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1. Introduction

The European Disability Forum (EDF) is the umbrella body of the European disability movement representing the interests of 65 million disabled Europeans and their families – a diverse group made-up of persons with disabilities ranging from physical, sensory, intellectual disabilities, persons with mental health problems and people with complex and multiple disabilities.  It is estimated that 60% of this population are women. 

EDF welcomes the public consultation launched by the Employment, Social Affairs and Equal Opportunities DG on the Roadmap for equality between women and men 2006-2010 and the follow-up strategy. EDF fully shares the vision of the European Commission of ensuring equality for all persons and recognizes that inequalities between men and women are still very real and alarming. 

Being a woman with a disability makes this reality even more complicated and serious.  Women with disabilities are among the most marginalized groups of our society, and subjected to multiple discrimination. Women with disabilities have the right to be fully included in society and should therefore be considered as active players that can contribute to society. This is also in line with the new paradigm shift from the medical model of disability to the human rights model, as enshrined in the UN Convention on the rights of persons with disabilities. 

With this position paper EDF wishes to contribute to the work on the roadmap and its follow-up strategy, as well as to further present the needs for mainstreaming of disability in all gender policies and actions, thus actively working towards non-discrimination and inclusion, which is a question of respecting the fundamental rights of all citizens, men and women, with or without disabilities. 

2. Background

During the last years, a lot of efforts have been made within the EU to fight against discrimination and promote the rights of women on the one hand and persons with disabilities on the other. Unfortunately, there has been a gap in coordination, cooperation and mainstreaming on the specific area of women with disabilities in those polices: the gender angle is often forgotten in disability policies and the disability angle is overlooked in gender equality polices. 

However, the European Community signed the UN Convention on the rights of persons with disabilities (UNCRPD) in December 2006. This is the first time the Community signs a core UN human rights convention. The convention text acknowledges that women with disabilities are more likely to face multiple forms of discrimination and accordingly calls for measures combining mainstreaming of gender issues and specific gender sensitive measures in the disability field.

Having the UNCRPD signed by the EU also means that there is an enforced legal basis for mainstreaming disability in all EU policy areas, and, as gender should be mainstreamed in disability policies – this is clear from the convention – in the end this means that the perspective of women with disabilities must be mainstreamed in all EU policy areas, beyond usual disability policies and usual gender equality policies.

The European Commission road map 2006-2010 on the equality between women and men in the EU is recognizing the issue of multiple discrimination and states that it must be combated. However, disability is not mentioned explicitly in the road map, despite the fact that there is a disability-specific angle in each one of the six priorities of the roadmap. 

Nevertheless, the political environment has developed since the adoption of this roadmap back in 2005. A couple of specific measures have been taken at the EU level concerning women with disabilities, notably the adoption of a resolution in April 2007 by the European Parliament on the situation of women with disabilities in Europe
 and the launch of a study by the European Commission on the situation of women with disabilities in the EU
 which is currently in its final stage. 
Through the afore mentioned resolution the European Parliament is particularly calling on the European Commission and the Member States to ensure the removal of existing barriers and obstacles, with a view to creating equal rights and opportunities for women and girls with disabilities to play a part in family, political, cultural, social and professional life, particularly through better implementation of Community anti-discrimination and gender-equality legislation. It is also calling the Member States and the Commission to take all relevant measures and to undertake studies to eradicate existing violence against disabled women and better use of the opportunities provided by relevant Community programmes and funds. 
Among the many positive suggestions that the report includes are the demand for the support to set up a network of women with disabilities in Europe and the inclusion of a disability perspective in the country reports on the CEDAW convention. 
It is now time for the European Commission to further respond to these demands and to take specific actions targeting women with disabilities. 
3. Questions for consultation

Under this section, EDF will respond to the three questions proposed by the European Commission in its consultation paper. EDF will also propose a few additional points of relevance for a forthcoming strategy on gender equality. In this respect EDF will concentrate its input exclusively on the particular situation of women with disabilities. 

3.1. Overall assessment of the performance of the Roadmap for equality between women and men 2006-2010

Despite the non-contestable contribution of the roadmap to further equality between men and women, EDF is concerned that it has not lead to any significant change of the particular situation of women with disabilities. This is certainly due to a lack of mainstreaming of disability in general initiatives and actions aimed at tackling inequalities for women in society in general as well as a lack of disability-specific measures on gender equality. EDF believes that the complete invisibility of disability in the roadmap is highly unsatisfactory and disappointing as women with disabilities constitute approximately 10-15 % of the female population. 
3.2. Future challenges for gender equality
One of the main future challenges for gender equality policies is to take effective measures in order to mainstream disability in the gender policies, programmes and measures, as well as to design and develop specific positive action measures that enables the advancement of the situation of women with disabilities. This work can and should not only be undertaken by the DG Employment, Social Affairs and Equal Opportunities, but all the different General Directorates of the European Commission need to work in a coordinated manner in order to mainstream gender and disability in all relevant policies and actions. 

Today, women and girls with disabilities face additional barriers in accessing mainstream education as well as higher education, their unemployment rate is higher, they have generally lower salaries, limited access to health and maternity services, limitations to their sexual and reproductive rights, scarce or no access to services or programmes available for woman in general, they are at a greater risk of suffering from violence and all kind of abuses, just to mention some of the most severe examples. Clearly, it will take a lot of time and investment to radically change this reality and it can only be achieved if all stakeholders work together. Actions therefore need to be taken to allow for awareness-raising on disability and gender at all levels. 
In order to promote effective work in this field, adequate resources need to be ensured. In addition, funding needs to be allocated for training and the development of meetings and seminars for the empowerment, leadership-training and capacity-building of and for women with disabilities

Furthermore, relevant Commission communication channels should be used to promote the views and opinions of girls and women with disabilities as well as mothers of children with disabilities who are unable to represent themselves. 

Finally, in order to work toward real and persistent change, there is a need to get a more complete picture of the situation for women with disabilities concerning various areas. However, there is currently a lack of reliable and systematic statistics in most EU countries on the situation of women with disabilities. Data therefore needs to be broken down not only by gender, but also by disability. 

3.3. Main policy priorities for gender equality

EDF considers the six priority areas as defined in the Roadmap still relevant. There are a few considerations concerning women with disabilities that need to be particularly considered when working on these areas. Moreover, the issue of access to social services in general, and in particular access to health services, need to be added as a priority area. 

3.3.1. Equal economic independence for women and men 

Women and men with disabilities who are more likely to be at risk of relative poverty – defined as having a disposable income below 60% of the median in the country in which they live (the income being measured on a household basis and equivalised for differences in household size and composition).
 The situation is worse for women mainly due to their more restricted access to the employment market. 
The proportion of women with disabilities who are active in the employment market compared to women without disabilities is around 50 %.

Men with disabilities work to a greater extent than women with disabilities despite the fact that in many countries it appears that the education level is higher among disabled women than disabled men. The exclusion of disabled women seems to constitute a vicious circle: as women have not got the opportunities of acquiring experience due to discrimination/barriers, they do not get the required experience to take up certain positions and therefore they continue be discriminated compared to their male counterparts. Gender stereotypes also sometimes lead to a situation where men with disabilities are encouraged to work as this is supposed to have appositive impact on their quality of life whilst disabled women should be “protected” from working, despite that all evidence show that working can have a major positive impact on the quality of their life. 

Women with disabilities are also more likely to have a job with less responsibility and a lower salary than men with disabilities or women without disabilities, which also contribute to greater social isolation, lower self-esteem, and greater financial dependency on the family and/or other persons caring for them. 
3.3.2 Reconciliation of private and professional life 

Women with disabilities are often supposed to not have families and it seems like there is a complete lack of information on family planning, sexuality etc in accessible formats or information taking into account the situation of women with disabilities. In general, an additional issue that should be addressed in forthcoming gender equality strategies is the lack of acceptance of the motherhood of women with disabilities. 

Mothers of children with disabilities face discrimination as they have to take on an unreasonable responsibility due to the society’s failure in providing support to the child with a disability. This leads to a situation where the mother sometimes has to give up her professional career in order cater for the needs of the child. 
The non-adapted maternity leave schemes in many countries also render the possibilities for women with disabilities, and mothers to children with disabilities, to combine maternity with a career.
 Raising children for women with a disability can also be a more difficult task than for women without disabilities, especially in the early childhood. Those women should be entitled to the necessary social services during this period. 

There still exists legislation on the reproductive health of persons with disabilities, which are behind the clear differentiation between the handling of women with and without disabilities. In Austria for example, there is a law on eugenic indication to abortion, which allows abortion until nine months pregnancy if a disability of the baby is diagnosed. The consequence of this is that women with disabilities often have to argue with the doctors that that they actually want to keep a baby. 

Sterilization of women with intellectual disabilities is also still common, without their consent or without them understanding the exact purpose of the surgical operation. This is an unacceptable measure that there has to be put an end to urgently.

Another alarming issue is that women with mental health conditions are sometimes subject to the situation of their child being taken away at birth as they are not considered as being good mothers for them. 

3.3.3. Equal representation in decision-making 

Whilst women in general are under-represented in decision-making bodies at all levels, women with disabilities are almost absent. 
In order to ensure the best possible outcome of decisions, there is a need to ensure that the decision-makers have the required expertise and that they are representative. As long as women with disabilities are not part of decision-making processes it will be difficult to effectively move towards a fully inclusive society and there is a risk that measures taken will not correspond entirely to the needs of those that they are targeting. 

3.3.4 Eradication of all forms of gender-related violence 

As recognised by the United Nations, integrated and inclusive human rights norms must take into account not only gender perspectives but also the wide variety of factors that shape and reinforce women’s, and men’s, experiences of discrimination and violence, including race, ethnicity, class, age, sexual orientation, disability, nationality, religion and culture. In this sense, it has been acknowledged that girls and women with disabilities experience violence in particular ways in their homes and institutional settings, perpetrated by family members, caretakers or strangers. Surveys conducted in Europe, North America and Australia have shown that over half of the number of women with disabilities have experienced physical abuse, compared to one third of women without disabilities.
 
Despite this, most women shelters are inaccessible and the personnel are untrained on disability-awareness and on how to welcome women with disabilities in these centers. Moreover, the number of women who are victims of violence from someone who is close to them is also probably far higher than in official statistics. Many women with a disability depend on the perpetrator for their daily care or even survival. This makes it even the more difficult for those women to denounce the crimes. In addition, many women with disabilities do not have the necessary economic independence to live on their own, and they are therefore obliged to stay with the perpetrator. Women living in institutions are particularly vulnerable to this kind of violence. 

3.3.5 Elimination of gender stereotypes 

History, attitudes and prejudices in society, including in the family setting, have stereotyped women with disabilities negatively, thus bringing about their social isolation and exclusion. Women with disabilities are practically invisible in the media and when they are being portrayed they are often described through the medical model of disabilities, and, all too often, as victims. 
Changing this situation will take time, but disability-awareness is an essential tool for change, starting already at school. Training also needs to be provided for instance to employees within the public administration, ministries and the European Commission.
4. Final remarks

Community policies should be designed having into account gender equality form the beginning, so that in their development existing inequalities are not maintained nor extended. For this reason, it is essential to give training on equality to all agents involved in policy design in order to ensure that gender inequalities are known and that the specific situation of women coming from unfavoured populations such as women with disabilities are addressed.

The annual report on progress towards gender equality, including its statistical annex, should contain specific information about the advancement of the situation of women with disabilities, as well as reliable statistical data, since the lack of data contributes to maintain the invisibility of women with disabilities.

The civil society needs to be actively consulted and thus participating in the design, implementation, follow up and evaluation of equality policies.

Furthermore, there is a need for ensuring that the European Institute for Gender Equality has sufficient expertise on disability in order to advice on the specific situation of women with disabilities and collaborate towards its main objective, namely, to contribute towards the promotion of gender equality, including gender mainstreaming in all Community policies. The forthcoming gender equality strategy should take into account women with disabilities when identifying its challenges, defining its objectives, and planning its actions. Gender and disability sensitive budgets should be drafted, using compliance with this principle as a criterion for the allocation of community funds. There is also a need to carry out an assessment of social policies with a gender and disability perspective, in order to assess their impact on men and women, and to evaluate the benefit of mainstreaming and the specific actions taken for women with disabilities.

Finally, the economic and financial crisis affects more severely the most vulnerable groups, such as persons with disabilities. Therefore, it it will be necessary to design adapted measures in order to overcome its effects.

It has become clear from this position paper that disability needs to be mainstreamed in all six priority areas of the road map and that specific measures need to be taken in addition to tackle the multiple discrimination that women with disabilities face. If those comments are considered when working on the forthcoming gender equality strategy, there are good chances that the EU will take one step further towards an inclusive society where discrimination does no longer have a place. 

APPENDIX  – About EDF 

A.1
About EDF

The European Disability Forum (EDF) is the European umbrella organisation representing the interests of 65 million disabled citizens in Europe. EDF membership includes national umbrella organisations of disabled people from all EU/EEA countries, accession countries and other European countries, as well as European NGOs representing the different types of disabilities. It is estimated that 60% of this population are women. The mission of the European Disability Forum is to ensure disabled people full access to fundamental and human rights through their active involvement in policy development and implementation in Europe.
A.2
Preparation of the document

This position paper has been prepared in consultation with all EDF membership. EDF would like to thank all those that have actively contributed to the drafting of this paper.
A.3
Contact person at the EDF Secretariat:

Policy Officer Maria Nyman, maria.nyman@edf-feph.org 

More information about EDF is available on the EDF homepage at: www.edf-feph.org 
Should you have any problems in accessing the documentation, please contact the EDF secretariat.
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