-elecion period; secions three and four 
focus on the elecion and post-elecion periods, respecively. Secion ive provides a case study that il-
lustrates some of the issues and opportuniies associated with inclusive elecions and poliical process 
programs.

7  Please refer to Figure 4 on page 37.

This image was used as part of a voter educaion campaign in Senegal 
in 2012. Describing the voing process using pictures can help people 
with intellectual disabiliies and those with low literacy to understand 
the process. 
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Section 1: Disability 101

This secion provides an overview of the concept of disability and the terminology used in the disability 
rights community. It is important to note that the idea of disability is evolving; terminology might difer 
from country to country. It is ine if you are unsure how to address persons with disabiliies – just ask 
them their preference.

Secion 1 will also introduce core internaional standards relaing to electoral rights of persons with dis-
abiliies and how some internaional development agencies are supporing these rights. The secion will 
conclude with a discussion of opportuniies elecions can ofer persons with disabiliies when barriers 
are removed. 

What is Disability?
The deiniion of who has a disability varies from country to country. This manual uses the deiniion 
found in Aricle 1 of the UN Convenion on the Rights of Persons with Disabiliies8 (CRPD): 

Persons with disabiliies include those who have long-term physical, mental, intellectual or sen-
sory impairments which in interacion with various barriers may hinder their full and efecive 
paricipaion in society on an equal basis with others. 

There are several diferent approaches to addressing disability, from aniquated charity and medical 
views to more contemporary social and rights-based models. The models help describe social aitudes 
toward disability and are not mutually exclusive. A concise descripion of each approach: 

Charity model – assumes persons with disabiliies are unable to be full paricipants in society and need 
help. Persons with disabiliies are piied. 

Medical model – persons with disabiliies are treated as though their disability is the cause of all barriers. 
In this model, persons with disabiliies are encouraged to adjust to their environments, rather than the 
other way around. 

Social model – describes disability as a result of a person’s interacion with their environment. The pre-
amble of the CRPD says, “Disability results from the interacion between persons with impairments and 
aitudinal and environmental barriers that hinders their full and efecive paricipaion in society on an 
equal basis with others.” 

Rights model – emphasis is shited from dependence to empowerment. Persons with disabiliies have 
the same basic human rights as all other ciizens and governments should guarantee rights and be held 
accountable for protecion. 

8  Internaional Foundaion for Electoral Systems. “UN Convenion on the Rights of Persons with Disabiliies.” 
<htp://www.IFES.org/~/media/Files/Publicaions/Books/2012/CRPD Final.pdf>.
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Aspects of the social and rights-based 
models can help inform inclusive 
poliical paricipaion strategies. 
The social and rights-based models 
complement each other. The social 
model highlights that it is barriers 
put in place by society that exclude 
persons with disabiliies, while the 
rights-based model emphasizes equal 
human rights of all ciizens and an 
advocacy role for persons with dis-
abiliies. 

Rights-based Language 
There are various points of view about 
the words used to describe disability. 
Social model theorists prefer to use 
the term “disabled person” because it 
is consistent with the idea that people with impairments may be “disabled” by external, societal forces 
rather than by their impairment. These theorists use “disability” to refer to the exclusion resuling from 
that societal process rather than the impairment. 

Another method is to use “people-irst” language. According to this method, a person’s disability is not 
his or her deining feature; it is one of many atributes. The phrases “persons with disabiliies” and “peo-
ple with disabiliies” can be used interchangeably. This manual will use people-irst language, as it is the 
standard set in the CRPD and USAID best pracice. An excepion to this rule is the use of “disabled per-
sons’ organizaion,” or “DPO” to describe organizaions comprised of and run by persons with disabiliies. 
The term is not in keeping with people-irst language, but has become the commonly preferred term to 
refer to this type of civil society organizaion. Do not be surprised if some persons with disabiliies refer 
to themselves with words considered negaive by other persons with disabiliies. Disability is a constantly 
evolving concept. The chart below gives some examples of people-irst language. 

Figure 2: People-irst Language

Say: Instead of:

Persons/people with disabiliies Special needs, PWDs, handicapped

He uses a wheelchair He is conined to a wheelchair/wheelchair-bound

Voters without disabiliies Normal/healthy people/able-bodied

She has a physical disability She is crippled

She is deaf/She is hard-of-hearing She is hearing impaired

He has auism He is auisic

She has an intellectual/psychosocial disability She is mentally retarded

A child with Down syndrome Down’s child

An individual with AIDS He sufers from AIDS/is alicted with AIDS/is a vicim of AIDS

A signed pledge by a poliical party in Macedonia, promising raiica-

ion of the CRPD within the irst 100 days of the new parliament fol-
lowing the 2011 elecions. 
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Diversity of the Disability Community
When supporing poliical inclusion, the diferences and dispariies among persons with disabiliies should 
be taken into account. Persons with disabiliies are not uniform; they are members of all ethnic and religious 
groups. Oten, the combinaion of muliple ideniies can lead to double or triple marginalizaion. 

Persons with diferent types of disabiliies face unique challenges. Persons with certain physical and visual 
disabiliies might have an easier ime interacing with persons without disabiliies because there is not a com-
municaion barrier. However, people who are deaf oten face a greater diiculty in trying to communicate with 
people who do not know sign language. This communicaion gap can lead to greater marginalizaion. In the 
context of elecions and poliical processes, this means poliical actors such as EMBs and poliical paries must 
be aware of diferent communicaion styles. Featuring sign language or capions in an outreach video is an 
inclusive step, but actors should be cognizant that each country has its own, unique sign language and that in 
some countries there are regional sign diferences, especially among indigenous deaf communiies. Even within 
the disability community, persons with intellectual and psychosocial disabiliies are oten disregarded and ex-
cluded due to discriminaion. There are also some disabiliies that are not immediately obvious, such as bipolar 
disorder or chronic pain. These types of disabiliies are referred to as non-apparent disabiliies. It is because of 
these diferences that persons with disabiliies should not be treated as a uniform group. 

Disability is also unique, as it can happen to anyone at any ime and could be temporary. The ways in which 
governments respond to persons with disabiliies also varies. A government’s desire to assist the war-wounded 
can someimes lead to beter provision of services and acknowledgement of rights for the enire disability com-
munity. For example, in Armenia, the war-wounded are treated with reverence, leading to the State’s willing-
ness to improve accessibility. Natural disasters can also lead governments to focus on disability inclusion. It was 
not unil ater the 2008 cyclone that Burma’s government began developing policies targeted at persons with 
disabiliies. However, in most circumstances, greater inclusion 
requires advocacy from the local disability community, as well 
as progressive-minded champions in the government.

Women with Disabiliies
Women with disabiliies oten face double discriminaion on 
account of their disability and gender status. Women with 
disabiliies are less likely to have access to comparable educa-
ion or training; health care and rehabilitaion; or employ-
ment opportuniies than women without disabiliies. As a 
result, they are more likely to live in poverty and isolaion, re-
moved from the poliical and social life of their communiies. 

According to USAID,9 women with disabiliies comprise nearly 
three-quarters of all persons with disabiliies in low and 
middle-income countries. With such a large percentage of 
persons with disabiliies facing addiional barriers as women, 
it is important to understand the gender-based challenges to 
full poliical paricipaion. Women’s poliical paricipaion is 
hindered by a variety of insituional and social/cultural ob-
stacles that are oten compounded by disability.

9  Women With Disabiliies. United States Agency for Internaional Development. <htp://www.usaid.gov/what-we-
do/gender-equality-and-womens-empowerment/women-disabiliies>.

This brochure targeing Burmese women ahead 
of the 2012 by-elecion, also includes women 
with disabiliies. 

http://www.usaid.gov/what-we-do/gender-equality-and-womens-empowerment/women-disabilities
http://www.usaid.gov/what-we-do/gender-equality-and-womens-empowerment/women-disabilities
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At the insituional level, ciizenship or documentaion require-
ments for voter registraion are oten more diicult to obtain for 
women than men because of discriminatory ciizenship laws in 
many countries. Registering to vote and voing are usually accom-
panied by long waiing imes or signiicant travel distances that con-
lict with women’s domesic responsibiliies, work schedules, child 
care or lack of funds and freedom of movement. In low and middle-
income countries, 65-70 percent of women with disabiliies live in 
rural areas, making access to polling staions even more diicult.10 

Safety concerns about gender-based electoral violence are another 
hindrance to women’s poliical paricipaion. Women with disabiliies are three imes more likely to experi-
ence physical or sexual violence than women without disabiliies.11 
 
Social and cultural barriers to women’s paricipaion include a lack of civic and poliical awareness, oten 
caused by low levels of literacy and educaion among women. Lower levels of educaion faced by persons 
with disabiliies are even higher for women, and the United Naions Development Programme (UNDP) esi-
mates that while the global literacy rate for persons with disabiliies is 3 percent, for women with disabiliies 
it is as low as 1 percent.12

Cultural tradiions that restrict women’s independence or inimidate women from exercising their individual 
choices can result in proxy voing.13 In the case of women with disabiliies who are oten more dependent on 
family support, this risk is even higher. 

Although women’s rights are almost universally recognized in law, advances in women’s poliical paricipaion 
and representaion usually lag behind other development indicators. The number of women legislators, elec-
ion administrators and poliical party leaders around the world remains startlingly low, with representaion 
by women with disabiliies even lower. Women’s presence in leadership posiions alongside gender-sensiive 
male counterparts can play a criical role in reversing this trend. While not a perfect system, some countries 
such as Iraq and Rwanda have made signiicant gains through gender quotas in legislatures. The full paricipa-
ion of women in poliical, social and economic life beneits not only themselves, but also families, communi-
ies and naions.

Disabled Persons’ Organizaions
The global disability rights movement is driven largely by persons with disabiliies through advocacy and 
organizing. DPOs refer to organizaions run by and for persons with disabiliies. People without disabiliies 
are someimes members of DPOs, but the majority of the membership and leadership must have a disability 
in order for the organizaion to be considered a DPO. DPOs exist in virtually every country and tend to rally 
around the uniied slogan, “nothing about us, without us.”

10  “Factsheet: Violence against Women and Girls with Disabiliies.” Women Watch. United Naions. <htp://www.
un.org/womenwatch/daw/csw/csw57/side_events/Fact sheet VAWG with disabiliies FINAL .pdf>.
11  The World Bank/Yale University. “HIV/AIDS & Disability: Capturing Hidden Voices.” April 2004: 10. <htp://
siteresources.worldbank.org/DISABILITY/Resources/Health-and-Wellness/HIVAIDS.pdf>.
12  UN Enable. “UN Enable Factsheet on Persons with Disabiliies.” United Naions. <htp://www.un.org/disabiliies/
default.asp?>.
13  Proxy voing is when a person nominates someone else to vote on their behalf.

Good Practice 

In Burma, IFES strengthened the 
skills of women with and without 
disabiliies who are grassroots lead-
ers to help them feel conident and 
empowered to take part in transi-
ional processes and advocate for 
their speciic prioriies.

http://siteresources.worldbank.org/DISABILITY/Resources/Health-and-Wellness/HIVAIDS.pdf
http://siteresources.worldbank.org/DISABILITY/Resources/Health-and-Wellness/HIVAIDS.pdf
http://www.un.org/disabilities/default.asp?
http://www.un.org/disabilities/default.asp?
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Engaging DPOs is an essenial irst 
step for inclusive programming. They 
bring the experience of disability to 
the design, implementaion, moni-
toring and evaluaion of inclusive 
programs and can leverage the par-
icipaion of persons with disabiliies 
through their networks. There are 
naional-level disability-speciic DPOs 
and umbrella groups that include 
members from across the country 
with all types of disabiliies. There are 
also several regional and internaional 
groupings such as the African Youth 
with Disabiliies Network,14 European 
Disability Forum15 and Internaional 
Disability Alliance.16 Organizaions 
that work for persons with disabili-
ies, but do not necessarily include 
them at all levels of membership, can 
be useful civil society partners as well. 
However, it is preferable to work with 
DPOs to ensure the perspecives of 
persons with disabiliies are included 
in the design and implementaion of programming. 

Mapping the DPO Community 

Before engaging with any local partner, it is always helpful to meet with a range of groups. This includes 
organizaions that represent certain types of disabiliies, as well as cross-disability organizaions that repre-
sent people with all types of disabiliies. Groups based in rural areas oten have diferent prioriies and con-
cerns, so they should be involved in programming along with groups located in urban centers. If partnering 
with a DPO, there are several factors that require addiional consideraion and might lead to the need to 
allocate addiional ime for mapping the DPO community. 

There might be divisions within the disability community based on where groups stand on issues and their 
interest in poliical acivism. The landscape of DPOs is oten diicult to maneuver. Certain groups may feel 
an incenive to avoid overt poliical acion, as they rely on government resources to carry out their primary 
service delivery funcion. Some DPOs might have favored status resuling from ies to a paricular polii-
cal party or their history as the primary recipient of government resources. There also may be resentment 
among various groups that compete for a limited pool of resources. Some DPOs are reliant on funding from 
donors or assistance providers whose staf may exert considerable inluence over the acions and partner-
ships of the DPO. 

14  African Youth with Disabiliies Network. <htp://aywdn.wordpress.com/>.
15  European Disability Forum. <htp://www.edf-feph.org/>.
16  Internaional Disability Alliance. <htp://www.internaionaldisabilityalliance.org/en>.

Women take Braille notes during a civic and electoral rights training in 
Burma.

http://aywdn.wordpress.com/
http://www.edf-feph.org/
http://www.internationaldisabilityalliance.org/en
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In some cases, cross-disability organizaions can be more open to 
engaging in poliical acivism than DPOs represening a singular 
consituency. Groups represening a single disability are oten 
more ied to the status quo and may not see a beneit in rais-
ing their voice or partnering with other DPOs they perceive as 
taking the focus and resources from their community. This does 
not mean, however, that only cross-disability groups are suitable 
partners in democracy assistance programs. It only means that 
DPOs may not have overlapping incenives and issues in every 
instance. In many situaions, it may be beneicial to provide as-
sistance to a variety of groups iniially and then look for oppor-
tuniies where needs and interests intersect, and the beneits of 
collecive acion are more evident.

There can be a diference between older and younger genera-
ions in their level of willingness to engage poliically. This has 
been relevant for the disability community in certain country 
contexts, as older generaions might be more wary of risking ex-
ising poliical ies and governmental support and less inclined to 
be involved in cross-disability organizaions and eforts.

Legal Basis for Poliical Rights of Persons with Disabiliies17 

The concept of “one person, one vote” is fundamental to democracy. The right to vote provides an op-
portunity for all people to inluence decisions that afect their lives. However, persons with disabiliies 
have oten been discriminated against in this regard. 

The CRPD is the guiding internaional standard in disability inclusion. It has been signed by 82 percent of 
UN member States and raiied by 72 percent of these States.18 Aricle 29 of the treaty focuses on parici-
paion in poliical and public life. It calls on States to “ensure that persons with disabiliies can efecively 
and fully paricipate in poliical and public life on an equal basis with others, directly or through freely 
chosen representaives, including the right and opportunity for persons with disabiliies to vote and be 
elected.”

Aricle 12 focuses on legal capacity, an issue that oten afects the right to vote of persons with intellectu-
al or psychosocial disabiliies. This aricle requires governments to ensure “persons with disabiliies have 
the right to recogniion everywhere as persons before the law,” they “enjoy legal capacity on an equal 
basis with others” and they are allowed support in exercising these rights. In the context of elecions and 
poliical processes, this means elecion laws should be void of provisions that restrict the right to vote of 
persons under guardianship, and if a voter requires support, he or she should be allowed assistance.

The CRPD has led to increased focus on disability worldwide. It has provided an opportunity to raise pub-
lic awareness of disability rights and, in countries that have signed on to the treaty, to push EMBs and 
other government eniies to fulill their internaional commitments. The CRPD provides new poliical 
space where persons with disabiliies can hold governments more accountable on issues important to 

17 Excerpts of standards can be found in Appendix.
18 UN Enable. “Convenion and Opional Protocol Signatures and Raiicaions.” United Naions. <htp://www.
un.org/disabiliies/countries.asp?navid=12&pid=166>. Number of States signed and raiied as of November 27, 
2013. 

Good Practice 

While idenifying partners for an 
assistance program targeing the 
disability community in Serbia, NDI 
contacted other internaional NGOs 
working on disability issues in the 
country, including Handicap Inter-
naional. Ater idenifying a number 
of prominent DPOs, NDI assessed 
which ones were best placed for 
assistance in poliical skill-building, 
ulimately partnering with cross-
disability organizaions that demon-
strated the greatest willingness and 
interest in engaging poliically. This 
iniial mapping prior to beginning 
the assistance program helped avoid 
a situaion where NDI was seen as 
ied to a certain DPO that may have 
a reputaion as poliically-biased or 
uninterested in reforms.

http://www.un.org/disabilities/countries.asp?navid=12&pid=166
http://www.un.org/disabilities/countries.asp?navid=12&pid=166


 

Equal Access: How to Include Persons with Disabiliies in Elecions and Poliical Processes 31

Se
ci

on
 1

 

them. The existence of this internaionally-recognized document 
provides an opportunity for DPOs to advocate for States to sign, 
raify and fully implement provisions laid out in the convenion. 
Monitoring CRPD implementaion can also lead to a broader 
conversaion between decision-makers on the barriers to parici-
paion faced by persons with disabiliies in each country and the 
development of more inclusive public policies.

The CRPD can also open space for the poliical inclusion of per-
sons with disabiliies during elecions. In addiion to provisions 
ensuring the right to paricipate, ciizens can use standards laid out in the treaty as an entry point for 
substanive engagement and a basis for advocacy around speciic issues of concern. In this way, the CRPD 
creates an environment conducive to poliical discussions about disability issues that might not have tak-
en place otherwise. It allows ciizens to frame discussions in terms of accepted internaional standards 
and requirements under treaty obligaions and brings an addiional level of speciicity to discussions. The 
treaty provides a staring point for substanive rather than supericial interacion. 

Other internaional treaies – such as Aricle 25 of the Internaional Covenant on Civil and Poliical 
Rights19 (ICCPR) and Aricle 21 of the Universal Declaraion of Human Rights20 – also protect the right of 
persons with disabiliies to vote and be elected. 

However, General Comment 25(4) 
to the ICCPR allows States to deny 
the right to vote or hold oice 
based on “mental incapacity.”21 The 
ICCPR opened for signature in 1966. 
Modern trends in internaional law 
such as the CRPD and relevant ju-
risprudence, such as the European 
Court of Human Rights (ECHR) case 
– Kiss v. Hungary, are evidence that 
rights have evolved, and modern 
norms are trending counter to the 
General Comment. In its Kiss v. 
Hungary ruling, the ECHR referred 
to case law that said “The right to 
vote is not a privilege. In the twen-
ty-irst century, the presumpion in 
a democraic State must be in favor 
of inclusion…Universal sufrage has 
become the basic principle.”22 

19 “Internaional Covenant on Civil and Poliical Rights.” United Naions. <htp://www.ohchr.org/en/
professionalinterest/pages/ccpr.aspx>.
20 “The Universal Declaraion of Human Rights.” United Naions. <htp://www.un.org/en/documents/udhr/>.
21 United Naions. Oice of the High Commissioner for Human Rights. General Comment No. 25: The right to 
paricipate in public afairs, voing rights and the right of equal access to public service (Art. 25). 1996. <htp://
www.unhchr.ch/tbs/doc.nsf/(Symbol)/d0b7f023e8d6d9898025651e004bc0eb?Opendocument>.
22 Alajos Kiss v. Hungary. European Court of Human Rights. May 20, 2010. Case of Alajos Kiss v. Hungary. European 

Good Practice 

The umbrella DPO in Zimbabwe 
distributed copies of the CRPD to all 
local-level EMB oicials as part of 
an iniiaive to educate employees 
on the rights of persons with dis-
abiliies.

A Mexican DPO presents to the Naional Council for Inclusion and  
Development of Person’s with Disability in advance of the 2012 elecions.

http://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/ccpr.aspx
http://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/ccpr.aspx
http://www.un.org/en/documents/udhr/
http://www.unhchr.ch/tbs/doc.nsf/
http://www.unhchr.ch/tbs/doc.nsf/
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There are also regional standards, such as the Bali Declarai on on the Enhancement of the Role and Par-
i cipai on of Persons with Disabilii es in the ASEAN Community23 and the Venice Commission’s Revised In-
terpretai ve Declarai on to the Code of Good Praci ce in Electoral Mat ers on the Pari cipai on of People 
with Disabilii es.24

Disability Policies among Development Aid Agencies
Many aid agencies have adopted cross-cui  ng disability inclusion policies to ensure persons with disabili-
i es are included in and posii vely impacted by development programs.25 Such policies help priorii ze dis-
ability inclusion and provide frameworks to guide the aci ons of development praci i oners. 

The Australian Agency for Internai onal Development (AusAID) put forward one of the most compre-
hensive disability inclusion policies in 2008 i tled “Development for All.”26 Writ en in consultai on with 
DPOs and responsible government insi tui ons across 20 aid-recipient countries, the strategy’s primary 
outcome is to “support people with disability to improve the quality of their lives through bet er access 
to the same opportunii es for pari cipai on, contribui on, decision-making and social and economic well-
being as others.” As part of this strategy, AusAID also directs resources to reducing preventable impair-
ments with programs focused on areas such as road safety and avoidable blindness. In addii on to this 
targeted policy, AusAID included “enhancing the lives of persons with disabilii es” as one of the 10 overall 
development objeci ves in Australia’s aid policy. An evaluai on of the Development for All strategy con-
ducted in 2012 revealed the dedicated funding, explicit guidelines and dedicated staf  both in Canberra 
and various posts across the globe led to signii cant improvements in the lives of persons with disabilii es 
in recipient countries.27

Court of Human Rights. <ht p://hudoc.echr.coe.int/sites/eng/pages/search.aspx?i=001-98800>.
23 Associai on of Southeast Asian Nai ons. “Bali Declarai on on the Enhancement of the Role and Pari cipai on of 
Persons with Disabilii es in the ASEAN Community.” <ht p://www.asean.org/archive/documents/19th summit/
Bali_Declarai on_on_Disabled_Person.pdf>.
24 Council of Europe and Venice Commission. “Revised Interpretai ve Declarai on to the Code of Good Praci ce 
in Electoral Mat ers on the Pari cipai on of People with Disabilii es in Eleci ons.” <ht p://www.venice.coe.int/
webforms/documents/CDL-AD(2011)045.aspx>.
25 A compilai on of disability inclusion policies put together by Mobility Internai onal is available at: ht p://www.
miusa.org/idd/resources/dispolicies/index_html.
26 Australian Agency for Internai onal Development. “Development for All: Towards a disability-inclusive Australian 
aid program 2009-2014.” <ht p://aid.dfat.gov.au/Publicai ons/Pages/8131_1629_9578_8310_297.aspx>.
27 Linda Kelly and Lorraine Wapling. Australia. Australian Agency for Internai onal Development. AusAID 
Development for All Strategy: Mid-Term Review. 2012. <ht p://aid.dfat.gov.au/aidissues/did/Documents/dfa-mtr.
pdf>.

I think for persons with disabilii es to be able to vote and to be 
part of that process really links us to society, and to the broader 
cii zenry of the country in which we live, so it’s a very serious 
issue.

“ I think for persons with disabilii es to be able to vote and to be I think for persons with disabilii es to be able to vote and to be 
part of that process really links us to society, and to the broader part of that process really links us to society, and to the broader 
cii zenry of the country in which we live, so it’s a very serious cii zenry of the country in which we live, so it’s a very serious 

” Charlot e McClain-Nhlapo 
Coordinator for Disability Inclusive Development, USAID

http://www.asean.org/archive/documents/19th
http://www.venice.coe.int/
http://www.miusa.org/idd/resources/dispolicies/index_html
http://www.miusa.org/idd/resources/dispolicies/index_html
http://aid.dfat.gov.au/Publications/Pages/8131_1629_9578_8310_297.aspx
http://www.asean.org/archive/documents/19th
http://www.venice.coe.int/
http://sidapublications.citat.se/interface/stream/mabstream.asp?filetype=1&orderlistmainid=294&printfileid=294&filex=402323664960
http://www.disabilityrightsfund.org/files/beyond_charity._a_donors_guide_to_inclusion.pdf
http://www.disabilityrightsfund.org/files/beyond_charity._a_donors_guide_to_inclusion.pdf
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USAID has had a disability policy in place since 1997, calling on partners and staf “to avoid discrimina-
ion against persons with disabiliies in programs which USAID funds and to simulate an engagement 
of host country counterparts, governments, implemening organizaions and other donors in promoing 
a climate of nondiscriminaion against and equal opportunity for persons with disabiliies.”28 The policy 
emphasizes that: issues related to disability are integral to internaional development; consultaion with 
members of the disability community is criical; and invesing in and strengthening DPOs are vital steps 
for promoing the human rights of persons with disabiliies.

To further insituionalize its commitment to inclusive development, USAID issued two policy direcives:

• Acquisiion Assistance Policy Direcive (AAPD) 04-17 Supporing USAID’s Disability Policy in Con-
tracts, Grants and Cooperaive Agreements: This direcive was created to ensure contractors and 
grantees comply, to the greatest extent possible and within the scope of the award, with the US-
AID Disability Policy. It contains language that must be included in all solicitaions and resuling 
awards for contracts, grants and cooperaive agreements.

• AAPD 05-07 Supporing USAID’s Standard for Accessibility for the Disabled in Contracts, Grants 
and Cooperaive Agreements: This direcive requires a provision in all contracts, grants and co-
operaive agreements that obligates compliance with standards of accessibility for persons with 
disabiliies in all structures, buildings or faciliies resuling from new or renovaion construcion 
or alteraion.

USAID also has the Disability Champions Listserv, which encourages staf in headquarters and at the mis-
sion-level to share lessons learned and to ask for guidance on disability inclusive pracices.

Other U.S. government agencies also highlight the importance of including persons with disabiliies in 
their aciviies. The U.S. Department of State’s Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights and Labor (DRL) spe-
ciically menions disability inclusion in its proposal review criteria. The “Program Monitoring and Evalu-
aion” secion recommends disaggregaing data by disability. The “Quality of Program Idea” states that 
programs should advance the rights “of the most at risk and vulnerable populaions, including women, 
people with disabiliies…” DRL is a good example of a donor that highlights the importance of disability 
inclusion in aciviies, objecives and corresponding targets, and enforces this policy by awarding addi-
ional points for inclusive proposals. 

Similarly, the Swedish Internaional Development Cooperaion Agency (SIDA) insituted an inclusion pol-
icy in 2009 itled Human Rights for Persons with Disabiliies.29 The stated aim of the policy is to respect 
the human rights of women, men, girls and boys with disabiliies and to provide beter opportuniies and 
the scope for improving their living condiions in the countries where Sweden carries out development 
cooperaion. The policy calls for consideraion of persons with disabiliies in SIDA’s work and decision 
processes. It also includes language to ensure SIDA’s personnel and implementers have increased under-
standing and knowledge of the human rights situaion and living condiions of persons with disabiliies. 
The policy represents an efort to operaionalize the statement in Sweden’s rights-based general policy 
on global development that “a rights perspecive involves a focus on the discriminated, including mar-
ginalized individuals and groups. People, regardless of gender, age, disability, ethnicity or sexual orienta-

28 United States Agency for Internaional Development. Bureau for Policy and Program Coordinaion. USAID 
Disability Policy Paper. Washington, D.C. 1997. <htp://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PDABQ631.pdf>.
29  Anete Dahlström, Charlota Bredberg, Lina Lindblom, Chrisine Lundberg, Johan Norqvist and Camilla Otosson. 
Sida. Human Rights for Persons with Disabiliies. Sida, 2009. <htp://sidapublicaions.citat.se/interface/stream/
mabstream.asp?iletype=1&orderlistmainid=294&prinfileid=294&ilex=402323664960>.

http://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PDABQ631.pdf
http://sidapublications.citat.se/interface/stream/mabstream.asp?filetype=1&orderlistmainid=294&printfileid=294&filex=402323664960
http://sidapublications.citat.se/interface/stream/mabstream.asp?filetype=1&orderlistmainid=294&printfileid=294&filex=402323664960
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i on should be able to enjoy their rights.” Importantly, this policy was developed following an analysis that 
SIDA’s 2005 posii on paper Children and Adults with Disabilii es had not led to sui  cient impact in terms of 
ensuring disability inclusion across the agency’s work. This regular evaluai on of policy impact and subse-
quent improvement is another key aspect of SIDA’s policy.

The Disability Rights Fund, a collaborai on of donors and the disability community, has developed Beyond 
Charity: A Donor’s Guide to Inclusion.30 This book describes how to leverage the CRPD and how donors can 
use a rights-based approach to address disability in internai onal development programs.

Breaking Down the Barriers 
As stated previously, persons with 
disabilii es have the desire and 
capacity to pari cipate in decision-
making that af ects their lives. De-
spite this, they ot en face barriers 
that limit or prevent their access. 
Figure 3 lists common barriers 
many persons with disabilii es 
encounter, categorized by soci-
etal si gmas, discriminatory legal 
frameworks/infrastructure and 
patronizing approaches by deci-
sion makers. Some barriers are 
unique to specii c regions. For ex-
ample, in some African contexts, 
disability is somei mes seen as a 
curse due to an indiscrei on in a 
past life. Addii onal barriers spe-
cii c to certain types of disabilii es 
and the disi nct stages of the elec-
i on cycle will be addressed later.

Alongside these unique barriers, 
persons with disabilii es also con-
front the same challenges af ect-
ing other cii zens. In many new 
and emerging democracies, the 
majority of the populai on lacks experience with voi ng and other forms of polii cal pari cipai on. Simi-
larly, legislatures and polii cal pari es may not reach out to cii zens during policy development or value the 
role civil society can play in oversight of governing insi tui ons. In these situai ons, limited polii cal space 
and a lack of government accountability negai vely impacts all cii zens regardless of disability. Democra-
i zai on programs aimed at greater inclusion of persons with disabilii es must, therefore, take the chal-
lenges of the overall environment into account and consider what role persons with disabilii es can play in 
helping democracy expand and deepen. 

30 Bruce Downie and Lorraine Wapling. “Beyond Charity: A Donor’s Guide to Inclusion.” Disability Rights Fund. 
<ht p://www.disabilityrightsfund.org/i les/beyond_charity._a_donors_guide_to_inclusion.pdf>.

Figure 3: Barriers Encountered by Persons with Disabilii es
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http://www.disabilityrightsfund.org/donor/donorguide.html
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Strategies to Support Inclusive Electoral and Polii cal Processes 
Seci ons two through four of this manual follow the electoral cycle. Each seci on represents a dif erent 
stage of the cycle and discusses specii c challenges persons with disabilii es might face at that i me. Sug-
gesi ons are made for improving accessibility and strengthening polii cal engagement. 

The majority of interveni ons are focused on four mutually-suppori ve strategies.

1. Empowering Persons with Disabilii es 
Persons with disabilii es and DPOs are vital partners in eleci ons and polii cal process-focused programs. 
DPOs provide a pre-exisi ng plaf orm for mobilizing persons with disabilii es and represeni ng the inter-
ests of persons with disabilii es. They should be included throughout the program cycle, including in the 
design, implementai on and monitoring and evaluai on stages. In order to be ef eci ve, many DPOs can 
benei t from training on dif erent aspects of the electoral system and government structure. Capacity 
building to develop basic organizai onal skills, such as management and public relai ons, as well as advo-
cacy skills that help DPOs interact with government oi  cials, the media, internai onal organizai ons and 
other groups is useful. This training could include how to build alliances and raise i nancial support. This 
assistance can build the polii cal proi le of DPOs and help them get their issues on the polii cal agenda. 
Electoral and polii cal processes will also be strengthened if internai onal donors and implemeni ng part-
ners hire persons with disabilii es as employees, pari cularly in leadership posii ons.

2. Suppori ng Government Insi tui ons 
Programs providing support to government insi tui ons such as legislatures and EMBs provide an opportu-
nity for increasing the polii cal pari cipai on of persons with disabilii es. In providing technical assistance 
to government bodies that create legal frameworks, democracy development programs can build the skills 
of these insi tui ons to conduct assessments on the rights of the disability community or the impacts pro-
posed policies will have on that community. Programs can also encourage government bodies to partner 
with DPOs as part of their ef orts, promoi ng the view of persons with disabilii es as empowered cii zens 
who should be consulted on issues that af ect their lives. DPOs should also be supported in directly reach-
ing out to government stakeholders. Building this awareness among decision-makers is a key step in en-
abling the full pari cipai on of persons with disabilii es in polii cal life by changing exclusionary laws and 
policies.

3. Including DPO Partners in CSO Coalii ons
Democracy strengthening programs around eleci ons ot en include technical and i nancial support to 
networks and coalii ons conduci ng aci vii es, such as domesi c eleci on observai on or voter educai on. 
These ef orts are crii cal in helping cii zens have a more informed voice and in promoi ng credible eleci on 

What’s crii cally important is that disabled people are seen as a 
part of the whole, and the government and civil society recog-
nizes the need to be able to have as many people who wish to be 
pari cipai ng in eleci ons, actually be able to vote. [That] is what 
you are really striving for.

“ part of the whole, and the government and civil society recog-part of the whole, and the government and civil society recog-

” Judith Heumann 
Special Adviser for Internai onal Disability Rights, U.S. State Department
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processes. Including DPOs in these networks and coaliions serves 
muliple funcions. First, it allows DPOs to gain experience and 
learn best pracices from fellow civil society organizaions (CSOs). 
DPO members gain skills in idenifying issues and creaing cam-
paigns, and oten experience an increase in conidence through 
work with peer organizaions. This enhanced sense of dignity is 
instrumental in inspiring DPOs to coninue poliical engagement 
and move into leadership roles. Second, the interacions encour-
age other coaliion partners to take a more acive approach to 
supporing the disability community and take an introspecive view 
of their own internal eforts at inclusion. For example, a youth-
focused CSO might ind a deiciency in its understanding of youth 
with disabiliies, or a DPO might recognize its need to expand its 
leadership to employ more women in leadership posiions. Finally, 
inclusion of DPOs in these coaliions cements the pracice of seek-
ing input from the disability community and serves to promote an 
image of persons with disabiliies as capable, empowered ciizens.

4. Assising Poliical Paries in Conducing Outreach to Persons with Disabiliies
Development assistance directed at poliical paries also provides openings to promote inclusion of persons 
with disabiliies. In programs designed to assist poliical paries in aciviies such as developing plaforms, 
training party members/candidates for oice or creaing elecion campaign strategies, democracy assis-
tance organizaions can link paries with DPOs to promote outreach to persons with disabiliies on issues 
that afect them. Supporing paries in these outreach eforts not only raises their awareness of disability 
rights, but also encourages them to include input from ciizens during the campaign period more broadly, 
thereby enhancing space for poliical paricipaion for all ciizens. Poliical paries should also be encour-
aged to include persons with disabiliies as candidates and in leadership roles within the party.

The Electoral Cycle 

To beter envision the interrelated components of an elecion process, as well as the development needs 
and opportuniies for inclusion, this manual will be organized around the electoral cycle. The electoral cycle 
provides a framework for analysis and developing assistance strategies that support more open, inclusive 
and credible elecion processes. It can be roughly divided into three overlapping periods: pre-elecion, elec-
ion and post-elecion. 

As the following diagram illustrates, the beginning and end points of the cycle are not ixed and each period 
is organized around diferent fundamental aspects that help ensure more sustainable elecion processes. 
For example, the pre-elecion period is the ime for planning, budgeing, training and registraion. The elec-
ion period is the ime for campaigning, voing, couning and complaints. The post-elecion period is the 
ime for review, reforms and strategizing. The diagram provides illustraive examples of speciic stakehold-
ers and acions that can be supported during each period, while recognizing some elements cut across the 
enire cycle, such as civic educaion and ciizen engagement.

Good Practice 

The General Elecion Network for 
Disability Access in Southeast Asia 

(AGENDA) brings together DPOs and 
elecion observaion organizaions 
from Indonesia, the Philippines, 

Malaysia, Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia, 

Burma and Thailand to conduct re-

search, elecion observaion focused 
on accessibility and advocacy with 

naional-level and ASEAN oicials. 
AGENDA partners meet in person 

annually, and share best pracices 
through a newsleter and mulime-

dia tools year-round. 
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Programs enhancing the polii cal pari cipai on of persons with disabilii es during eleci ons can address 
both barriers to accessibility and dei cits in the ability of DPOs to exercise power and inl uence. Acces-
sibility is a crii cal i rst step for mainstreaming persons with disabilii es into polii cal life. Eleci ons also 
provide numerous opportunii es for DPOs to raise their polii cal proi le by increasing discussion among 
candidates of issues important to persons with disabilii es, enhancing relai onships with policymakers 
and strengthening the capacity of DPOs to conduct advocacy campaigns with other actors. This dual 
approach can serve to lay the foundai on for more substani ve polii cal engagement following the elec-
i ons.

Figure 4: Electoral Cycle
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Section 2: Pre-electoral Period

Potenial Barriers
• Pre-elecion technical assessments do not address elecion access issues 
• Discriminatory elecion law
• EMB budgetary resources not allocated for reasonable accommodaions 
• Inaccessible polling centers selected 

• Poll workers not trained on administering the vote to persons with disabiliies
• Diiculies in securing a naional ID card
• Voter registraion conducted in inaccessible locaions
• Voter educaion and informaion on poliical party plaforms/candidates not 

distributed in accessible formats

• Persons with disabiliies not included as observers
• DPOs lack experience in advocacy for poliical rights

The pre-electoral period focuses on the preparaion of an elecion. To support planning for an accessible 
elecion, assistance programs cannot wait unil an elecion is imminent and the enire framework is al-
ready in place. Key stakeholders must take advantage of the pre-electoral period to make preparaions 
that will improve the process in the electoral period. Some provisions will require addiional inancial 
resources, others will not incur addiional cost if planned in advance and some aciviies do not have cost 
implicaions. 

This secion will highlight the roles and responsibiliies of EMBs and CSOs during this criical pre-electoral 
imeframe, with a focus on the following aciviies: 

• Conducing a pre-elecion technical assessment 

• Designing and drating elecion laws and regulaions

• Financial and administraive planning

• Recruiing and training electoral staf

• Electoral planning and procurement

• Conducing voter registraion and registraion of poliical 
paries and candidates

• Implemening voter educaion campaigns 

• Accrediing elecion observers31 

31 Oicial Journal of the Republic of Slovenia. 73.29 (2003): 11212-11216. 

Se
ci

on
 2

Good Practice 

In 2003, the Slovenian Consitu-
ional Court reviewed whether the 
requirements of the Law on Elec-
ions for Slovenian Parliament, the 
Law on Presidenial Elecions and 
the Law on Local Elecions for reg-
istering only people with full legal 
capacity were in compliance with 
the consituion. The Consituional 
Court decided these elecion laws 
were unconsituional, ruling that: 
“the capacity to exercise sufrage 
is impossible to be ideniied with 
legal capacity.”31
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Assessments through a Disability Lens
The irst step in determining barriers and potenial intervenions is to conduct an assessment. Pre-elecion 
technical assessments that review all aspects of the electoral process should also analyze each area through 
a disability lens. In addiion to including a disability analysis in general assessments, conducing a separate 
assessment focused speciically on disability inclusion can assist donors and implementers in addressing the 
speciic barriers facing this community. Assessment teams should meet with DPOs to gain their perspecive on 
barriers and their recommendaions to overcome them. Even if a country has not yet raiied the CRPD, any 
recommendaions for reform should be in the spirit of Aricle 29 of the treaty. Meeing with DPOs will also 
give assistance providers and donors the opportunity to assess their capacity and idenify targeted areas of 
support.

Elecion Law Reform
The legal and regulatory framework is one of the 
most important elements of the electoral process, 
as it sets the parameters for and deines the poli-
cies that govern electoral paricipaion. 

While there have been many posiive develop-
ments around the world promoing increased ac-
cess to electoral and poliical processes for persons 
with disabiliies generally, persons with intellectual 
or psychosocial disabiliies are sill frequently sig-
maized. They oten face restricions on their right 
to vote based solely on their disability or the fact 
that they are under guardianship. These issues are 
being debated in the United States, for example, 
with 12 states currently allowing ciizens under 
guardianship to vote. Aricle 12 of the CRPD re-
quires naions to recognize that “persons with dis-
abiliies enjoy legal capacity on an equal basis with 
others in all aspects of life,” including elecion law.32

In December 2011, the Oice of the United Na-
ions High Commissioner for Human Rights issued 
a report on paricipaion in poliical and public life 
of persons with disabiliies.33 The report found that 
in a majority of the countries reviewed, persons 
with intellectual or psychosocial disabiliies are 
deprived of their right to vote and to be elected 
based on consituional or legal provisions that link 
these rights to legal capacity. The report concludes these restricions are “inconsistent with the obligaions 

32 United Naions. “Aricle 12 - Equal recogniion before the law.” Convenion on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabiliies. <htp://www.un.org/disabiliies/default.asp?id=272>.
33 Oice of the United Naions High Commissioner for Human Rights. “Themaic study by the Oice of the 
United Naions High Commissioner for Human Rights on paricipaion in poliical and public life by persons 
with disabiliies.” United Naions, December 21, 2011. <htp://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Disability/
SubmissionThemaicStudy/A.HRC.19.36_en.doc>.

Poster displayed in Armenia with the tagline, “An equal so-

ciety is a healthy society.”

http://www.un.org/disabilities/default.asp?id=272
http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Disability/SubmissionThematicStudy/A.HRC.19.36_en.doc
http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Disability/SubmissionThematicStudy/A.HRC.19.36_en.doc
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that States paries have undertaken under Aricles 2, 12 and 29 of 
the Convenion, and should be eliminated as a mater of priority 
from naional legislaion and pracices.” 34

Even in countries that have taken steps to align their law with the 
CRPD, like Ghana, there is sill much work to be done. In 2012, the 
Ghanaian government passed a Mental Health Act that protects 
the civil and poliical rights of persons with psychosocial disabiliies. 
While the new law now allows residents of psychiatric hospitals 
to vote for the President, voter registraion policies impede some 
residents from voing for regional candidates, such as members of 
Parliament, if registered in a diferent consituency than where the 
hospital is located. 

The elecion law may also impact policies regarding voing with an assistant. In some cases, voters with dis-
abiliies might request assistance when voing. The choice of assistant can impact the secrecy and security of 
the vote, as an assistant could inimidate or manipulate the voter. To miigate this risk, DPOs paricipaing in 
the CRPD drating process negoiated a requirement that voters with disabiliies be allowed “assistance in vot-
ing by a person of their own choice” in Aricle 29 of the CRPD. However, many States violate this direcive and 
only allow poll workers to provide assistance in voing. 

The elecion law can also sipulate allowable stop-gap measures for inaccessible polling staions when it is not 
possible to make all polling staions accessible in ime for the elecion. While the end goal should be to make 
all polling staions accessible, if a polling staion is not yet accessible, procedures such as advance voing and 
mobile ballot boxes can provide greater access. Both of these provisions someimes raise fraud and/or secrecy 
concerns, so allowing a separate voing booth on the ground loor can help alleviate these concerns. While 
such provisions may be helpful as short-term or transiional measures, they should not be used as a perma-
nent alternaive to making all polling centers accessible. 

Some elecion laws sipulate that only people who can speak in the naive language of the country can run for 
oice. This type of provision could exclude candidates who are deaf and do not use an oral language.

To miigate barriers caused by discriminatory elecion laws, internaional donors and implemening organiza-
ions can support the review of elecion laws, provide regional examples and assist in drating more inclusive 
laws. For example, in Egypt, IFES conducted an elecion law review and provided comments to the EMB on 
ways that the law restricted the rights of voters with disabiliies. A group of local organizaions then led an 
awareness campaign resuling in the Egypian Human Rights Council commiing to establish a disability com-
mitee, providing an opportunity to secure the rights of persons with disabiliies.

Inclusive elecion laws should have the following characterisics:

	Universal sufrage, including persons under guardianship 

	No medical or language requirements for candidates or voters

	Flexibility to ind creaive soluions to inaccessible polling locaions, with the end goal of permanent 
accessibility 

	Right to vote in secret, and, if desired, to be assisted by a person of the voter’s choice

	Provision of reasonable accommodaions, such as tacile ballot guides

34 Ibid.

Good Practice 

In Guatemala, the EMB recruited 

volunteers with Down syndrome 

to package elecion materials. The 
EMB featured these volunteers in 

promoional materials and public 

service announcements, thereby 

sensiizing the general public to the 
abiliies of persons with disabiliies. 
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Inclusive Elecion Administraion 
EMBs should be supported in the pre-electoral period to make 
their procedures accessible when it is easier and more cost-
efecive to make “reasonable accommodaions.” Aricle 2 of the 
CRPD describes reasonable accommodaions as necessary and 
appropriate modiicaions and adjustments that do not cause a 
disproporionate or undue burden. This is to ensure persons with 
disabiliies exercise human rights and fundamental freedoms on 
an equal basis as others. For example, designing a ballot with pic-
tures of the candidates and/or party logos makes it easier for vot-
ers with intellectual disabiliies to idenify the diferent opions. 
However, the decision to include pictures should be weighed 
against any potenial discriminaion that could be encountered 
based on ethnicity or gender.

The budgeing process and development of EMB strategic plans should take disability inclusion into ac-
count. An easy way to ensure a disability perspecive is included in this crucial stage is to hire persons 
with disabiliies as EMB oicials. All EMB oicials should receive training on internaional standards, such 
as those included in the CRPD, and training on how to include persons with disabiliies in the electoral 
process. 

Encouraging governments to count the number of persons with disabiliies in their census provides rel-
evant data to elecion administrators. Using standardized quesions, such as those of the Washington 
Group,35 can help systemaize data collecion. These quesions are helpful because they ask about barri-
ers persons with disabiliies encounter rather 
than asking about speciic types of disabili-
ies. This method is more efecive because 
some people might be hesitant to disclose 
their paricular disability and the deiniion 
of disability might vary depending on country 
context. From an EMB’s perspecive, these 
quesions simplify the process of idenifying 
what type of accommodaion a voter needs. 
For example, they do not need to know 
a voter has a spinal cord injury; they just 
need to know that the voter’s polling center 
should be accessible.

35 Centers for Disease Control and Prevenion. “Census Quesions on Disability Endorsed by the Washington 
Group.” <htp://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/washington_group/WG_Short_Measure_on_Disability.pdf>. 

The EMB and DPOs conduct joint roundtable on integraing  
persons with disabiliies into the electoral process in Libya.

Good Practice 

The below is an example census 
quesion on disability endorsed by 
the Washington Group:

1. Do you have diiculty seeing, 
even if wearing glasses? 

a. No – no diiculty 
b. Yes – some diiculty 
c. Yes – a lot of diiculty 
d. Cannot do at all 

http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/washington_group/WG_Short_Measure_on_Disability.pdf


 

Equal Access: How to Include Persons with Disabiliies in Elecions and Poliical Processes 43

Se
ci

on
 2

 

Polling Centers
Most polling is held in public buildings, such as 
schools and community centers. These build-
ings should already be accessible to persons 
with disabiliies. However, in many countries 
this is oten not the case. EMBs and DPOs 
could beneit from training on how to idenify 
barriers in polling centers and make improve-
ments to ensure buildings are more acces-
sible. Barriers can be found inside (such as low 
lighing) or outside (such as stairs as the only 
means to enter the facility). 

Many DPOs around the world have designed 
creaive soluions to improve polling staion ac-
cessibility. In 2012, the Georgian Coaliion for 
Independent Living conducted a door-to-door 
survey to determine where persons with dis-
abiliies live in the country. They then submit-
ted this informaion to the EMB to assist with 
selecion of polling centers and distribuion of 
assisive devices. 

In 2009, the Lebanese Physical Handicap Union 
and IFES partnered with a geographic informaion system (GIS) 
irm to conduct a mapping acivity to determine the locaions 
of inaccessible polling centers and then entered this informa-
ion into a database that was shared with the government and 
posted online. The project assessed polling staions against six 
basic standards of accessibility, including parking, entrances and 
availability of restrooms. As a result of this efort, the govern-
ment provided funding to make 18 buildings accessible before 
the elecion. 

In Armenia, a 2007 campaign to build ramps to polling staions 
was accompanied by a voter educaion campaign targeing vot-
ers with and without disabiliies. Paros, a local DPO, produced 
a video36 that highlights improvements made and the need for 
addiional ramps. As a result of this campaign, a poliical party 
funded the construcion of addiional ramps. Locaions were se-
lected by the DPO to ensure they were not just in areas where 
that poliical party had a stronghold.37 38 

36 Internaional Foundaion for Electoral Systems. Armenia: Voters with Disabiliies PSA. YouTube. 2010. <htp://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=eXvLtnAHaOI&noredirect=1>.
37  “Accessibility to Elecions: Guide for the Municipaliies.” Helsedirektoratet. The Norwegian Directorate of 

Health. <htp://helsedirektoratet.no/publikasjoner/accessibility-to-elecions-guide-for-the-municipaliies/
Publikasjoner/accessibility-to-elecions-guide-for-the-municipaliies.pdf>.
38 United States Department of Jusice. ADA Checklist for Polling Places. 2004. <htp://www.ada.gov/voingck.htm>.

Good Practice 

The Norwegian Ministry of Labour 

and Social Inclusion published a 

guide for municipaliies on how 

to make elecions accessible. It 
includes a checklist that details as-

pects of both accessible informaion 
and infrastructure.36 

The U.S. Department of Jusice has 
developed a checklist for polling 

places that provides guidelines on 

how to ensure all aspects of a poll-

ing locaion are accessible, including 
parking, sidewalks, entrances, hall-

ways and the voing room itself.37

Voter being interviewed by media outside of a Georgian  
polling center.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eXvLtnAHaOI&noredirect=1
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eXvLtnAHaOI&noredirect=1
http://helsedirektoratet.no/publikasjoner/accessibility-to-elections-guide-for-the-municipalities/Publikasjoner/accessibility-to-elections-guide-for-the-municipalities.pdf
http://helsedirektoratet.no/publikasjoner/accessibility-to-elections-guide-for-the-municipalities/Publikasjoner/accessibility-to-elections-guide-for-the-municipalities.pdf
http://www.ada.gov/votingck.htm
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Assisive Tools  
Assisive tools aid persons with disabiliies in com-
pleing tasks or other daily funcions. There are sever-
al types of assisive tools that can make the electoral 
process more accessible. EMBs oten need support in 
the development of these tools. Tacile ballot guides 
are folders in which the ballot can be placed, and use 
Braille or tacile symbols to idenify the candidates, 
helping to ensure the secrecy of the vote for persons 
who are blind. The guides must be designed well in 
advance of an elecion, as the design of the ballot 
can be impacted by the design of the guide and vice 
versa. Holes in the folder line up with the boxes on 
the ballot so voters can read the Braille/symbols and 
mark the ballot in the same manner as voters not us-
ing the guide. 

Some EMBs have developed Braille ballots, but guides 
are a beter soluion for two reasons. First, there will 
oten just be a few voters per ballot box that make use 
of the Braille ballot, so it will be easy to determine how 
those who used the Braille ballot voted. However, if a 
voter uses the guide, their ballot will look like all other 
ballots, thus guaranteeing the secrecy of the vote. Sec-
ond, tacile ballot guides are usually a less expensive 
opion. EMBs only need to provide a few guides for 
each polling center, whereas providing Braille ballots re-
quires more logisics to ensure there are enough Braille 
ballots at each staion.

Lowered voing booths that are accessible to wheel-
chair users help to ensure the secrecy of the vote. Tac-
ile sickers or box tops indicate which ballot goes into 
which box for voters who are blind when they deposit 
ballots into more than one box on Elecion Day. Magni-
fying glasses, portable lighing and large grip pens are 
tools that can assist voters with and without disabiliies. 

EMBs should develop a plan for procuring and distrib-
uing assisive tools in the pre-electoral phase. During 
the budgeing process, EMBs should include a line item 
for reasonable accommodaions. Developing assisive 
tools at the last minute does not leave enough ime to 
plan the logisics of their distribuion. This can lead to 
assisive tools let in storage centers on Elecion Day. 
Persons with disabiliies should be rouinely consulted 
when developing assisive tools so that the tools meet 
the needs of voters. 

This Guatemalan poll worker manual included a secion 
on administering the vote to persons with disabiliies.

Tacile ballot guide used in Sierra Leone in 2002. 
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Training
There is oten a lack of awareness within 
EMBs of the barriers persons with dis-
abiliies encounter when trying to vote 
and ways to miigate them. There must 
be an increase in training for decision-
makers and mid-level EMB oicials, par-
icularly on the commitments described 
in Aricle 29 of the CRPD. Addiionally, 
there must be targeted disability train-
ing for poll workers, who are the face 
of the EMB on Elecion Day. Even if a 
country has inclusive elecion laws, in-
adequate training of poll workers could 
lead to the exclusion of voters with dis-
abiliies. For example, the CRPD states 
that if a voter needs assistance when 
casing a ballot, then he or she can se-

lect an assistant. However, some poll workers are not trained on this and insist on only allowing a poll 
worker to assist the voter. 

Poll workers must also be trained on how to administer the tacile ballot guide. EMBs from Sierra Leone 
to Kosovo have developed tacile ballot guides, but observers have witnessed poll workers who either do 
not ofer the tool to voters who are blind/have low vision or incor-
rectly describe how to use the tool on Elecion Day. To remedy 
this, several EMBs have produced a supplemental chapter in their 
poll worker training manual describing how to administer the vote 
to persons with disabiliies.

Training should also cover the EMB’s policy on Elecion Day re-
garding queues. Are persons with disabiliies, older people and/or 
pregnant women given priority to vote, or must they wait in line? 
Do voters have to ask to skip the queue or is it the responsibility of 
the poll workers to idenify voters that might beneit from priority 
voing? Are chairs provided? The answers to these quesions can 
vary from country to country, but the EMB should have relevant 
plans in place.

Voter Registraion
Technical support to the voter registraion process is one of the 
most important ways to ensure persons with disabiliies can par-
icipate in elecions. If voters with disabiliies are not registered, 
they will not be able to take advantage of any access provisions on 
Elecion Day. In addiion to issues that afect the enire electoral 
process, such as inaccessible informaion and locaions, acquiring 
a naional ID card or birth ceriicate can be an addiional barrier 
to registraion. 

Good Practice 

In the Philippines, IFES supported 

the EMB in forming an Inter-Agency 

and NGO Network on Empowering 
Persons with Disabiliies. This work-

ing group develops inclusive policy 

recommendaions, such as a naion-

wide campaign to register persons 

with disabiliies to vote. 

The EMB holds a “Persons with Dis-

abiliies Week,” in which persons 
with disabiliies are encouraged to 
register to vote. In addiion to the 
media campaign surrounding this 

week, the EMB also uses some of 

the most accessible buildings in 

the country – shopping malls – as 
locaions for registraion centers 
and has developed an accessible 

website.

A Nepali woman reads voter registraion informaion in Braille.
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A naional ID card or birth ceriicate 
is usually required in order to register 
to vote. In some countries, children 
with disabiliies are not given this 
ideniicaion when they are born, as 
it is assumed they will not be acive 
ciizens. An enumeraion of the rights 
that come with having a naional ID 
card is also not usually disseminated 
in accessible formats, so persons with 
disabiliies may not know they need 
this card to register to vote. 

In some countries, informaion on 
disability is collected as part of the 
registraion process. This informa-
ion is someimes included on the 
ID card and someimes is kept for 
internal use by the EMB. Having this 
data allows EMBs to beter plan the 
distribuion of accommodaions, such 
as tacile ballot guides, but it also has 
downsides. There is a risk that ideni-
fying disability status on ID cards will 
lead to discriminaion in other areas 
of life, such as employment. This risk 
can be miigated if the EMB collects 
the informaion, but does not display 
it on the ID. The decision on whether 
to collect disability informaion and to include it on the naional ID card should be made in consultaion 
with the local disability community. EMBs must clearly deine how they will use this informaion. Educa-
ion on the beneits of self-ideniicaion can lead to beter provision of services across the board, not 
just on Elecion Day. However, the disability community’s right to privacy should always be the foremost 
concern.

Inclusive voter registraion processes should have the following characterisics: 

	Accessible and inclusive birth ceriicate and naional ID procedures

	Physically accessible registraion locaions

	Easy-to-understand informaion distributed in accessible formats 

	Beneits and drawbacks of collecing disability-speciic informaion are clearly deined and as-
sessed 

	Decisions on whether to collect disability-speciic informaion are made in a collaboraive way

The voter registraion process in the Philippines captures informaion on 
any accommodaions required on Elecion Day.
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Voter Educaion
A twin-track approach should be used for voter educaion; that 
is, there should be voter educaion speciically targeted toward 
persons with disabiliies, as well as inclusion of persons with dis-
abiliies in mainstream voter educaion eforts. Mainstreaming 
the inclusion of persons with disabiliies in voter educaion does 
not necessarily make aciviies more expensive. For example, 
EMBs and poliical paries can include an actor with a disability in 
their TV spots at no addiional expense.

In addiion to the EMB and poliical paries conducing voter ed-
ucaion, donors should support DPOs and CSOs to conduct voter 
educaion campaigns targeing persons with disabiliies. This is 
especially relevant if speciic training is required, such as on how 
to use a tacile ballot guide. Experience proves that voters are 
more likely to be aware of the guide and know how to use it if 
EMBs and DPOs educate poll workers and voters alike. 

People with intellectual disabiliies or those with low literacy can 
beneit from voter educaion materials in an easy-to-read format 
with pictures or from door-to-door voter educaion campaigns 
where they have a chance to speak to an educator in person. Image boxes are another tool used to con-
duct grassroots civic and voter educaion. During an image box session, a trained facilitator displays a 
series of images designed to elicit discussion among paricipants on elecion-related topics.

Good Practice 

The Sudanese Network for Demo-
craic Elecions, a network of over 
70 CSOs and faith-based groups, 
included a DPO as a partner. In the 
lead-up to the irst South Sudanese 
elecions, outreach targeted the 
general public with informaion on 
the welfare provision for vulnerable 
groups in the interim consituion of 
South Sudan. Voter educaion with 
speciic outreach to persons with 
disabiliies resulted in increased mo-
bilizaion of voters with disabiliies. 
Another result was the adaptability 
of the voter educaion outreach 
to other forms of paricipaion by 
South Sudan’s marginalized popula-
ions.

Accessible format Helps people who

Audio Are blind or have low vision and people with low literacy 

Braille Are blind or have low vision 

Capions Are deaf or hard-of-hearing 

Easy-to-read
Have intellectual disabiliies, low literacy or are non-naive 
speakers of the language

Electronic text used with screen reading 
sotware

Are blind or have low vision; have intellectual or learning 
disabiliies or low literacy 

Large print (16-20 font size) Have low vision 

Pictures
Have intellectual disabiliies, low literacy or are non-naive 
speakers of the language 

Sign language Are deaf or hard-of-hearing

Tacile Are blind or have low vision but do not know Braille and people 
who are deaf-blind

Figure 5: Examples of Accessible Formats

http://www.youtube.com/watch?feature=player_embedded&v=ZojfAqP8K_U
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The informaion disseminated on EMB web-
sites should be accessible to persons with 
disabiliies. Secion 508 of the U.S. Rehabili-
taion Act provides guidelines that can be 
used to ensure websites are accessible.39 
There are also other accessibility guidelines 
like the Daisy Consorium,40 Bobby Ap-
proved41 and the World Wide Web Consor-
ium.42 

In addiion to knowing where to vote and 
how the process works, persons with dis-
abiliies need informaion on poliical party 
plaforms and candidates in accessible for-
mats to make informed decisions. Figure 5 
provides examples of the most commonly-
used accessible formats and describes who 
will beneit from this type of informaion.

EMBs, poliical paries and CSOs should ensure budgets for voter educaion materials include costs of 
distribuion in accessible formats such as sign language, Braille, large print and easy-to-read text with pic-
tures. Voter educaion materials that should be accessible include: 

	EMB websites 

	Print campaigns such as brochures, posters and e-mails 

	Public service announcements on TV and radio

	Poliical party manifestos/plaforms and informaion on candidates

39 United States. Department of Jusice. Secion 508 Overview. 1998. <htp://www.jusice.gov/crt/508/>.
40 Daisy Consorium. <htp://www.daisy.org/>.
41 Coggan, Donald. “Bobby Approved Sites: Improving Web Accessibility For People With Disabiliies.” <htp://
www.bobby-approved.com/>.
42 World Wide Web Consorium. W3C. <htp://www.w3.org/>.

This image box was part of a series used in the Democraic Re-

public of the Congo. 

http://www.justice.gov/crt/508/
http://www.daisy.org/
http://www.bobby-approved.com/
http://www.bobby-approved.com/
http://www.w3.org/
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Section 3: Electoral Period

Potenial Barriers
• Observers do not monitor access issues 
• Poliical paries do not address issues important to voters with disabiliies or 

recruit candidates with disabiliies
• Party manifestos are not in accessible formats

• Polling staions are not accessible
• Security forces are not sensiized on how to provide a safe environment for 

voters with disabiliies
• Media outlets do not disseminate informaion in accessible formats
• The complaints adjudicaion process is not accessible 

The electoral period consists of much more than just Elecion Day. Major events include: 

• Observaion

• Party and candidate nominaion

• Poliical party and candidate campaigns 

• Polling and couning

• Tabulaing and announcing elecion results

• Electoral dispute resoluion

Observaion
Internaional donors and implemening partners can facilitate partnerships between and among naional 
and internaional observer groups and DPOs. Persons with disabiliies should be included as short and 
long-term observers. Long-term observaion actually starts in the pre-electoral phase and includes ob-
servaion of processes like voter registraion. Quesions about elecion access should be on mainstream 
observer checklists and persons with disabiliies should be trained on how to conduct elecion access 
monitoring. 

IFES and several DPO and naional observer groups43 have devised a set of elecion monitoring methods 
and training packages focused on elecion access for persons with all types of disabiliies. The elecion 
observaion form includes quesions on access measures in line with internaional standards on the 
right to poliical paricipaion of persons with disabiliies highlighted in the CRPD. These new elecion 
monitoring tools allow local DPO partners to use reliable monitoring data to idenify prioriies and efec-

43 General Elecion Network for Disability Access. <htp://www2.agendaasia.org/>.
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ively target opportuniies to ensure access throughout the elec-
ion cycle. These tools have been used in Southeast Asia and 
Lain America to help DPOs idenify gaps and advocate for more 
accessible elecions.

In addiion to conducing observaion focused speciically on 
access issues, persons with disabiliies should be included as 
mainstream elecion observers. It should be emphasized that the 
presence of observers with disabiliies in the polling staion has 
a direct impact on changing public aitudes and opinions by de-
livering the message they are capable and can be involved in civil 
society commitments. It also emphasizes to persons with disabili-
ies that they are part of the community.

Mainstream observer groups should also include several ques-
ions on their checklists about elecion access. Some observa-
ion groups do this, but many do not. IFES and NDI have worked 
alongside other internaional organizaions to develop standards 
for internaional elecion observaion missions and domesic 
monitoring iniiaives. Included in these standards are the need 
to include analysis of whether equal access is provided for per-
sons with disabiliies and a recommendaion that barriers faced 
by persons with disabiliies are included in inal observer mission 
reports. Inclusion of disability issues in observer reports requires 
minimal addiional cost or training, and can be an important way 
to ensure respect for the rights of persons with disabiliies in fu-
ture elecion cycles.

Elecion observaions should have the follow-
ing characterisics:

	Observaions focused solely on the 
accessibility of the elecion

	Mainstream observaions include ac-
cessibility as one of many metrics 

	Persons with disabiliies included on 
mainstream observaion missions

Good Practice 

An observaion mission for Afghani-
stan’s Wolesi Jirga (lower house of 
the Naional Assembly) elecions 
had several themaic analyses, 
including elecion administraion, 
electoral complaints process, secu-
rity, role of the media and the par-
icipaion of women, minoriies and 
persons with disabiliies. The inal 
report revealed that although many 
regulaions to protect voters with 
disabiliies remained in place, the 
2010 elecions were less accessible 
than the 2005 elecions. However, 
the report found the EMB was able 
to meet the 5 percent hiring quota 
for persons with disabiliies set un-
der the regulaions adopted in 2005. 
The inclusion of an analysis of the 
ability of persons with disabiliies 
to paricipate combined with the 
hiring quota ensured the observa-
ion report set the foundaion for 
increased poliical paricipaion of 
persons with disabiliies. 

AGENDA observers noted the inaccessible condiions at this 
polling staion in Indonesia. 
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Nominai on
Persons with disabilii es must i rst join and become aci ve in polii cal 
pari es before they can become viable candidates. Low levels of par-
i cipai on ot en result from apathy, lack of coni dence or family pres-
sure. Apathy can af ect all voters, but inclusion programming should 
ensure apathy is not caused by a lack of informai on in accessible 
formats. It should also address discriminai on on the part of polii cal 
pari es unwilling to welcome members and/or candidates with dis-
abilii es.

Some countries, such as Zimbabwe, have introduced quotas to 
ensure persons with disabilii es are included as parliamentarians. 
Implementai on of quotas can be challenging, not least because of 
the percepi on that representai ves do not have power equal to other 
members. As with gender quotas, in some cases, persons with dis-
abilii es who gain oi  ce through quotas struggle for authority. There 
are also numerous quesi ons regarding how disability quotas can be 
enforced. Depending on the type of electoral system, does the law 
mandate each party must nominate a certain number of persons with 
disabilii es? How will countries ensure the minimum number of persons with disabilii es is elected? Also, 
who qualii es as having a disability? Must candidates have visible disabilii es? Do candidates have to rep-
resent dif erent types of disabilii es? Rather than introducing quotas, it can ot en be more ef eci ve to 
focus on voter educai on inii ai ves that sensii ze the general public to the rights and abilii es of persons 
with disabilii es. Targeted advocacy ef orts with polii cal pari es can also result in a mindset change with-
in the party so persons with disabilii es are included in leadership posii ons and seen as equal members. 
The approach to this issue is something that must be decided based on the context of each country.44

44 Assessment of Eleci on Access Barriers in Guatemala. Internai onal Foundai on for Electoral Systems. <ht p://
www.IFES.org/Content/Publicai ons/News-in-Brief/2012/Dec/~/media/Files/Publicai ons/Reports/2012/Guatemala 
Report_Survey_DPO Leaders_ FINAL.pdf>.

I feel that certainly it is our right to choose, but we forget that the 
second part is to be elected and someone with a disability almost 

never has a real chance of winning; there has been one person with 

a disability who is engaged in posii ons that are powerful. And not 
only that, but everything relates to decision making; polii cal par-
i es are very inl exible in that case, and there is no room for persons 
with disabilii es to have a say in polii cal pari es.

“ I feel that certainly it is our right to choose, but we forget that the I feel that certainly it is our right to choose, but we forget that the 
second part is t

”Blind woman from Guatemala City; Anonymous quote 
from focus group discussion recorded in IFES’ 

Assessment of Eleci on Access Barriers, Guatemala43

Good Practice 

Down Syndrome Ireland 
launched the My Opinion, My 
Vote project in six countries – 
Ireland, Italy, Malta, Hungary, 
Spain and Denmark – to enable 
adults with Down syndrome to 
become bet er engaged with 
every aspect of the democrai c 
process, including voi ng and 
advocai ng for issues important 
to them. As part of the project, 
the polii cal manifestos of par-
i es were put in easy-to-read 
format so pari cipants could 
make informed decisions on 
Eleci on Day. 

http://www.ifes.org/Content/Publications/News-in-Brief/2012/Dec/~/media/Files/Publications/Reports/2012/Guatemala Report_Survey_DPO Leaders_ FINAL.pdf
http://www.ifes.org/Content/Publications/News-in-Brief/2012/Dec/~/media/Files/Publications/Reports/2012/Guatemala Report_Survey_DPO Leaders_ FINAL.pdf
http://www.ifes.org/Content/Publications/News-in-Brief/2012/Dec/~/media/Files/Publications/Reports/2012/Guatemala Report_Survey_DPO Leaders_ FINAL.pdf
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In addiion to the sigmas associated with disability, candidates with 
disabiliies encounter funding barriers. The United Kingdom has intro-
duced the Access to Elected Oice fund.45 This fund helps candidates 
with disabiliies meet addiional costs, such as accessible transporta-
ion or sign language interpreters. The fund gives candidates grants 
of up to £10,000 GBP ($16,000 USD). While it may not be possible for 
governments in many countries to ofer similar mechanisms, interna-
ional donors and implemening organizaions can provide assistance 
to candidates with disabiliies in the form of training.

Campaigns
One of the largest barriers to an inclusive campaign process is the 
lack of informaion in accessible formats. Voters with disabiliies need 
informaion on poliical party manifestos, candidates and campaign 
events to make an informed decision. There are several areas in 
which support to candidates and EMBs can ensure all voters have the 
opportunity to weigh their choices. 

Securing Elecion Pledges
The electoral period provides an opportunity for DPOs to call on par-
ies and poliicians to sign on to public pledges to address issues of 
concern to persons with disabiliies. Poliical actors are naturally more 
inclined to make promises while atemping to garner votes from 
as many segments of the populaion as possible. DPOs can use the 
poliical space created by elecions to atract atenion to ongoing 
advocacy iniiaives or problems facing their consituencies. Drating 
elecion pledges also allows DPOs to create an atmosphere of posi-
ive peer pressure among paries and candidates to respond to the 
needs of the disability community, as they can point to signatories of 
their pledge in public and call for more to sign on. These pledges can 
form a central part of an overall advocacy strategy, providing an op-
portunity for DPOs to monitor compliance with pledges in the post-elecion period. This also promotes poliical 
party interacion with DPOs on issues afecing the disability community, which sets the stage for a collaboraive 
relaionship ater the elecion.

Candidates Conduct Speciic Outreach to Persons with Disabiliies 
In addiion to ensuring general campaign materials are accessible to all ciizens; DPOs can use the elecions as 
an opportunity to engage candidates on issues speciic to the disability community. 

Prior to the July 2012 elecions, NDI provided assistance to a coaliion of Mexican DPOs in developing a series of 
proposals on disability issues to share with presidenial candidates. The coaliion published these proposals on 
their website and promoted them on social media plaforms. Ater publicizing these proposals, the DPO orga-
nized dialogues with all presidenial candidates and Mexico City mayoral candidates, with the excepion of one 
party. Through these discussions ‒ which were the irst-ever in Mexico between presidenial candidates and the 

45 United Kingdom. Access to Elected Oice. Government Digital Service, 2012. <htps://www.gov.uk/government/
news/access-to-elected-oice>.

Good Practice 

In Sierra Leone, NDI assisted a coali-
ion of CSOs that included a DPO 
in drating a code of conduct for 
paries contesing the November 
2012 elecions. The document was 
intended to promote an electoral 
atmosphere free of violence and 
inimidaion, and to encourage 
women and other marginalized 
populaions to paricipate in the 
elecion process. The code explic-
itly states that paries will include 
women and persons with disabiliies 
in the candidate lists, obligaing 
signatories to “empower our party’s 
women, youth, and disabled candi-
dates for Parliament and local coun-
cil with campaign, transportaion, 
and inancial assistance.” The code 
of conduct provided a standard to 
which CSOs can hold poliical paries 
accountable during the campaign 
period. Members of the coaliion 
that drated the code have pro-
moted their iniiaive in the media 
through radio interviews and the 
distribuion of laminated copies of 
the code to party oices throughout 
the country. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/access-to-elected-office
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/access-to-elected-office
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disability community ‒ the DPO coaliion pre-
sented their policy recommendaions and can-
didates discussed their own disability plaforms. 
The dialogues received widespread coverage in 
naional media, which raised the proile of dis-
ability issues and helped posiion the coaliion 
for ongoing engagement with elected oicials. 
DPOs in Guatemala and the Dominican Republic 
have conducted similar outreach with candi-
dates.

Codes of Conduct 
Civil society organizaions oten promote a code 
of conduct for poliical paries and candidates 
contesing elecions to generate accountability 
on the part of these poliical actors. Codes of 
conduct encourage poliical paries and candi-
dates to respect regulaions governing the elec-
toral process and prevent fraud and manipula-
ion. The inclusion of DPOs in the creaion of 
a code of conduct provides an opportunity for 
addiional pledges to make campaigns acces-
sible to all ciizens. Addiionally, the existence 
of a code of conduct creates space for DPOs to 
hold oicials accountable on accessibility and 
inclusion issues. 

Debates
Debates are one of the most important 
ways ciizens can learn about diferent 
candidates and make an informed choice 
on Elecion Day. Internaional donors and 
implemening organizaions can support 
EMBs by providing guidance on how to 
make debates accessible to persons with 
disabiliies. For example, in Guatemala, the 
EMB provided professional sign language 
interpreters for debates so deaf and hard-
of-hearing consituents could follow on TV. 
DPOs should connect with the organizers 
of debates so they can provide input on the 
organizaion of the venue and informaion, 
as well as provide suggested quesions for 
the candidates relevant to issues important 
to the disability community.46 

46 Reč na reč: Debata kandidata za predsednika Srbije 2012.” Radio-televizija Srbije, June 16, 2012. <htp://www.
rts.rs/page/tv/sr/story/22/RTS Satelit/1103434/Reč na reč: Debata kandidata za predsednika Srbije 2012.html>.

Televised debates between presidenial candidates in Serbia in 2012 
featured a sign language interpreter.45

A young man in Sierra Leone atends a public event in support 
of the code of conduct for poliical paries that included provi-
sions on disability inclusion. 

http://www.rts.rs/page/tv/sr/story/22/RTSSatelit/1103434/Re%C4%8Dnare%C4%8D:DebatakandidatazapredsednikaSrbije2012.html
http://www.rts.rs/page/tv/sr/story/22/RTSSatelit/1103434/Re%C4%8Dnare%C4%8D:DebatakandidatazapredsednikaSrbije2012.html
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Elecion Day Implementaion 
Planning in the pre-electoral phase sets the stage for an accessible and inclusive Elecion Day. The follow-

ing areas afect the elecion, but should be developed well in advance of polling: 

 • Elecion law

 • Policies on priority voing and 
voter eligibility 

 • Polling center selecion

 • Tacile ballot guide design

 • Procurement and distribuion 
of accessible electoral materi-
als such as booths accessible to 
wheelchair users or magnifying 
glasses

 • EMB, poll worker and security 
service training 

 • Observaion accreditaion and 
checklists

Centralized technical assistance should be available to poll workers on the day of the elecion so they 
can ask for help on issues that may come up. The EMB should also provide a phone number that persons 
with disabiliies or others may call/text to report inaccessible polling places, mistreatment by poll work-
ers or other issues.

Results Transmission
Because of inaccessible media, voters with disabiliies are someimes the last to know the results of the 
elecion. To counter this trend, the Kenya Naional Associaion of the Deaf partnered with the naional 
televised news channel to provide live sign language interpretaion to announce the results of the 2013 
elecion.47 This was the irst ime deaf, hard-of-hearing and hearing Kenyans received elecion result in-
formaion simultaneously.

Elecion Dispute Resoluion 
The right of redress for elecion complaints and disputes is one of the seven core internaional standards 
of efecive complaint adjudicaion systems.48 Persons with disabiliies are oten let out of the complaints 
adjudicaion process. Voters with disabiliies should be able to ile a claim contesing the result of the 
elecion, as well as ile a complaint regarding their treatment on Elecion Day. EMBs should conduct voter 

47 “Uhuru Kenyata is Announced 4th President.” YouTube. <htp://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IdMd1rbbbSQ>.
48 Vickery, Chad, ed. Guidelines for Understanding, Adjudicaing, and Resolving Disputes in Elecions (GUARDE). 
Internaional Foundaion for Electoral Systems. 2011. <htp://www.IFES.org/~/media/Files/Publicaions/
Books/2011/GUARDE_inal_publicaion.pdf>.

A man prepares to vote in the South Sudan referendum. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IdMd1rbbbSQ
http://www.IFES.org/~/media/Files/Publications/Books/2011/GUARDE_final_publication.pdf
http://www.IFES.org/~/media/Files/Publications/Books/2011/GUARDE_final_publication.pdf
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educaion campaigns describing how to ile a complaint in accessible formats; develop case management 
systems that incorporate accessibility features, such as online or telephone submissions; and provide 
sensiizaion training to invesigators and judges. 

For example, a woman with an intellectual disability was not permited to vote in Mexico’s 2012 elec-
ions. The complaints adjudicaion process was accessible, so she was able to ile a complaint with the 
EMB, which then invesigated her claim. It was determined that polling oicials restricted the woman 
from voing due to discriminatory provisions in the Federal Code of Electoral Insituions and Procedures, 
which states persons deprived of their mental faculies cannot vote. However, the EMB had issued an 
amendment to this provision ahead of the elecion that would have allowed the woman to vote, had the 
polling oicials been aware of the amendment. This demonstrates the importance of proper poll worker 
training, but also how accessible informaion on iling a complaint can lead to more acive paricipaion 
from ciizens with disabiliies.49 

49 Diaz, Ariane. “No dejaron votar a una discapacitada.” La Jornada. July 6, 2012: 13. Web. December 6, 2013. 
<htp://www.jornada.unam.mx/2012/07/06/poliica/013n3pol>.

http://www.jornada.unam.mx/2012/07/06/politica/013n3pol
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Section 4: Post-electoral Period

The post-electoral period gives stakeholders a chance to assess the implementaion of the elecion. Key ac-
iviies that should be viewed with a disability inclusion lens are: 

• Polling staion audits

• Reviewing the previous two electoral cycle periods and capturing lessons learned 

• Improving accessibility of government insituions 

• Conducing capacity building aciviies for electoral staf, CSOs and poliical paries

• Advocaing for and implemening legal and administraive reforms 

• Updaing voter registraion, if necessary

• Revising the EMB’s long-term strategy

• Revising civic educaion curricula 

• Revising selecion criteria for new com-
missioners 

• Developing a monitoring plan to ensure 
accountability of elected oicials’ perfor-
mance on issues of importance to per-
sons with disabiliies

Polling Staion Audits
Many imes laws are in place to ensure acces-
sible polling staions, but site selecion does not 
always comply with these laws. There should be 
a government body responsible for monitoring 
accessibility on Elecion Day that has the author-
ity to impose a penalty if these standards are 

Potenial Barriers
• Persons with disabiliies not involved in lessons learned process 
• DPOs not familiar with electoral rights
• Civic educaion does not address the rights of persons with disabiliies and is 

not distributed in accessible formats

• Selecion criteria for elecion commissioners is not disability-inclusive 
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A man conducts accessibility audits of polling centers in  

Zimbabwe.
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Good Practice 

NDI provided assistance to Poraka, 
a Macedonian DPO represening 
persons with intellectual disabiliies, 
in drating and promoing a pledge 
for paries to raify the CRPD within 
100 days of the formaion of the 
new government. Poraka used the 
signed pledge to gain widespread 
press coverage of the need to raify 
the CRPD. Following this campaign, 
the Macedonian Assembly unani-
mously raiied the CRPD. This suc-
cessful campaign raised the proile 
of the DPO as a capable civil society 
actor, thereby promoing a posiive 
percepion of persons with disabili-
ies as empowered ciizens.

not followed. For example, in the United States, the Department 
of Jusice monitors compliance with naional accessibility laws on 
Elecion Day and sues local government authoriies that are not 
compliant with these laws. This pracice helps ensure laws are actu-
ally implemented. 

Capture Lessons Learned
A review should be conducted from the perspecive of the EMB, 
DPOs and observers. The review should assess the impact of ac-
ions taken to increase access. Were there improvements from 
the last elecion? What could stakeholders do to have more inclu-
sive elecions in the future? EMBs should assess the efeciveness 
of tools like tacile ballot guides developed earlier in the electoral 
cycle. Poliical paries should use this ime to determine if their 
outreach eforts to persons with disabiliies were suicient and 
to develop strategies for the future. CSOs should assess whether 
their observaion and civic educaion methods could be im-
proved to increase accessibility and be more inclusive of persons 
with disabiliies.

DPOs should use the opportunity presented during the post-elecion period to create concrete recom-
mendaions for policy reform to address challenges. This review should include analysis of reforms that 
can be implemented in both the short and long-term. DPOs should also be involved in any electoral law 
reform eforts that may take place post-elecion. DPOs should acively maintain the relaionships formed 
with poliical actors during the elecion period. If DPOs conducted elecion access observaion, the post-
electoral period is the ime to drat recommendaions to the EMB based on their indings. If DPOs con-
ducted advocacy with poliical paries and were able to secure their agreement to implement inclusive 
policies, the post-electoral period is the ime to follow up with the winning candidates to ensure these 
policies are implemented. 

Accessibility of Government Insituions 
Even if all barriers can be overcome and a person with a disability is elected as a local, regional or naion-
al representaive or hired as an EMB oicial, challenges might remain. Oten, buildings where poliicians 
and civil servants work or the public transportaion needed to travel to work are not accessible. Informa-
ion on laws and policies currently up for debate in government may also not be produced in accessible 
formats. Elected oicials with disabiliies can highlight this gap in accessibility by their presence in oice. 
They can also contribute to advocacy eforts that impact funding and government prioriies. 

Capacity-building of DPOs 
As noted, the capacity of DPOs is oten lower than the capacity of other CSOs. Reasons for this vary, but of-
ten include lower levels of educaion due to inaccessible schools and resources. For this reason, addiional 
support may be required for training in project management and budgeing. Implemening organizaions 
partnering with DPOs should plan for addiional commitment of staf ime and resources. Training may be 
conducted during any period of the electoral cycle, but ideally they are carried out well in advance of the 
elecion. 
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In addiion to basic project management skills, DPOs generally lack 
capacity in elecions and the intersecion of poliical processes and 
disability. An excepion to this trend is Indonesia, where the Center 
for Elecion Access of Persons with Disabiliies, a DPO, advocates 
for the poliical and electoral rights of persons with disabiliies. This 
DPO was founded ater the fall of a dictator, because the disability 
community did not want to be let out of the new push for democ-
racy. Most DPOs require training on the electoral process, the CRPD 
and relevant local laws before they are able to implement democ-
racy and governance programming and be efecive advocates. 

It is also oten necessary to train DPOs on rights-based advocacy. 
Many DPOs focus solely on provision of services and could beneit 
from rights-based advocacy training. Along with direct links to the EMB, targeted advocacy to members of 
parliament and legislaive commitees responsible for overseeing the aciviies of the EMB helps ensure 
proper implementaion of exising regulaions. Not only does this provide an addiional space to advocate 
for equal access, but it ensures the legislature does not impede gains made with the EMB and broadens the 
network of decision-makers familiar with barriers encountered by persons with disabiliies. In many develop-
ing democracies, legislaive oversight processes are sill in the early stages, providing another opportunity for 
DPOs to set a posiive precedent. Assistance programs to DPOs on advocacy iniiaives would beneit from 
building the capacity of DPOs to interact with EMBs, the legislature and naional human rights bodies.

Elecion Commissioner Selecion Criteria
Potenial elecion commissioners must meet an array of se-
lecion criteria, but knowledge of disability inclusive policies 
and procedures is rarely evaluated. Some EMBs, such as the 
Philippines Commission on Elecions (COMELEC), appoint a 
speciic commissioner responsible for disability rights. How-
ever, these commissioners do not always have a disability 
rights background. 

Inclusive Civic Educaion 
Civic educaion should happen throughout the electoral 
cycle, but it is addressed in the post-electoral secion of this 
manual, as this period serves as a useful ime during which to 
relect on the recent elecion and any gaps in knowledge of 
the electorate. Civic educaion describes the rights and duies 
of ciizenship. Knowing the role of government, ciizens and 
relevant laws can empower individuals to play a more acive 
role in shaping their society. 

In Georgia, an IFES-developed university civics course high-
lights the rights of all ciizens, including those with disabili-
ies. During reviews of the course, one student said, “We 
don’t see persons with disabiliies. Before we hadn’t thought 
about these people, now we see they deserve the same so-
cial rights, rights to educaion and the electoral process. We 
shouldn’t have a society where people are separated.”

University students in Georgia record a civic  
educaion book onto CDs.

Good Practice 

Students from a civic educaion 
class in Georgia recorded an audio 
copy of their textbook Democracy 
and Ciizenship. They became ad-
vocates for promoing access to 
university-level civic educaion for 
students with visual disabiliies and 
have distributed CDs of the book to 
youth who are blind.
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Section 5: Challenges

There are many challenges to implemeni ng inclusive democ-
racy and governance programming. There is no consensus 
on how best to overcome some of these challenges and the 
situai on may vary in dif erent countries. 

Lack of Data
Stakeholders lack reliable and comprehensive data regarding 
the number of persons with disabilii es in individual coun-
tries. States that do count disability in their nai onal censuses 
use dif erent dei nii ons and ot en esi mate a number far 
below the World Health Organizai on’s (WHO) 15 percent 
worldwide approximai on. This can make it more dii  cult 
to convince local authorii es and internai onal donors that 
invesi ng resources in disability inclusion should be a priority. 
Varying dei nii ons of disability in each country also make it 
dii  cult to establish a baseline to monitor and evaluate pro-
grams. 

Discriminai on
Government oi  cials, and even family members, make incor-
rect assumpi ons about the abilii es of persons with disabili-
i es. A report prepared by the Vietnamese Hanoi Independent 
Living Center found that of 50 families of persons with disabilii es interviewed, half do not believe persons 
with disabilii es need to vote because they “do not need to be concerned about polii cal issues.”50 People 
ot en assume that fellow cii zens with disabilii es cannot be candidates or poll workers and that they are 
not interested in polii cs or that it does not af ect their lives. One common reason why persons with dis-
abilii es do not have nai onal ID cards or birth ceri i cates is that their families did not think it was neces-
sary. Family members are also somei mes unwilling to accompany their family members who might need 
assistance to the polling stai on or they do not have accessible transportai on. Voter educai on that sensi-
i zes the public to the rights of persons with disabilii es can eradicate these stereotypes. 

50 Eleci on Access for Persons with Disabilii es in Vietnam. Hanoi Independent Living Center. AGENDA. 2013. 
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I did not vote because my family did not feel comfortable lei  ng me 
go since in that locai on there was gun shooi ng and a deaf person 
could be in larger risk.

“ I did not vote because my family did not feel comfortable lei  ng me I did not vote because my family did not feel comfortable lei  ng me 
go since in that locai on there was gun shooi ng and a deaf person go since in that locai on there was gun shooi ng and a deaf person 

”Janeris, young woman with a disability, Dominican Republic

This image box was part of a series used in the 
Democrai c Republic of the Congo to educate 
the public on the voi ng process. 
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Operaing Environment 
In some countries, there is a genuine fear of retribuion from the government for talking about poliical 
rights. This issue does not have to be speciic to disability rights and can also apply to poliical rights more 
broadly. Disability rights programming is considered neutral, but internaional donors and implemening 
organizaions should allow addiional ime for recruiing partners in countries where discussion of human 
rights is more challenging. 

Mandatory Voing 
Some countries have legislaion requiring mandatory voing for all ciizens. Due to inaccessible transporta-
ion, polling sites and informaion, someimes countries with mandatory voing exempts ciizens with dis-
abiliies and/or older persons from this provision. 

In 2011, the EMB in Peru took more than 20,000 persons with intellectual disabiliies of the voter list. The 
EMB assumed they would not vote because of their disability. The EMB believed this was a helpful step, re-
moving them from the voter list meant they would not have to pay a ine if they did not vote. However, this 
process was conducted without consultaion of persons with intellectual disabiliies, and the policy was not 
publicized. This resulted in voters turning up on Elecion Day, only to discover they were unable to vote, as 
their name had been removed from the list.

EMBs unable to meet their CRPD obligaions should exempt persons with disabiliies and/or older persons 
who are not able to access the polling staion from mandatory voing requirements and associated penalies. 
However, any policy allowing an exempion from penalies should not be considered a subsitute for making 
the electoral process accessible. DPOs and other civil society actors should coninually monitor the steps the 
EMB is taking to make the electoral process accessible and advocate for full inclusion of all ciizens.

Leadership
Persons with disabiliies should 
not just be the subject of aid 
programs, but also acive par-
icipants and leaders in their 
governments. It is diicult to 
convince EMBs, NGOs and polii-
cal paries to hire persons with 
disabiliies. It can someimes 
also be diicult to ind persons 
with disabiliies ‒ and women in 
paricular ‒ with the conidence 
and knowledge required to take 
leadership posiions. Increased 
support of leadership training 
programs, such as Building Re-
sources in Democracy, Gover-
nance and Elecions51 (BRIDGE) 
can help overcome this challenge 
and develop strong leaders with 
disabiliies.

51 Building Resources in Democracy, Governance and Elecions. <htp://bridge-project.org/>.

Women with and without disabiliies paricipate in a leadership training in 
Cambodia. 

http://bridge-project.org/
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Examples of Indicators

USAID programs supporing the 
disability community require ob-
jecives, outcomes and indicators 
tailored to the goals of the program. 
USAID’s own indicators are called 
“Standard Foreign Assistance Indi-
cators,” or “F-Indicators.” Below is 
an example from an IFES project in 
Libya:

OBJECTIVE: Civic engagement is 
increased, paricularly among mar-
ginalized and underrepresented 
groups, through higher levels of 
public understanding of processes 
related to Libya’s poliical transiion.

INTERMEDIATE RESULT: Improved 
awareness of key issues, needs and 
barriers of persons with disabiliies 
in accessing the electoral process 
among EMB and electoral stake-
holders.

OUTCOME INDICATOR (IFES-cus-
tom): Number of recommendaions 
on adaping voing procedures to 
address the needs of persons with 
disabiliies made to EMB and elec-
toral stakeholders.

OUTCOME INDICATOR (F-Indicator): 
Number of CSOs receiving USG as-
sistance engaged in advocacy inter-
venions.

Accessible Technology 
Elecion technologies, such as electronic voing machines, are oten proposed as an easy way to make 
the voing process more accessible to persons with disabiliies. However, EMBs should think carefully 
about all technical and logisical consideraions before supporing advanced technology opions in coun-
tries that may lack the capacity to maintain elaborate technological soluions. In these cases, some sim-
ple forms of technology can make the process more accessible with litle risk. For example, in Australia, 
voters who are blind or have low vision can vote via telephone. 

Online voing is another soluion that has been proposed to make the process more accessible to per-
sons with disabiliies. Some European countries, such as Estonia, allow voing online and tout this pro-
cess as being more accessible. However, online voing requires trust in the system as well as advanced 
technological resources and capaciies, which might not exist in many countries. 

Monitoring and Evaluaion 
When designing a program descripion or request for proposals, 
donors should specify that all program indicators should be dis-
aggregated by disability. Qualitaive data on disability inclusion 
should also be collected. 

Monitoring and evaluaing disability inclusion programming 
can be diicult. As noted earlier, the deiniion of disability var-
ies from country to country. There are four diferent types of 
deiniions that could be used: host-country, implemening 
partner country, donor country or the WHO. The global lack of a 
commonly-accepted deiniion can lead to inconsistencies when 
comparing informaion.

Donors oten do not have disability-speciic indicators, so some 
implemening partners develop their own custom indicators. 
While this is useful for the project, it makes it more diicult for 
donors and implemening organizaions to track the impact of all 
programming. 

In addiion to basic monitoring and evaluaion, donors should 
encourage impact assessments. These assessments determine 
the impact of programming on persons with disabiliies. They 
can also help determine if the disability inclusion programming 
had a broader impact on society, such as any changes in social 
aitudes, government openness to persons with disabiliies or a 
more open poliical process. 
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Sharing Lessons Learned 
Aricle 32 of the CRPD calls for internaional cooperaion through the exchange and sharing of informa-
ion on experiences and best pracices. This includes ensuring internaional assistance programs are ac-
cessible to and inclusive of persons with disabiliies, and that lessons learned are collected and dissemi-
nated. Good examples of inclusive elecions and poliical process programming are occurring all around 
the world, but DPOs and governments sill oten start from scratch. To address this gap, IFES’ www.Elec-
ionAccess.org website52 serves as an accessible advocacy and educaional tool for persons with disabili-
ies around the world. The website features relevant internaional and naional laws regarding poliical 
paricipaion of persons with disabiliies and highlights examples of inclusive voter educaion materials 
and assisive devices, such as tacile ballot guides. 

52 www.ElecionAccess.org. Internaional Foundaion for Electoral Systems. <htp://www.ElecionAccess.org/>.

http://www.ElectionAccess.org
http://www.ElectionAccess.org
http://www.ElectionAccess.org
http://www.ElectionAccess.org
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Section 6: Dominican Republic Case Study

Key Stakeholders: 
• Disabled persons’ organizai ons
• Eleci on management bodies
• IFES

• Nai onal eleci on monitoring groups
• Polii cal pari es and candidates
• Nai onal Council on Persons with Disabilii es

Overview
According to the WHO, more than 1.5 million Dominicans have a disability. These cii zens are rarely included in 
eleci ons and polii cal processes. Alongside its lead DPO partner, La Red Iberoamericana de Eni dades de Per-
sonas con Discapacidad Física (La Red), IFES worked to increase awareness of the polii cal rights of Dominicans 
with disabilii es. The program, which targeted a range of stakeholders (including the disability community, the 
EMB, polii cal pari es and candidates), sought to address this issue and highlight commitments made by the 
Dominican Republic when it rai i ed the CRPD in 2009. 

IFES and La Red worked on the two-year long project prior to and at er the May 2012 presideni al eleci on to 
encourage voi ng and deeper engagement in polii cal life by cii zens with disabilii es. This case study demon-
strates the posii ve impact of collaborai on between civil society, government and polii cal pari es. 

How Did the Project Include People with Disabilii es in Eleci ons and Polii cal Life?
Management – IFES hired a woman with a disability to manage the project and provided a sub-award to a lo-
cal DPO which tasked an all-female team to lead the project. All aci vii es were developed in collaborai on with 
this team. 

Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) – IFES facilitated the signing of a MoU between the Junta Central Elec-
toral (JCE) and 18 local DPOs. This agreement, the i rst the JCE has ever signed with DPOs, promoted collabora-
i on between these groups on ways to improve inclusion and eleci on access for persons with disabilii es.
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I am very convinced that we will see people with disabilii es pari cipat-
ing as candidates, as well as many more disabled voters, since this is the 
polii cal desi ny of our country. I think the job we are doing right now will 
set the stage for all people to pari cipate in the electoral process.

“ I am very convinced that we will see people with disabilii es pari cipat-I am very convinced that we will see people with disabilii es pari cipat-
ing as candidates, as well as many more disabled voters, since this is the ing as candidates, as well as many more disabled voters, since this is the 
polii cal desi ny of our country. I think the job we are doing right now will polii cal desi ny of our country. I think the job we are doing right now will 

”Crisi na Francisco, Founder of Circle of Women with Disabilii es, 
Dominican Republic
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Polii cal Rights Training – IFES and La Red conducted regional and municipal-level workshops on the electoral 
process and the importance of voi ng. These workshops reached 2,279 persons with disabilii es. Twenty munic-
ipal DPO leaders were also trained as facilitators to raise awareness on electoral rights. Addii onally, awareness 
was raised through the distribui on of 1,000 posters and voter educai on brochures. 

Polii cal Plaf orm and Forum – Eighteen local DPOs formed a working group to develop a polii cal plaf orm 
about issues of importance, including accessible infrastructure and inclusive educai on. The plaf orm was 
presented to presideni al candidates in a forum at ended by four pari es. Each candidate signed the plaf orm, 
thereby commii  ng to implemeni ng its provi-
sions, if elected. The winning candidate’s gov-
ernment has implemented recommendai ons 
from the document. This includes a nai onal dis-
ability law, building curb cuts in sidewalks and 
developing a literacy aci on plan for the country. 

Voter Registrai on – IFES and La Red worked 
with the JCE to coordinate ef orts to include six 
women with disabilii es in leadership roles for 
the JCE’s “Verii cate” campaign, which urged 
people to verify their voter registrai on and 
polling stai on informai on. In order to reach 
as many persons with disabilii es as possible, 
IFES ideni i ed organizai ons like the Dominican 
Associai on of Rehabilitai on to serve as hubs 
for “Verii cate” campaign aci vii es. As a result 
of this strategy, over 1,000 persons with dis-
abilii es had the opportunity to coni rm their 
registrai on details. 

Poll Worker Training – The JCE, in collaborai on 
with La Red and the Nai onal Council on Dis-
ability, supported a training of trainers for 154 
oi  cials focused on how to administer the vote 
to persons with disabilii es. A variety of specii c 
techniques were covered, including a unit on 
basic sign language. The trainers then imparted 
this informai on to poll workers at the municipal 
level in cascade trainings. A reference brochure 
was also developed for poll workers to use on 
Eleci on Day.

I was especially eager to join the ef ort because it entailed observ-
ing barriers that persons with disabilii es, like myself, face.“ I was especially eager to join the ef ort because it entailed observ-I was especially eager to join the ef ort because it entailed observ-
ing barriers that persons with disabilii es, like myself, face.ing barriers that persons with disabilii es, like myself, face.”Maria del Carmen Guerrero German, a 23 year-old student 

trained as an eleci on observer, Dominican Republic

Posters and brochures on voi ng were distributed across the 
country, including to universii es, rehabilitai on centers and 
community centers.
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Voter Educaion – IFES supported the JCE’s eforts to target the disability community through the producion of 
a TV spot.53 The video featured persons with disabiliies paricipaing in their communiies. For the irst ime, 
the elecion management body also included sign language interpretaion in the video. The voter educaion 
spot was widely broadcast, spanning eight TV channels and the websites of the JCE, the Naional Council on 
Disability and a presidenial candidate. The day before the elecion, it was the most-viewed video on the JCE’s 
website. The JCE actually included sign language on all oicial videos and on programs aired on their TV staion, 
which was another irst. 

Mainstream Elecion Observaion – IFES mainstreamed the inclusion of disability in observaion eforts by 
drating seven quesions focused on access for persons with disabiliies. IFES worked with the naional elecion 
observaion group Paricipación Ciudadana (PC) to include these quesions in their checklist as they deployed 
3,000 observers across the country. 

Elecion Access Observaion – IFES trained 22 persons with disabiliies, a majority of whom were young wom-
en, to be elecion access observers. Observers learned how to use a specially-developed checklist that focused 
exclusively on access issues. Elecion access observers were assigned to polling staions across the naion on 
Elecion Day.

Recommendaions to JCE – Based on barriers ideniied in elecion access observaion reports, IFES and La 
Red prepared recommendaions to the JCE on how to make future elecions more accessible. The JCE acively 
sought the advice of DPOs and the Naional Council on Disability on how to improve the process. 

EMB Training – The JCE commited 155 of its staf from across the country to atend a full-day training course 
on electoral inclusion led by IFES and La Red. Members of each regional oice developed acion plans to put 
what they learned into pracice.

53 “Tu derecho a elegir!” YouTube. Junta Central Electoral, May 12, 2012. <htp://www.youtube.com/
watch?feature=player_embedded&v=ZojfAqP8K_U>.

Voters enter a baseball stadium used as a polling staion on Elecion Day. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?feature=player_embedded&v=ZojfAqP8K_U
http://www.youtube.com/watch?feature=player_embedded&v=ZojfAqP8K_U
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Youth with Disabiliies Training – Youth with dis-
abiliies are not acively involved in DPOs or parici-
paion in the poliical lives of their communiies. In 
order to help these youth develop skills to become 
future leaders, IFES and La Red carried out a two-
day leadership skills building training targeing 16 
emergent DPO members, from provinces around 
the country. This was the irst ime paricipants 
were exposed to a training that enabled them to 
develop leadership and communicaions skills. As 
a result of this training, eight outstanding parici-
pants received addiional coaching and pracical 
training on communicaion techniques, so that 
they could deliver a talk in their community about 
rights of persons with disabiliies and explain the 
new naional disability law.

Sharing Lessons Learned – La Red produced a 
booklet54 on lessons learned during their interac-
ions with the government and civil society stake-
holders. They have shared this product with DPOs 
and EMBs across the region.

Challenges and Lessons Learned
The disability community was divided in two ways: between groups represening diferent types of dis-
abiliies and between civil society and the Naional Council on Disability. Bringing the disability community 
together to drat the poliical plaform helped unify the community around issues important to them all 
and forced these issues onto the poliical agenda of the government. As a result, the DPO community 
witnessed the passing of a naional disability law as well as the introducion of a “Social Protecion of 
Disabled Persons” program, which includes speciic measures to improve the living and social condiions 
of persons with disabiliies. 

 • There were a limited number of qualiied DPO staf to implement elecions and poliical process 
aciviies.

 • EMBs and other government oicials were oten unaware of how the CRPD impacts their work. 

•	 Poliical paries were open to outreach with persons with disabiliies, but hesitant to include 
them as party leaders or candidates.

•	 Tension between the government and the Haiian community in the Dominican Republic55 made 
some aspects of the project, like voter registraion, poliically-sensiive issues. 

54 Project: “Right to Choose” Manual for Best Pracices and Lessons Learned. Internaional Foundaion for Electoral 
Systems. La Red Iberoamericana de Enidades de Personas con Discapacidad, May 12, 2012. <htp://www.IFES.
org/~/media/FBD32B2B184542CDA3D753431C4331C3.pdf>.
55 “Dominican Republic Overview.” World Directory of Minoriies and Indigenous Peoples. Minority Rights Group 
Internaional. <htp://www.minorityrights.org/2565/dominican-republic/dominican-republic-overview.html>.

At the end of the training, JCE oicials present their acion 
plan on how they will make the electoral process more ac-

cessible in their region of the country. 

http://www.IFES.org/~/media/FBD32B2B184542CDA3D753431C4331C3.pdf
http://www.IFES.org/~/media/FBD32B2B184542CDA3D753431C4331C3.pdf
http://www.minorityrights.org/2565/dominican-republic/dominican-republic-overview.html
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Impact
 • The MoU signed between DPOs and JCE led to 

a forum where access issues can be discussed.

 • For the irst ime, deaf Dominicans were able to 
learn about the electoral process from the JCE’s 
daily TV program because sign language inter-
pretaion was included in every broadcast.

 • Disability-speciic quesions were included in 
the naional observers’ list used across the 
country.

 • A naional disability law was passed in Febru-
ary 2013. The poliical plaform and forum, 
developed and conducted via this project, were 
contribuing factors in its passing. The new law 
acknowledges the Dominican Republic’s CRPD 
commitments and strengthens the Naional 
Council on Disability by creaing regional and 
provincial oices. 

 • The JCE now has a point person responsible for 
disability inclusion, the Deputy of Elecions.

Recommendaions 
Project implementers found the following aspects key 
to the success of the aciviies:

 • Involving people with diferent types of dis-
abiliies in the design and implementaion of 
the project.

 • Recruiing persons with disabiliies for leader-
ship posiions, such as project managers, elec-
ion observers, temporary EMB staf and train-
ers.

 • Establishing partnerships between DPOs, EMBs, poliical paries and elecion observaion groups.

 • Providing speciic guidance to government authoriies and civil society on how they can be more 
inclusive.

 • Idenifying an advocate inside of the EMB who has the will and poliical clout to champion dis-
ability inclusion and accessibility.

Ater using the planilla to vote, a man casts  
his ballot.
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Annex: Election Access Milestones

Below are excerpts from internaional and regional milestones on the road to full inclusion of persons 
with disabiliies in poliical life. For the full texts, please see the links.

December 1948 – Universal Declaraion of Human Rights56 – Aricle 21 
1. Everyone has the right to take part in the government of his country, directly or through freely cho-

sen representaives. 

2. Everyone has the right to equal access to public service in his country. 

3. The will of the people shall be the basis of the authority of government; this will shall be expressed 
in periodic and genuine elecions which shall be by universal and equal sufrage and shall be held by 
secret vote or by equivalent free voing procedures. 

March 1976 – Internaional Covenant on Civil and Poliical Rights57 – Aricle 25 
Every ciizen shall have the right and the opportunity, without any of the disincions menioned in Ar-
icle 2 and without unreasonable restricions: 

a. To take part in the conduct of public afairs, directly or through freely chosen representaives 

b. To vote and to be elected at genuine periodic elecions which shall be by universal and equal suf-
frage and shall be held by secret ballot, guaranteeing the free expression of the will of the electors

c. To have access, on general terms of equality, to public service in his country 

56 “The Universal Declaraion of Human Rights.” United Naions. <htp://www.un.org/en/documents/udhr/>.
57 United Naions Human Rights, “Internaional Covenant on Civil and Poliical Rights.” <htp://www.ohchr.org/en/
professionalinterest/pages/ccpr.aspx>.
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http://www.un.org/en/documents/udhr/
http://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/ccpr.aspx
http://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/ccpr.aspx
http://www.un.org/en/documents/udhr/
http://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/ccpr.aspx
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September 2001 – Inter-American Convenion on the Eliminaion of All Forms of Discriminaion 
against Persons with Disabiliies58 – Aricle 3
To achieve the objecives of this Convenion, the states paries undertake:

1. To adopt the legislaive, social, educaional, labor-related, or any other measures needed to eliminate 
discriminaion against persons with disabiliies and to promote their full integraion into society, including, 
but not limited to: 

a. Measures to eliminate discriminaion gradually and to promote integraion by government authori-
ies and/or private eniies in providing or making available goods, services, faciliies, programs, and 
aciviies such as employment, transportaion, communicaions, housing, recreaion, educaion, 
sports, law enforcement and administraion of jusice, and poliical and administraive aciviies.

May 2008 – Convenion on the Rights of Persons with Disabiliies59 – Aricle 29  
States Paries shall guarantee to persons with disabiliies poliical rights and the opportunity to enjoy them 
on an equal basis with others, and shall undertake to:

(a) Ensure that persons with disabiliies can efecively and fully paricipate in poliical and public life on an 
equal basis with others, directly or through freely chosen representaives, including the right and opportu-
nity for persons with disabiliies to vote and be elected, inter alia, by: 

(i) Ensuring that voing procedures, faciliies and materials are appropriate, accessible and easy to 
understand and use; 

(ii) Protecing the right of persons with disabiliies to vote by secret ballot in elecions and public 
referendums without inimidaion, and to stand for elecions, to efecively hold oice and perform 
all public funcions at all levels of government, facilitaing the use of assisive and new technologies 
where appropriate; 

(iii) Guaranteeing the free expression of the will of persons with disabiliies as electors and to 
this end, where necessary, at their request, allowing assistance in voing by a person of their own 
choice; 

(b) Promote acively an environment in which persons with disabiliies can efecively and fully paricipate 
in the conduct of public afairs, without discriminaion and on an equal basis with others, and encourage 
their paricipaion in public afairs, including: 

(i) Paricipaion in non-governmental organizaions and associaions concerned with the public and 
poliical life of the country, and in the aciviies and administraion of poliical paries; 

(ii) Forming and joining organizaions of persons with disabiliies to represent persons with disabili-
ies at internaional, naional, regional and local levels. 

58 “Inter-American Convenion on the Eliminaion of All Forms of Discriminaion against Persons with Disabiliies.” 
Organizaion of American States. <htp://www.oas.org/juridico/english/sigs/a-65.html>.
59 The Convenion on the Rights of Persons with Disabiliies and Opional Protocol. Internaional Foundaion for 
Electoral Systems, 2012. <htp://www.IFES.org/~/media/Files/Publicaions/Books/2012/CRPD Final.pdf>.

http://www.oas.org/juridico/english/sigs/a-65.html
http://www.IFES.org/~/media/Files/Publications/Books/2012/CRPDFinal.pdf
http://www.oas.org/juridico/english/sigs/a-65.html
http://www.ifes.org/Content/Publications/Books/2012/The-Convention-on-the-Rights-of-Persons-with-Disabilities-and-the-Optional-Protocol.aspx
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May 2010 – European Court of Human Rights – Kiss v. Hungary60
 

(ii) Proporionality
39. The Court notes that the restricion in quesion does not disinguish between those under total 
and those under parial guardianship (see paragraph 11 above), and is removed once guardianship is 
terminated (see the Government’s submission in paragraph 27 above, not disputed by the applicant). 
However, it observes the applicant’s asserion in paragraph 29 above, not refuted by the Government, 
that 0.75% of the Hungarian populaion of voing age is concerned by disenfranchisement on account of 
being under guardianship in a manner which is indiscriminate. It inds this to be a signiicant igure, and 
it cannot be claimed that the bar is negligible in its efects.

40. The Government argued, relying on the margin of appreciaion, that it must be permissible for the 
legislature to establish rules ensuring that only those who are capable of assessing the consequences of 
their decisions and making conscious and judicious decisions should paricipate in public afairs.

41. The Court accepts that this is an area in which, generally, a wide margin of appreciaion should be 
granted to the naional legislature in determining whether restricions on the right to vote can be jusi-
ied in modern imes and, if so, how a fair balance is to be struck. In paricular, it should be for the leg-
islature to decide as to what procedure should be tailored to assessing the itness to vote of mentally 
disabled persons. The Court observes that there is no evidence that the Hungarian legislature has ever 
sought to weigh the compeing interests or to assess the proporionality of the restricion as it stands.

42. The Court cannot accept, however, that an absolute bar on voing by any person under parial guard-
ianship, irrespecive of his or her actual faculies, falls within an acceptable margin of appreciaion. 
Indeed, while the Court reiterates that this margin of appreciaion is wide, it is not all-embracing (Hirst 
v. the United Kingdom (no. 2) [GC], op. cit., § 82). In addiion, if a restricion on fundamental rights ap-
plies to a paricularly vulnerable group in society, who have sufered considerable discriminaion in the 
past, such as the mentally disabled, then the State’s margin of appreciaion is substanially narrower and 
it must have very weighty reasons for the restricions in quesion (cf. also the example of those sufer-
ing diferent treatment on the ground of their gender - Abdulaziz, Cabales and Balkandali v. the United 
Kingdom, 28 May 1985, § 78, Series A no. 94, race - D.H. and Others v. the Czech Republic [GC], no. § 182, 
ECHR 2007-..., or sexual orientaion - E.B. v. France [GC], no. § 94, ECHR 2008-...). The reason for this 
approach, which quesions certain classiicaions per se, is that such groups were historically subject to 
prejudice with lasing consequences, resuling in their social exclusion. Such prejudice may entail legisla-
ive stereotyping which prohibits the individualised evaluaion of their capaciies and needs (cf. Shtuka-
turov v. Russia, no. § 95, 27 March 2008).

43. The applicant in the present case lost his right to vote as the result of the imposiion of an automaic, 
blanket restricion on the franchise of those under parial guardianship. He may therefore claim to be 
a vicim of the measure. The Court cannot speculate as to whether the applicant would sill have been 
deprived of the right to vote even if a more limited restricion on the rights of the mentally disabled had 
been imposed in compliance with the requirements of Aricle 3 of Protocol No. 1 (see mutais mutandis 
Hirst v. the United Kingdom (no. 2), op.cit, §§ 48 to 52).

44. The Court further considers that the treatment as a single class of those with intellectual or mental 

disabiliies is a quesionable classiicaion, and the curtailment of their rights must be subject to strict 
scruiny. This approach is relected in other instruments of internaional law, referred to above (para-

graphs 14-17). The Court therefore concludes that an indiscriminate removal of voing rights, without an 

60 Alajos Kiss v. Hungary. European Court of Human Rights. May 20, 2010. Case of Alajos Kiss v. Hungary. European 

Court of Human Rights. <htp://hudoc.echr.coe.int/sites/eng/pages/search.aspx?i=001-98800>.

http://hudoc.echr.coe.int/sites/eng/pages/search.aspx?i=001-98800
http://hudoc.echr.coe.int/sites/eng/pages/search.aspx?i=001-98800#{"itemid":["001-98800"]}
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individualised judicial evaluaion and solely based on a mental disability necessitaing parial guardian-

ship, cannot be considered compaible with the legiimate grounds for restricing the right to vote.
There has accordingly been a violaion of Aricle 3 of Protocol No. 1 to the Convenion.

November 2011 – Bali Declaraion on the Enhancement of the Role and Paricipaion of Persons 
with Disabiliies in the ASEAN Community61

We, the Peoples, of the Member States of the Associaion of Southeast Asian Naions (ASEAN), represent-
ed by the Heads of State or Government of Brunei Darussalam, the Kingdom of Cambodia, the Republic 
of Indonesia, the Lao People’s Democraic Republic, Malaysia, the Union of Myanmar, the Republic of the 
Philippines, the Republic of Singapore, the Kingdom of Thailand and the Socialist Republic of Viet Nam… 
Do hereby declare to:

7. Encourage the paricipaion of persons with disabiliies in all aspects of development including their 
paricipaion in poliical aciviies by providing them with equal poliical rights in the elecion of the lead-
ers and parliamentarians, both at local and naional levels

November 2011 – Council of Europe Recommendaion CM/Rec(2011)14 of the Commitee of 
Ministers to Member States on the Paricipaion of Persons with Disabiliies in Poliical and 
Public Life62 

2.4. Voing procedures, ballots and faciliies

Member states should pay due atenion to the importance of accessible rules and procedures before and 
during elecions at all levels, as well as at other occasions when ciizens are invited to paricipate in the 
conduct of public afairs. Accessible ballot papers and faciliies should be available at the ime of voing. 
Informaion about accessibility of voing procedures, ballots and faciliies, through communicaions in 
easy-to-read and to understand formats, should be largely disseminated in advance, in order to encourage 
ciizens to paricipate in poliical and public life. 

Universal Design principles should help to ensure that exising obstacles hampering access to the physical 
environment, goods and services, informaion and communicaions, in paricular as regards voing proce-
dures and ballots, are removed and that no new obstacles are created. The objecives and speciic acions 
set out in Acion Lines No. 6 “Built environment”, No. 7 “Transport”, No. 3 “Informaion and communica-
ion” and, as appropriate, the provisions of the relevant aricles of the UNCRPD, namely 9 “Accessibility”, 
21 “Freedom of expression and opinion, and access to informaion” and 13 “Access to jusice” should be 
used to guide the measures to be taken in pursuing the aims of total accessibility as described above.

3. Non-discriminaion in the exercise of legal capacity

Bearing in mind the provisions of Acion Line No. 12 “Legal protecion” of the Council of Europe Disability 
Acion Plan 2006-2015 and, as appropriate, Aricle 12 “Equal recogniion before the law” of the UNCRPD, 
member states should ensure that their legislaion overall does not discriminate against persons with 
disabiliies in poliical and public life. They should make support available to persons who may need as-
sistance in exercising their legal capacity in various aspects of life, in paricular when exercising their right 

61 “Paricipaion of Persons with Disabiliies in the ASEAN Community.” Bali Declaraion on the Enhancement of the 
Role and Paricipaion of Persons with Disabiliies in the ASEAN Community. Associaion of Southeast Asian Naions. 
<htp://www.asean.org/archive/documents/19th summit/Bali_Declaraion_on_Disabled_Person.pdf>.
62 “Recommendaion CM/Rec(2011)14 of the Commitee of Ministers to Member States on the Paricipaion 
of Persons with Disabiliies in Poliical and Public Life.” Council of Europe. <htps://wcd.coe.int/ViewDoc.
jsp?id=1871285&Site=CM>.

http://www.asean.org/archive/documents/19thsummit/Bali_Declaration_on_Disabled_Person.pdf
https://wcd.coe.int/ViewDoc.jsp?id=1871285&Site=CM
https://wcd.coe.int/ViewDoc.jsp?id=1871285&Site=CM
http://www.asean.org/archive/documents/19th summit/Bali_Declaration_on_Disabled_Person.pdf
https://wcd.coe.int/ViewDoc.jsp?id=1871285&Site=CM
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to vote, which is a universal right, in paricular under the terms of Aricle 29 of the UNCRPD, as in other 
internaional legal instruments to which member states are paries. Member states should ensure that 
their legislaion is devoid, at all levels, of provisions depriving persons with disabiliies of the right to vote 
or stand for elecion.

All persons with disabiliies, whether they have physical, sensory, or intellectual impairments, mental 
health problems or chronic illnesses, have the right to vote on the same basis as other ciizens, and 
should not be deprived of this right by any law limiing their legal capacity, by any judicial or other deci-
sion or by any other measure based on their disability, cogniive funcioning or perceived capacity. All 
persons with disabiliies are also enitled to stand for oice on an equal basis with others and should not 
be deprived of this right by any law restricing their legal capacity, by any judicial or other decision based 
on their disability, cogniive funcioning or perceived capacity, or by any other means.

Member states should ensure that discriminaion based on disability is prohibited in all ields of poliical 
and public life, namely wherever it is a quesion of voing, standing for elecion, exercising a mandate 
and/or being acive in poliical paries or non-governmental organizaions, or exercising public duies. 
These discriminatory acts include the failure to comply with the obligaion to implement reasonable ac-
commodaions (see point 2 above, “Accessibility”) for persons with disabiliies so that they can fully en-
joy their poliical rights. 

December 2011 – Revised Venice Commission Interpretaive Declaraion to the Code of Good 
Pracice in Electoral Maters on the Paricipaion of People with Disabiliies63 

I. The Code of Good Pracice in Electoral Maters, as adopted by the European Commission for Democ-
racy through Law (Venice Commission) in October 2002, states that “the ive principles underlying Eu-
rope’s electoral heritage are universal, equal, free, secret and direct sufrage” (item I). The Code further 
states in item I.1.1 that “Universal sufrage means in principle that all human beings have the right to 
vote and to stand for elecions.” 

1. People with disabiliies should therefore be able to exercise their right to vote and paricipate in polii-
cal and public life as elected representaives on an equal basis with other ciizens. The paricipaion of all 
ciizens in poliical and public life and the democraic process is essenial for the development of demo-
craic socieies. 

II. The following completes the principles stated in the Code

1. Universal sufrage

2. Universal sufrage is a fundamental principle of the European Electoral Heritage. People with disabili-
ies may not be discriminated against in this regard, in conformity with Aricle 29 of the Convenion of 
the United Naions on the Rights of Persons with Disabiliies64 and the case-law of the European Court of 
Human Rights.65

63 Council of Europe and Venice Commission. “Revised Interpretaive Declaraion to the Code of Good Pracice in 
Electoral Maters on the Paricipaion of People with Disabiliies in Elecions.” December 19, 2011. <htp://www.
venice.coe.int/webforms/documents/CDL-AD(2011)045.aspx>.
64 The Convenion on the Rights of Persons with Disabiliies was adopted on December 13, 2006, by the United 
Naions in New York.
65 European Court of Human Rights, case of Kiss v. Hungary, applicaion No. 38832/06, judgment May 20, 2010. 
See in paricular par. 43-44, with a reference to Aricle 29 of the UN Convenion.

http://www.venice.coe.int/webforms/documents/CDL-AD
http://www.venice.coe.int/webforms/documents/CDL-AD
http://www.venice.coe.int/webforms/documents/CDL-AD(2011)045.aspx
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3. Voing procedures and faciliies should be accessible to people with disabiliies so that they are able to 
exercise their democraic rights, and allow, where necessary, the provision of assistance in voing, with 
respect to the principle that voing must be individual (the Code, item I.4.b).

4. The applicaion of Universal Design principles66 and direct and/or indirect paricipaion of the user in 
all design stages are efecive means for improving the accessibility of polling staions and elecion proce-
dures to cast one’s vote and for geing access to informaion on elecions. 

2. Equal sufrage

5. The principle of “equality of opportunity must be guaranteed for paries and candidates alike” (The 
Code, item I.2.3.a). The applicaion of this principle should be extended to include equality of opportu-
nity for people with disabiliies who stand for elecions.

3. Free sufrage

6. In the duty to “enable voters to know the lists and candidates standing for elecions” (The Code, item 
I.3.1.b.ii), the public authoriies must ensure that the above informaion is available and accessible, to 
the greatest extent possible and taking due account of the principle of reasonable accommodaion,67 in 
all necessary alternaive formats under restricion of commensurability, legal regulaion and realisic fea-
sibility. The informaion provided shall be easy to read and to understand.

4. Secret sufrage

7. The right of people with disabiliies to vote by secret ballot should be protected, inter alia, by “guaran-
teeing the free expression of the will of persons with disabiliies as electors and to this end, where neces-
sary, at their request, allowing them to use assistance technologies and/or to be assisted in voing by a 
person of their own choice”68 in condiions which ensure that the chosen person does not exercise undue 
inluence.

66 Recommendaion CM/Rec(2009)8 of the Commitee of Ministers to member states on achieving full 
paricipaion through Universal Design: Universal Design is a strategy which aims to make the design and 
composiion of diferent environments, products, communicaion, informaion technology and services accessible 
and understandable to, as well as usable by, everyone, to the greatest extent in the most independent and natural 
manner possible, preferably without the need for adaptaion or specialized soluions. The terms “design for all,” 
“integral accessibility,” “accessible design,” “inclusive design,” “barrier-free design,” “transgeneraional design” and 
“accessibility for all” are regarded as converging towards the term “Universal Design” used in this text.
67 Aricle 2 ‒ Deiniions of the United Naions Convenion on the Rights of Persons with Disabiliies; “reasonable 
accommodaion” means necessary and appropriate modiicaion and adjustments, not imposing a disproporionate 
or undue burden, to ensure to people with disabiliies the enjoyment of human rights and fundamental freedoms 
on an equal basis with others.

68 Aricle 29 (iii) of the United Naions Convenion on the Rights of Persons with Disabiliies; cf. item II.2 above, and 
the Code, item I.4.b.



 

Equal Access: How to Include Persons with Disabiliies in Elecions and Poliical Processes 81

A
n

n
e

x

 

December 2011 – UN Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Paciic– Regional 
Stakeholder Consultaion for the High-level Intergovernmental Meeing on the Final Review of 
the Implementaion of the Asian and Paciic Decade of Disabled Persons, 2003-2012 (Second 
Session)69 

Goal 2: Promote paricipaion in poliical processes and in decision making.
The following suggesions were made for consideraion:

(a) A new target on “Increase paricipaion of self-help organizaions and family advocacy 
groups in naional, sub-naional and local advocacy organizaions”

(b) Include “youth with disabiliies”; “persons with intellectual disabiliies”; and “persons 
with psychosocial disabiliies”; “reasonable accommodaion and capacity building for 
persons with diverse disabiliies to exercise their right to vote”; and “representaive or-
ganizaions of persons with disabiliies and their family members”

(c) Relect “paricipaion of persons with disabiliies in local legislaive bodies and in the 
judicial process”; “decision making bodies in other development sectors”; the inclusion 
of “diverse disability groups not only in the naional coordinaion mechanism, but also in 
subnaional coordinaion mechanisms (provincial/State; and local)”

(d) Include reference to the need for elecion-related informaion materials, and procedures 
to be made accessible for persons with diverse disabiliies, including the registraion of 
persons with disabiliies as voters

(e) Add “Inclusion of persons with disabiliies and their organizaions in the naional elec-

ion commission or equivalent body”

69 “Regional Stakeholder Consultaion for the High-level Intergovernmental Meeing on the Final Review of the 
Implementaion of the Asian and Paciic Decade of Disabled Persons, 2003-2012.” Social Development in Asia and 
the Paciic. The Social Development Division of the United Naions Economic and Social Commission for Asia and 
the Paciic. <htp://www.unescapsdd.org/disability/event/regional>.

http://www.unescapsdd.org/events/regional-stakeholder-consultation-high-level-intergovernmental-meeting-final-review
http://www.unescapsdd.org/disability/event/regional-stakeholder-consultation-high-level-intergovernmental-meeting-final-review
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December 2011 – Themaic study by the Oice of the United Naions High Commissioner for 
Human Rights on paricipaion in poliical and public life by persons with disabiliies70  
68. The Convenion on the Rights of Persons with Disabiliies heralds a new era for the poliical paricipa-
ion of persons with disabiliies. Aricle 29 requires States paries to guarantee to persons with disabili-
ies poliical rights and the opportunity to enjoy them on an equal basis with others. This provision does 
not foresee any reasonable restricion, nor does it allow any excepion. Aricle 12, which recognizes that 
persons with disabiliies enjoy legal capacity on an equal basis with others in all aspects of life, also does 
not provide for any excepion to the principle, and only requires States paries to take appropriate mea-
sures “to provide access by persons with disabiliies to the support they may require in exercising their 
legal capacity.” 

69. It can be concluded that in accordance with the Convenion, exclusion or restricion of poliical rights 
of persons with disabiliies on the basis of disability may consitute “discriminaion on the basis of dis-
ability” within the meaning of aricle 2 of the Convenion and is contrary to the Convenion.

70. In the majority of countries that responded to the OHCHR quesionnaire, persons with psychosocial 
and intellectual disabiliies coninue to be deprived of their right to vote and be elected on the basis of 
consituional or legal provisions that link their poliical rights to legal capacity. Such restricions may be 
inconsistent with the obligaions that States paries have undertaken under aricles 2, 12 and 29 of the 
Convenion, and should be eliminated as a mater of priority from naional legislaion and pracices, in 
accordance with aricle 4, paragraph 1 (a) and (b), of the Convenion. In order to ensure that persons 
with psychosocial or intellectual disabiliies exercise their right to vote and be elected on an equal basis 
with others, States paries should adopt all appropriate measures, in line with aricle 12, paragraph 3 and 
29 (a) (iii), to provide persons with disabiliies with the support they may require, including the assistance 
of a person of their own choice, in exercising their poliical rights.

71. Aricle 25 of the Internaional Covenant on Civil and Poliical Rights should be interpreted and applied 
taking into account the developments in the areas of human rights of persons with disabiliies. In the 
light of these developments, the Human Rights Commitee should consider reviewing its general com-
ment No. 25 (1996) on the right to paricipate in public afairs, voing rights and the right of equal access 
to public service, so as to relect the progressive evoluion of internaional human rights law in this ield.

72. The replies to the quesionnaire provide a number of posiive examples of the eforts undertaken by 
States to ensure that persons with disabiliies can exercise their voing rights on an equal basis with oth-
ers. However, they also show that in many countries persons with disabiliies coninue to encounter a 
number of physical and communicaion barriers, ranging from inaccessible polling staions to the lack of 
informaion in accessible formats that prevent or limit their equal and efecive paricipaion in the con-
duct of public afairs. Much more needs to be done to ensure the equal and efecive enjoyment of polii-
cal rights by all persons with disabiliies. 

73. Aricle 29 (a) (iii) requires States paries to adopt appropriate measures to allow persons with disabili-
ies who cannot exercise their right to vote independently to be assisted in voing by a person of their 
own choice. In their replies, States have provided several examples of the assistance that persons 

70 Oice of the United Naions High Commissioner for Human Rights. “Themaic study by the Oice of the 
United Naions High Commissioner for Human Rights on paricipaion in poliical and public life by persons 
with disabiliies.” United Naions. December 21, 2011. <htp://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Disability/
SubmissionThemaicStudy/A.HRC.19.36_en.doc>.

http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Disability/SubmissionThematicStudy/A.HRC.19.36_en.doc
http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Disability/SubmissionThematicStudy/A.HRC.19.36_en.doc
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/Disability/Pages/ParticipationPoliticalAndPublicLife.aspx
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with disabiliies can obtain in order to exercise their right to vote. In paricular, they listed a number of 
alternaive ways of voing, such as postal voing or voing at special polling staions, that have been de-
veloped and implemented to facilitate the poliical paricipaion of persons with disabiliies. 

74. The appropriateness of these measures should always be assessed against the general obligaion to 
include persons with disabiliies in all aspects of society and to promote their independence, autonomy 
and dignity. Alternaive ways of voing should only be used in cases where it is not possible, or it is ex-
tremely diicult, for persons with disabiliies to vote in polling staions, like everyone else. General reli-
ance on voing assistance and alternaive voing as a way to ensure the poliical paricipaion of persons 
with disabiliies would not be consistent with the general obligaions undertaken by States paries under 
aricles 4 and 29 of the Convenion.

November 2012 – Bali Commitments on Equal Access to Elecions71

We, members of elecion management bodies, disabled people’s and civil society organizaions, interna-
ional organizaions and insituions, and representaives from academia, recognize that persons with dis-
abiliies are frequently excluded from the poliical lives of their countries and commit to take steps to make 
the electoral process more inclusive and accessible.

We reairm the rights and principles proclaimed in the Universal Declaraion of Human Rights, Interna-
ional Covenant on Civil and Poliical Rights and the UN Convenion on the Rights of Persons with Dis-
abiliies.

We demand the right to paricipate in free, fair and accessible elecions and vote by secret ballot. This 
right applies equally to all ciizens, including those with physical, sensory, intellectual or psychosocial dis-
abiliies. 

We recognize that each country in Southeast Asia experiences unique barriers. We reiterate the commit-
ment made by ASEAN member states in Aricle 7 of the Bali Declaraion on the Enhancement of the Role 
and Paricipaion of the Persons with Disabiliies in ASEAN Community. 

We each resolve to eliminate all forms of discriminaion towards the full and equal poliical paricipaion 
of persons with disabiliies. Acknowledging these obligaions, we hereby agree to work together to ensure 
persons with disabiliies have an equal opportunity to: 

1. Secure naional ideniicaion cards and register to vote* 

2. Equal recogniion in the elecion law 

3. Receive civic and voter educaion and poliical party plaforms in accessible formats, such as sign lan-
guage, Braille, audio, large print, pictorial and easy-to-read

4. Reasonable accommodaions such as assistance in the voing booth, tacile ballot guides, low voing 
booths, magnifying glasses and large grip pens 

5. Accessible infrastructure such as ramps and building layouts that allow for easy maneuver by those 
who use assisive devices 

71 “Bali Commitments on Equal Access to Elecions.” Internaional Foundaion for Electoral Systems. <htp://
www.IFES.org/Content/Publicaions/Aricles/2012/~/media/Files/Publicaions/Internaional Standards/2012/Bali 
Commitments on Equal Access to Elecions_Nov 2012.pdf>.

http://www.ifes.org/Home/Content/Publications/Articles/2012/~/media/Files/Publications/International%20Standards/2012/Bali%20Commitments%20on%20Equal%20Access%20to%20Elections_Nov%20%202012.pdf
http://www.ifes.org/Home/Content/Publications/Articles/2012/~/media/Files/Publications/International%20Standards/2012/Bali%20Commitments%20on%20Equal%20Access%20to%20Elections_Nov%20%202012.pdf
http://www.ifes.org/Home/Content/Publications/Articles/2012/~/media/Files/Publications/International%20Standards/2012/Bali%20Commitments%20on%20Equal%20Access%20to%20Elections_Nov%20%202012.pdf
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6. Couning and announcement of elecion results in accessible formats

7. File a complaint and paricipate in the dispute resoluion process 

8. Serve in leadership roles such as candidates, elecion management body oicials, poll workers and ob-
servers

We will return to our countries and share experiences and outcomes of this conference with our govern-
ments, disabled persons’ organizaions, civil society, the media and other stakeholders. We conirm our 
desire to coninue to collaborate and share best pracices and lessons learned with each other. 

*Paricipants encourage EMBs to collect informaion on type of disability during the registraion process.
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