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Newsletter contents:
• Economic benefits of education for children with 

disabilities under debate (p. 5)
• Negotiations on UN Disability Convention well on 

track (p. 9)
• Interview with Josephine Sinyo (p. 11)
• And other information like a DCDD member 

interviewed (Visio) and a DCDD update.

Towards Inclusive Education
A new brochure about the importance of education for children with disabilities.

Dutch Coalition on Disability and Development 

(DCDD) is a coalition of people and 

organisations who work, or are involved in, 

development cooperation, disability 

organisations and service-provision 

organisations which have international ties. 
     DCDD strives to be an ‘activating’ network 

of member organisations and other parties 

who work in, or are interested in, disability in 

connection with development cooperation.

DCDD’s mission is to work for the inclusion 

and social participation of people with 

disabilities who live in situations of poverty 

and exclusion, from the perspective of human 

rights and solidarity.

DCDD is soon going to publish a new 
brochure about education within its 
series of publications – ‘ Towards an 
Inclusive Policy’. With this brochure 
DCDD wants to encourage 
development organisations to make 
basic education inclusive for all 
children. Exclusion from education 
reinforces and deepens illiteracy, 
dependency and poverty for disabled 
children and for all those who care 
for them in their families. Inclusive 
education was, perhaps, the earliest 
issue which was recognised 
internationally as being critical within 
the framework of development 
cooperation. The ‘Education for All’ 
initiative is, in fact, aimed at a wide 
range of marginalised groups, not 
just disabled pupils.

Rachna, 12, born deaf. Because her father couldn’t cope with her disability, 

Rachna lives with her mother in the maternal extended family home. Rachna’s 

mother made a real effort to enable her daughter to attend school. From the 

age of three, Rachna attended a kindergarten for deaf and hard of hearing 

children. She then went on to attend Ankur primary school - the same school 

that Rachna’s mother and grandmother had been to. Rachna was accepted 

even though she was not yet able to talk. She learned to use a hearing aid, to 

communicate in sign language and to speak a few words in her first year of 

school. Recently Rachna has become a star in classical Indian dance despite 

her profound deafness. She performs in public events and has gained wide 

recognition.

Individual training at a school in Ind ia

Rachna’s story, although quite 

exceptional, illustrates that inclusive 

education can make a real difference 

in the life of a disabled child. The 

unexpected way of thinking that her 

mothers family has, inspires, not only 

other parents but also policy officers 

to find unfamiliar solutions in 

education.

continued on page 2
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Lack of attention

DCDD’s mission, from the perspective of 

human rights and solidarity, is to promote 

the inclusion and social participation of 

people with disabilities who are living in 

situations of poverty and exclusion. DCDD 

challenges Dutch development 

cooperation organisations and the government 

about the lack of attention given to disabled children 

in educational programmes. The coalition wants 

greater attention paid to the problems of disabled 

children in the Dutch campaigns about ‘Education 

for All’. There are no organisations active in these 

campaigns promoting the interests of disabled 

children or who are familiar with inclusive education. 

The present educational culture in the Netherlands 

may play a role here, with the integration of 

disabled children in education taking place only 

slowly. 

The purpose of inclusive education is that all 

children should go to ordinary schools. Policy and 

practice must, therefore, ensure that educational 

programmes are also accessible to children with 

disabilities. Inclusive education presupposes equality 

and accepts each child as she/he is, with her/his 

own unique capacities. If special programmes are 

necessary for disabled children, these must be 

integrated in normal education.

Prejudices

Negative attitudes create real barriers in the 

mindsets of people and enable them to segregate 

and deny disabled children the opportunity of 

enjoying life growing up with and in the same way 

as all children. There is a lot of prejudice too against 

inclusive education. For example: “Investing in 
education for disabled children is economically not 
interesting. ” It is, however, in the economic interest 

of the family and the State to invest in the 

education of disabled children. An educated disabled 

child is more likely to participate, to become self-

reliant and to contribute than an illiterate child or a 

child who is separated from mainstream schooling. 

In this DCDD newsletter a discussion article is 

published about the economic dimension of 

education for disabled children (p. 5). Another 

common opinion expressed is “Disabled children in 
the classroom slow down the pace of learning. ” But 

if every child is approached on the basis of her or 

his capacities instead of their perceived inabilities,

In the Mazabua region in Zambia, only 3 out of 238 disabled children go 

to a local school….. and this is because their parents are teachers. The 

other 235 will grow up illiterate, because the nearest special school is 

250 miles away. Many parents believe that any kind of education for their 

disabled children is useless and so prioritise paying the school fees for 

their able bodied children.

In India, before disabled children try to gain admission to mainstream schools, several special schools 

organise pre-school classes to train them in the skills they will need regarding daily personal care and, 

for example, in alternative or augmentative communication. Primary school teachers are trained in the 

use of alternative communication styles in the classroom with all the children. Both forms of support 

enable more disabled children to enrol, retain and succeed in mainstream schools. 

she or he has the chance to contribute to the class, 

to enrich the learning process and to develop her or 

his own potential like all children. All the children in 

a class room will benefit from child centred, flexible 

and creative approaches. In other words, inclusive 

education is good for everyone. Another prejudice is 

that special schools are better equipped and 

resourced than ordinary schools. This is also not 

true. It may exist in theory, but even if there are 

higher allowances per student, special schools have 

lower budgets and lack the capacity to offer the 

range of mainstream facilities such as libraries, 

technology and sports. And there are many other 

dilemma’s like this.

Despite the evidence of its success and the high-

level international support for inclusive education, 

the efficacy of this approach and the practicality of 

implementing it, continue to be questioned. 

Worldwide, inclusive education is still a fledgling in 

many cases. Prejudices against inclusive education 

must be challenged by presenting facts. But facts in 

themselves are often not enough to convince 

people. They do not change attitudes. Stories about 

real people show the other side of policy. By giving 

good practical examples one can touch people’s 

hearts. And by asking the right questions. The point 

is that people see children with disabilities as 

children in the first place; children who have a right 

to education. That does not require any expertise 

about disability. 

Changing attitudes

Inclusive education is a process. Asking questions 

about who is excluded from school, and who is 

excluded from participating in learning, can be a 

very practical way of starting this process. The 

Index for Inclusion (*) suggests that inclusive 

policies, practices and cultures need to be developed 

if schools are to provide education for all children in 

the communities they serve. This requires a process 

of consultation and discussion among key 

stakeholders, and the Index contains many ideas 

about how to lead such a process. 

...continued on 

page 3
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Successful strategies

In many developing countries inclusive education is 

a dream rather than reality. But there are ways of 

making basic education accessible for children with 

a disability:
- Developing a language of inclusion: encourage 

practitioners to agree on the meaning of common 

terms in order to prevent confusion and the 

misleading use of words.
- Developing inclusive learning environments: the 

improvements will benefit all learners, not only 

those with disabilities.
- Creating inclusive classrooms: the understanding 

that children learn at different rates and have 

different learning styles, ensures that all children 

are included, not just the average child.
- Teacher training and development: short, in-

service courses provide teachers with the confidence 

and competence to respond to the individual 

children – even in huge classrooms.
- Sharing information: the dissemination of practical 

publications and the exchange of ideas builds 

confidence and helps teachers to find their own
solutions.
- Promoting inclusive policy development: use 

inspiring examples and internationally accepted  

policy documents like the Standard Rules on the 

Equalization of Opportunities for Persons with 

Disabilities (United Nations, 1993); the Salamanca 

Statement and Framework for Action on Special 

Needs Education (Unesco, 1994) can also be used to 

campaign for national inclusive policies.

Target groups

The new brochure has been compiled under the 

supervision of DCDD’s education working group. This 

working group focuses on influencing the policies of 

Dutch organisations and the government involved in 

Education for All in development cooperation. The 

educational policies of these actors need to change 

so that the right to education for children with 

disabilities becomes an integral part of them. 

There are other target groups which are also 

important for achieving the goal of a more inclusive 

society. They include the parents and the immediate 

environment of children with disabilities as well as 

the special-interest organisations of people with 

disabilities on the one hand, and policy-makers in 

developing countries on the other. DCDD’s approach 

is to stimulate awareness in Dutch development 

organisations, in whatever part of the world they 

work, about the need to ensure proper education for 

all. If these organisations make inclusive education a 

precondition, they will reach the parents and the

...continued on page 4
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Colofon
DCDD’s newsletter is produced by an editorial 

committee. Members of the committee are: Truus 

Jonker, Letty Darwish, Christina de Vries, Aartjan ter 

Haar, Ria Scheele, Petra Jorissen and Mark Raijmakers 

(editor).
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policy-makers as a matter of course. 

Author: Aartjan ter Haar

This article is also published online, on: 

www.dcdd.nl?2923, and in Dutch on 

www.dcdd.nl?2922. Photo on frontpage by Liliane 

Fonds.

Partner 

organisations rarely ask for inclusive education, 

because they usually know little about it. Also, they 

do not expect the donor organisation to sponsor it. 

This means that a vicious circle must be broken so 

that the donor organisations bring inclusive 

education to the attention of partner 
organisations and that the latter become 
convinced that education is a precondition for 
the further development of children with 
disabilities too.

DCDD’s newest brochure on education can be 

ordered from DCDD free of charge. The text can be 

downloaded from www.dcdd.nl?2924.

Former publications in the DCDD series of brochures:
- “ As strong as the weakest link” (November 2004). An 
incentive to development organisations and governments 
to make disability an integrated element of policy and 
action. (Downloadable as a Word document from 
www.dcdd.nl?2485)
- “ Moving up the learning curve. Inclusive development 

today” (May 2005). Examples from projects of the 
Southern Partners of Dutch development NGOs illustrate 
good practice and show the way. (Downloadable as a Word 
or PDF document in English from www.dcdd.nl?2647) 

(*) The Index for Inclusion is a set of materials to guide 
schools through a process of inclusive school development. 
More information on http://inclusion.uwe.ac.uk/csie/index-
overview.htm.

In Zambia a child-to-child project was set up to identify children out of school. The children identified first of all the 

disabled children who were invisible in the community. Consequently the project moved to encourage families to send their 

disabled children to school and to promote inclusive education. Disabled and non-disabled children were ‘twinned’; they 

used the same table, helping each other to take notes. The twinning system proved successful in helping disabled children 

to attend school, make friends and to participate in games.

“I enjoy teaching more. The Inclusive Education programme in Lesotho has equipped us with different techniques for our 

so-called normal pupils; we even stay after hours to prepare. Even without the inclusive education programme we would 

still have to cope with the individual differences… I find that having the knowledge of assessing strengths and weaknesses 

helps me to understand the student’s needs individually.” (A teacher from Lesotho)

  DCDD starts new project for and with 
Dutch people with disabilities

Working towards the national parliamentary 

elections in 2007 DCDD has started a project to 

involve Dutch disabled people to lobby political 

parties to get more attention for their colleagues in 

developing countries. More information on the 

project (in Dutch) can be read from 

www.dcdd.nl?2875.

Seminar on Disability in (post-)emergency 
situations

On February 24 DCDD organised in collaboration 

with Enablement a seminar on disability and 

disaster. The event brought together 50 experts 

from 13 countries to discuss the impact of disasters 

on the lives of disabled people and how well disaster 

responses meet the need of disabled people. More 

information on: www.dcdd.nl?2872. 

DCDD update - March 2006

DCDD in New York at the UN 'disability' 

convention negotiations

DCDD's board member Lydia la Rivière-Zijdel in 

January in New York participated in the three weeks 

negotiations on the new convention on the 'rights of 

people with disabilities'. Serious advancements have 

been made. In this newsletter an article on the 

convention is published, page 9.

New office location for DCDD

Per February 1st DCDD has moved to a new 

location.  The new visit address is Maliebaan 71-K in 

Utrecht. The address for correspondence and 

telephone-numbers also change.

DCDD - P.O. Box 13054 - 3507 LB Utrecht - The 

Netherlands 
Tel. +31.30-236.37.86 - Fax +31.30-236.30.09 
(Unchanged: dcdd@dcdd.nl and www.dcdd.nl)
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Economic benefits of education for 
children with disabilities under debate.

Worldwide there is a lot of attention being paid to the millennium target of education for all in 2015. It 
looks as if this will be the most successful target, as interim reports indicate an increase in the number of 
children receiving education. Basic education is indeed a precondition for development. Nevertheless, 
children with disabilities do not seem to be benefiting from current efforts in the field of education. 
Exclusion is still in daily practice, and there are few signs globally that the situation is improving for them. 
There are many reasons why education for all is not taking off, as you can read in the  leading article of 
this DCDD Newsletter on page 1. The Editorial Board of the DCDD Newsletter decided to investigate the 
economic side of this issue in greater depth, and asked a number of activists and experts to respon d to 
the discussion statement below:

Investing pays

This proposition is not based on facts or solid 

arguments, but merely reflects an opinion that is 

based on bias and ignorance. Alas, this notion is 

widespread and contributes to an attitude of neglect 

and marginalisation towards people with disabilities. 

There are many reasons why investing in 

underprivileged young children yields high economic 

returns. Early intervention stimulates schooling, 

increases their capabilities and their ability to work, 

increases the productivity of schools and leads to 

less crime, teenage pregnancies and dependence on 

benefit payments. It increases income and promotes 

social cohesion. 
“For every dollar invested in them, there is a return 
of an additional 15 to 17 %. ”, says James  
Heckman, winner of the 2005 Nobel Prize for 

economics and a Professor 

at the University of 

Chicago. Investing in 

education for children with 

disabilities is not only an 

activity that springs from 

human rights, justice and 

equality it is also, from an 

economic point of view, a 

healthy and necessary 

investment.

Kenneth Eklindh, Senior Programme Specialist at 

UNESCO, France (www.unesco.org). 

Email: K.Eklindh@unesco.org. 

Millstone

In many African countries 

access to education is still an 

illusion for children with 

disabilities, even if they are 

entitled to it. Basic education 

may be free in a number of 

countries, but in my country, 

Malawi, 34% of all children 

with disabilities do not attend 

school for lack of specialised 

teachers and the poor facilities for Braille and sign 

language. Some policy-makers and even families 

regard investing in the education of children with 

disabilities as economically unprofitable. 

Providing education for a disabled child is considered 

to be expensive because of the costs of the facilities 

needed, such as Braille for blind children. In fact, 

the opposite is true. To deny the necessity of 

education for a child is more expensive when you 

take into account the price paid by the community. 

It produces a non-productive individual who is 

regarded as a millstone around the neck.

Mussa Chiwaula, Director of the Federation of 

Disability Organisations in Malawi (FEDOMA). Mr. 

Chiwaula is a human rights and disability activist of over 

20 years standing. 
Email: fedoma@malawi.net.

“Investing in education for children with disabilities is 
not worthwhile from an economic point of view.”
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Education is a right

Education is not a privilege, but one of the basic 

human rights for all children, irrespective of their 

physical, social or political position. In a study 

carried out in Zimbabwe in 2003 it appeared that of 

all the people with disabilities, 34% of the girls and 

22% of the boys had never attended a school. The 

same was found in Mozambique, Namibia and 

Zambia from a research programme conducted in 

2005. Many parents really believe that education for 

children with disabilities is throwing away money. A 

19-year old orphan was denied the right to go to 

school by her father’s family. She is not allowed to 

use his possessions either. She was raped, infected 

with the HIV virus and has a child from a man 

whose identity she does want to disclose. Her child, 

who is now six years old, is not going to school. The 

family does not want to provide for her or her child. 

In these conditions, the 

 

millennium target for going 

to school.  The family does not want to provide for

her or her child. In 

these conditions, the 

education fails, not 

only for children with 

disabilities but for 

children without too. 

Societies must learn 

that disability is not 

the same as not being 

able to do anything.

Gladys Charowa, a single mother from Zimbabwe, has 
been disabled since 2001 as a result of a car accident. Ms. 

Charowa is the founder and Director of the Disabled 
Women Support Organisation ( DWSO). Email addresses: 
gcharowa@comone.co.zw or dwso.hre@healthnet.org.zw. 

To read her extensive response to the proposition, see 
www.dcdd.nl?2905.

It is wise to invest

Raju, 10, is a boy from Coorg, 

Southern India, who has speech 

and hearing problems. His 

father, Vairappa, applied to the 

rehabilitation centre in Coorg 

for funding to maintain his 

family. The family wanted to 

breed sheep and needed money 

to buy them. He did not ask for 

money to pay for a hearing aid 

for his son. I asked the father 

what would happen to his son if he died, and how he 

planned to provide for his family when he was old. 

Vairappa had no answer to this. I told him about the 

advantages of his son having a hearing aid and 

being educated, which would allow him to earn 

money. Vairappa realised the importance of 

education and chose to apply for money to educate 

his son. Almost 6% of the population in developing 

countries is made up of people with disabilities. If 

these 6% are not regarded as people who contribute 

to society, a large part of them will become 

parasites. It is better to be wise and invest in this 

6% than to regard them as a millstone around 

society’s neck. 

K.R. Rajendra is Managing Director of Leonard Cheshire 
International South Asia (www.lcisouthasia.org). 
Contact via info@lcisouthasia.org. For an extensive 

response to the proposition, see: www.dcdd.nl?2906 

Not money, but attention

I disagree wholeheartedly with the proposition. 

People with disabilities have always been regarded 

as a liability, and something that costs money does 

not appeal. Running a school for special education 

costs money, but if teachers in mainstream schools 

are trained in special needs education from the 

start, there is no reason why they could not accept 

pupils with disabilities in their schools. It does not 

cost extra money, but it does require more 

attention. People are the main resource, and no 

economy in the world does well if a large part of the 

population is not productive. Aside from this, it was 

decided in April 2000 at the World Education Forum

in Dakar that we should strive for education for all. 

That includes adults and children with disabilities. 

Ms. Rachel Kamchacha 
Kachaje had an active role in 
the creation of FEDOMA (see 
above) and Disabled Women 
in Development (DIWODE). 
Email: globalfield@africa-
online.net. 

Article continued on page 7
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Not applicable to inclusive education

How can we split off the financing of education for 

children with disabilities from the financing of 

mainstream education? Here in South Africa we are 

going through a transition to an inclusive 

educational system. Regarding inclusive education, 

it is hard to tell which part of mainstream 

educational funding is intended for children with 

disabilities. Mainstream schools do not have the 

mechanisms for acquiring funding for pupils who 

need special support. Not surprisingly therefore, 

teachers and parents complain that these children 

do not receive adequate support. At this time these 

special facilities are only available in special 

education schools, but they are also necessary in 

mainstream schools. Financing of mainstream 

schools must begin to take 

account of the special 

needs of all children, 

including children with 

disabilities, orphans (as a 

result of HIV/Aids), and 

children living in poverty.

Judy McKenzie is the parent 
of a child with Down’s 
syndrome. She works for the 
Education Department in 

South Africa, where she trains teachers in inclusive 
education. Email: jocada@computronics.co.za. 

Not market-directed

Children with disabilities are people, just like 

anybody else. They did not 

choose to be disabled, and 

they deserve extra attention 

and support from other 

people. Nobody owns her or 

his life, and anybody can 

become disabled. That is why 

governments must take 

suitable measures to give 

children with disabilities 

access to education. The 

tendency to marginalise 

people with disabilities because they need special 

facilities is something we must condemn and reject. 

Education should not be market-directed, but must 

be regarded as a good basis for economic and social 

development. People with disabilities must be able 

to receive education in order to lead better lives, 

and they should have the same opportunities as 

other people, because they can contribute to 

development. But this is only possible if society 

creates the space. 

Christophe Zoungrana is co-ordinating the Global 

Campaign for Education Capacity Building for Central and 

West Africa. He can be contacted via: 

christophezoungrana@yahoo.fr.

Editor: Petra Jorissen.
This article has also been published online: www.dcdd.nl?2904. 

A translation into Dutch is published online on: ww w.dcdd.nl?2903.

DCDD update (March 2006)
continued from page 3

Top 5 downloads from DCDD's website

Since last newsletter (nr. 11, October 2005) there 

were 10.463 files downloaded from www.dcdd.nl. 

The top 5 consists of:
1. (Dutch) Verslag forum 'Gehandicapten-
organisaties Noord en Zuid: dezelfde strijd?' , 9 

januari 2002 --> www.dcdd.nl?1119.
2. (Dutch) Kamerbrief inzake aandacht voor mensen 
met een handicap in de Rijksbegroting Buitenlandse 
Zaken 2005 , 20 oktober 2004 --> 

www.dcdd.nl?2482.
3. (Dutch) Verslag studiedag 'De invloed van cultuur 
en religie op het revalidatieproces ' 29 november 

2002 --> www.dcdd.nl?1627.
4. Report of the symposium 'Empowerment and 
disability: a challenging combination for donor 
organisations ', 15 November 2004 --> 

www.dcdd.nl?2414.
5. DCDD newsletter 11  --> www.dcdd.nl?2810.

DCDD starts rights programme 

DCDD has managed to get (TMF-)funding from the 
Dutch Minisrty of Foreign Affairs to manage a rights 
programme for the coming five years. DCDD will 
work together with DCDD institutional members to 
involve their partners in five Southern countries to 
collaborate in a worldwide lobby venture to get 
disabled people's right more on the agenda of the 
governments. Five selected partner countries are 
Cambodia, Uganda, Kenya, South Africa and 
Nicaragua. More information on DCDD's website due 
to be published in May and in DCDD's next 
newsletter, number 13.

New colleague at DCDD office

Mrs. Anke Huijboom will start as (parttime) 
programme officer at DCDD's office in Utrecht in 
May. She will be responsible for carrying out the 
activities of the new rights programme of DCDD. 
Mrs. Huijboom studied human rights law and worked 
for the Dutch government at the Ministry and at the 
Dutch embassy in Rwanda. Since 2004 she worked 
as researcher at the Netherlands Institute of Human 
Rights.
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DCDD members interviewed

‘Visually impaired 
people still have a 
lot of options’. 

Interview with Hans Welling, VISIO

Hans Welling is VISIO’s Supervisor of 
International Projects, and European Chairman of 
the ICEVI (International Council for Education of 
people with Visual Impairment)

What is VISIO and what is its mission?
It is a Dutch organisation for the education, care 

and rehabilitation of people with a visual 

impairment. We want to be their partner by 

assisting them in independent living, learning and 

working. We cooperate with colleague organisations 

in Eastern Europe and developing countries, mainly 

by exchanging expertise and employees. 

What sort of projects do you work in?
For instance in ‘ Eye Care’ in Nepal, we 

worked with a Dutch eye-hospital and the 

Nepal Association for the Welfare of the Blind. 

Visually impaired people were visited in their 

villages. If they could be treated, they were 

sent to the hospital. When treatment was 

impossible they were provided with education 

and vocational training so that they could take 

care of themselves, for instance, by raising pigs 

or chickens. Alongside local organisations, in 

Tanzania we coached parents and in Vietnam 

we educated teachers to stimulate the 

development of visually impaired children. In 

the Ural, Russia, VISIO stimulated the 

education of visually impaired children in 

mainstream schools. We provided the facilities 

in cooperation with a local and a Dutch 

University. In Romania and Moldavia we 

introduced typewriting for visually impaired 

people. This resulted in job training using 

computers. 

To conclude: We exchange knowledge 

internationally in order to help visually impaired 

people to function better in society. We also want to 

change attitudes towards people with a visual 

impairment, especially those of teachers. We want 

to show that visually impaired people still have a lot 

of options.

We work together with Dutch development 

organisations, as long as they have an 

infrastructure (school or rehabilitation centre) or a 

Himalaya 

plan that we can fit into. We provide material and 

workers. For instance, with Cordaid we had a 

project in Bangladesh. Cordaid did the medical part 

and VISIO, together with local organisations, did the 

rehabilitation and vocational training of those people 

who could not be treated.

Does VISIO lobby for attention to be paid to 

the position of visually impaired people?
We make development organisations aware that 

they have a task in improving their position. 

Creating attention to the position of disabled people 

in general, we see as a task for DCDD.

What is the added value of DCDD membership?
DCDD is a platform and a meeting place for a variety 

of organisations. Service providers, development 

organisations and international organisations. DCDD 

has put the issue of disabled people in developing 

countries on the agenda, nationally and 

internationally.

How do you see the future of the DCDD?
Participation in international forums, more European 

cooperation or stimulating organisations such as 

DCDD to start in other European countries. Has the 

position of visually impaired people in developing 

countries changed over the last few years?

The position of people with so-called low-vision 

worldwide has greatly improved. There is more 

interest and understanding. They are now 

encouraged to do what they can with their impaired 

eye-sight. But this also requires aids like special 

(magnifying) glasses which are expensive.

A final comment?
People with impairments must become active and 

advocate for their own rights. They can do that so 

much better than the professionals. Be a partner for 

local governments. If possible set up your own 

infrastructure of people with similar interests.

Author: Ria Scheele. This article was also 
published online on: www.dcdd.nl?2928.

Photo by Visio (www.visio.nu): 
Crossing the street in Vietnam.
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Negotiations on UN Disability 
Convention well on track

Since 2001, the United Nations have been negotiating a new UN Human Rights Convention for 
people with disabilities(1). When the special UN committee met for the seventh time in January 
2006, much progress had been made. Some matters, however, remain controversial, specifically the 
issues that demonstrate the differences between the Western countries and developing countries. If 
all goes well, the UN General Meeting will be able to take a resolution on the new human rights 
convention by the end of this year.

The convention is of great importance to people 
with disabilities because the text, for the first time 
in human history, will provide a legal framework 
laying down their rights. The convention is a 
powerful instrument in the struggle for access to 
equal rights and will enhance the dignity of people 
with disabilities.

Good progress

More than 400 people attended the meeting of the 

UN Committee in New York in January. Government 

delegations were present, but there were many 

organisations representing the interests of people 

with disabilities in particular too. On behalf of 

DCDD, Board member Lydia la Rivière-Zijdel 

participated in the negotiations. She used her 

expertise in particular to achieve equality between 

women and men in the convention text. Along with 

other members of the International Disability and 

Development Consortium (IDDC)(2), DCDD wants 

the convention to emphasise the concept of 

inclusive development.  

Inclusive development means respecting the full 

spectrum of human rights for all members of society, 

acknowledgement of diversity, poverty reduction and 

ensuring that all people can participate fully and 

actively in development processes and activities. As 

it is, little attention has been paid to development 

issues in the convention negotiations. People living 

in poverty with a disability from developing countries 

are poorly represented.

Participants in the convention negotiations agreed 

that much progress had been made. There was 

great commitment to find compromises. Some 

issues on which no consensus could be reached in 

the past have now been agreed. For example, the 

preambule now provides clarity about a concept like 

‘family’, so that other forms of social organisation, 

as well as the extended family, have now been 

acknowledged. A number of linguistic matters have 

also been resolved. Clarity has been achieved about 

‘national laws of general application’; a concept 

which means that existing laws may never imply or 

cause discrimination of people with disabilities. Apart 

from rehabilitation, the concept of habilitation has 

been included, and there will be a separate article 

about health. The result is that health, or a medical 

approach, such as paying attention to clean drinking 

water, has been de-coupled from rehabilitation. 

Rehabilitation and 

habilitation refer to 

a social model in 

which the 

community works 

for rehabilitation 

and restoration of 

participation. It is 

very likely that a 

separate article 

will be included 

about children with 

disabilities, linked 

to the UN 

Children’s 

Convention. 

continued on p. 10

Photo of the Women’s International Disability Caucus at 
the convention negotiations in New York in January. In 
their midst ambassador McKay, chair of the UN Ad Hoc 
Committee. (Photo by Lydia la Rivière-Z ijdel)
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In particular, much more attention is given to 

differences between the various groups of people 

with disabilities on the one hand and the poorest 

groups on the other. Matters like sanitation are 

addressed explicitly, but also the consequences of 

conflicts for people with disabilities.

International cooperation

The interest groups of people with disabilities 

lobbying in New York, IDDC members and most 

developing countries advocate that extensive 

attention should be paid to international cooperation 

in the convention text. They want a separate article 

(number 32), and a statement about international 

cooperation in the preambule, as well as in 

the general obligations. Most people with 

disabilities (80%) live in developing 

countries and are usually among the 

poorest sections of the population. The main 

causes of disability are poverty (lack of 

healthy drinking water, medicines, health centres 

and access to education and work). Increasing 

globalisation and the need for more cooperation in 

poverty reduction in the framework of international 

security also warrant special attention for 

international cooperation in the disability 

convention. DCDD proposes, additionally, that 

development cooperation policies should be inclusive 

and specifically applicable to people with disabilities. 

Before the negotiations began, there was a lot of 

controversy about Article 32. Most Western 

countries (EU) are opposed to this article, because 

they fear that developing countries would claim 

more funds for development under the pretext of a 

separate article about international cooperation. In 

New York, in January, a draft Article 32 was finally 

written. It seems that consensus has been reached 

about the need for a separate article which also 

mentions development cooperation, but the parties 

are not yet prepared to include the concept of 

inclusive development. In a notice accompanying 

the draft convention text, the Chair of the special 

UN Committee writes that Article 32 now only 

seems a matter of wording. We think, however, that 

this article is at risk of being sunk at the last 

moment by Western countries, with the European 

Union in the lead. Lobbying remains very necessary.

Women

According to WHO estimates (1992), between 58 

and 63% of all people with disabilities in developing 

counties are women and girls. Developing countries 

and NGOs have started a lobby to include a separate 

article in the convention about women, as well as a 

paragraph in the section on the basic principles of 

equality between men and women, and about 

gender-sensitive language and gender 

mainstreaming throughout the whole convention. 

The UN Convention on the Elimination of All Forms 

of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) does not 

explicitly regulate any matters regarding women or 

girls with disabilities. Various analyses show that no 

attention has been given to the position of disabled 

women or girls in the implementation of the 

women’s rights convention. This appears, for 

instance, from the analyses made 5 and 10 years 

after the Beijing Platform for Action 1995 (4th UN 

World Conference on Women). Disabled women and 

girls are hardly included in policies - like mothers 

with disabled children, for that matter. Gender is not 

a specific item in regular disability policies, even if 

these are based on a social or human rights model.

With regard to women and children, the EU wants to 

avoid differences in rights between the human rights 

conventions and the various groups of disabled 

people. So it will be falsely argued that other 

provisions do not apply to these groups. However, it 

has been customary to expressly include the 

equality of men and women, as well as gender 

mainstreaming, in UN conventions adopted over the 

past years, as a result of which these concepts have 

attained legal status in UN member countries.

After difficult negotiations, the present convention 

text now contains an article about women. The 

European Women’s Lobby and many women’s 

organisation in developing countries in particular, 

have greeted this with enthusiasm. In New York, 

NGOs argued that gender mainstreaming should be 

addressed throughout the convention, and that 

equality for men and women should be included in 

the basic articles. Another matter that was 

advocated was a twin-track approach, including 

references to the specific problems of women with 

disabilities in the applicable articles and a wholly 

separate article about women. The NGOs received 

support from many countries, but nevertheless 

objections still persist, and there remains the 

question as to whether the articles about women 

will be maintained.

Continuation

Probably in August 2006, the (hopefully final) 

special meeting will take place to iron out the last 

difficulties. The sting is in the tail though and it will 

be tense and uncertain until the very last day of the 

negotiations, as to whether the articles that 

promote the position of people with disabilities in 

developing countries will be maintained. It is 

especially important that a good, inclusive 

continued on page 11

Some articles, however, remain controversial, specifically 
the issues that demonstrate the differences between the 

Western countries and developing countries.
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monitoring system is set up. This will make or break 

the convention. It proved to be a difficult point on 

the last day in New York, and there is a risk that a 

body will be set up that has very little knowledge of 

the interests of people with disabilities. A strong 

lobby is required to promote the earlier suggestions 

for an article: monitoring of inclusive policy, with the 

participation of experts who are disabled 

themselves, and a good division of roles between 

the North and the South.

After the August meeting the Convention text will be 

presented to the General Assembly of the United 

Nations and the long ratification process by member 

countries will follow. Much is still needed worldwide 

regarding awareness-raising. Only a small number 

of people know about the Convention, and greater 

awareness will be essential for the ratification and 

implementation of the Convention. DCDD is making 

a modest contribution by issuing a new rights 

programme in collaboration with DCDD members 

and their Southern partners which supports the 

national lobbies of these Southern partners. More 

information about the programme can be obtained 

from DCDD.

Authors: Mark Raijmakers (Director) and 
Lydia la Rivière-Zijdel (Board member), DCDD.

Both authors participated in the negotiations about the 
convention in New York, Mark in August 2004 and Lydia in 
August 2005 and January 2006.

This article has been published online on: 
www.dcdd.nl?2925. For a Dutch translation of this article 
please visit: www.dcdd.nl?2926.

(1) Seventh Session of the Ad Hoc Committee on a 
Comprehensive and Integral International Convention on 
Protection and Promotion of the Rights and Dignity of 
Persons with Disabilities . See the website: 

www.un.org/esa/socdev/enable/ for more information.

(2) DCDD is a member of IDDC. More information can be 

found at www.iddc.org.uk

Further reading about the convention on DCDD’s 

website:

- www.dcdd.nl?2262:  links to other websites about the 

Convention

- www.dcdd.nl?2758: Inclusive development and the 

Convention

- www.dcdd.nl?2382: Will a UN Convention on Disability 

affect the lives of disabled people in developing countries?

- www.dcdd.nl?2411: Inclusive Development and the UN 

Convention: IDDC Reflection Paper

The draft Convention text after the conclusion of the 

negotiations on 3 February can be found on: 

www.un.org/esa/socdev/enable/rights/ahc7revtext.htm

The blind open their mouths, but 
wheelchair users are more visible 

Interview with Josephine Sinyo

“The stairs of my hotel are so steep that it’s 
like climbing a tree. That was a disappointment 
in Holland,” says Josephine Sinyo, from Kenya, 
in the interview which I had with her in the 
Stopera building in Amsterdam. Sinyo, who is a 
member of the Advisory Board of DCDD, was 
visiting Holland for DCDD’s fifth anniversary on 
8 September of last year.

Indeed, the Netherlands is not a finished country 
when it comes to accessibility for people with 
disabilities. Sinyo, 49, who is a lawyer, Chair of 
United Disabled Persons of Kenya (UDPK), a 
single mother and blind since birth, has 
undoubtedly visited countries and cities that 
have made more work of accessibility. New York, 
for instance, where she was in January to 
collaborate on the draft text of a new official UN 
Convention on disability and human rights. This 
Convention is intended to provide equal access 
to rights for disabled people. 

Sinyo is privileged. She went to a (special) 
missionary school at an early age. She does not 
look happy as she talks about this. “I was taken 
away from my parents and became the property 
of the missionaries, as it were, but it was a 
solution for my parents. ” She did so well at 
school that someone at the university paid her 
fees. After finishing her law studies in Nairobi 
she studied International Law and Human Rights 
in Hull, England. 

From 1989 to 2002, Sinyo represented the 
minorities and the poor as a Member of 
Parliament. “For a woman, there are few 
prospects in Kenya; they are only fit for 
marriage. A disabled woman is often considered 
an object. After all, what use to a man is a 
woman who cannot fetch water? In a way, 
women with disabilities do not exist. They are 
hidden away, neglected and are often abused 
sexually. ” 

continued on page 12
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(article from page 11 continued, Josephine Sinyo 

interviewed)

Since she was a Member of Parliament, Sinyo 

has been a role model. She made the position 

of people with disabilities more visible. People 

with disabilities are, in the first place, citizens 

who can be of value economically, she 

emphasises. Sinyo was actively involved in the 

drafting of the Disability Act which came into 

force in 2004 after many struggles. This Act 

gives people with disabilities more rights. Right 

to health care, for example. The Act also has 

the effect of focussing more attention on people 

with disabilities.

Important areas for improvement are: work, 

health care, education and social security. 

Ultimately, the Act is to ensure that fewer 

people with disabilities are forced to beg, for 

example. Sinyo estimates that some 15 per 

cent of all Kenyans have a disability. HIV and 

under-nourishment are important causes. 

“Don’t forget that the bomb attack on the 
American embassy in 1998 added many 
thousands to the number of disabled people in 
the country. Many people became deaf or their 
eyes were affected, and many people have 
traumas and depression which they have to live 
with to this day. That bomb caused a 
tremendous amount of damage, a little known 
fact.”  

Things are gradually changing for the better. Sinyo 

speaks of drops in the ocean. More children with 

disabilities attend normal schools, and the number 

of special schools is increasing. 

Education is free in Kenya, but schools often have 

too little funding to teach disabled children too. The 

University of Kenya has opened its doors to the 

disabled, and an institute has been established 

which trains teachers for special education. 

As Chair of the national organisation United Disabled 

Persons of Kenya, Sinyo has plenty of work ahead of 

her. “The blind speak here, but people with crutches 
or wheelchairs are more visible, ” says Sinyo not 

without pride. In the coming years the organisation 

will be focusing on the elderly, children and women 

with disabilities, groups which are especially 

vulnerable. One activity envisaged is to contribute to 

strengthening the independence of women with 

disabilities, in general and economically. Disabled 

women in particular are often single mothers. 

“Fatherhood is only hypothetical here, ” she dryly 

observes.  

Disabled women do not need to leave their 

community to become independent and lead a full 

and decent life. For example, they can receive 

training to fetch water independently, lay out a 

kitchen garden and cook themselves. Blind women 

may learn how to sell vegetables or keep accounts, 

common or garden tasks which they often have not 

been taught. “Parents will often say: ‘You can’t do 
that, you aren’t able to.’ Parents and relatives are 
often their greatest enemies. ”

Author: Petra Jorissen. The author is a freelance journalist 

and a member of DCDD’s editorial committee.

This article has been published online on DCDD's website, 

on: www.dcdd.nl?2898. In Dutch translation on: 

www.dcdd.nl?2897.

An interview with Josephine Sinyo was published on pages 

2 and 3 of the Dutch national daily Trouw of 19 January. 

The newspaper article can be downloaded as a PDF file 

from the web page: www.dcdd.nl?2868 (Dutch).

Josephine Sinyo photographed 
in Amsterdam Stopera café in September ‘05.
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