ENSURING FULL AND EFFECTIVE PARTICIPATION IN POLITICAL
 AND PUBLIC LIFE OF PERSONS WITH DISABILITIES – (MY EXPERIENCE)

SIERRA LEONE AS A CASE STUDY – BY HON. JULIUS NYE CUFFIE

The Legal Framework in Sierra Leone:

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) was ratified by the Sierra Leone Parliament on 4th May, 2009, after a long and hard fight by the Disabled Persons Organizations (DPOs) in the country calling for the ratification of that document. Subsequently in May, 2011 the CRPD was domesticated in Sierra Leone by the enactment of a national legislation – The Persons with Disabilities Act, 2011.

Article 29 of the CRPD provides that States Parties shall guarantee political rights to Persons with Disabilities (PWDs) and the opportunity to enjoy those rights on an equal basis with others. By the same token section 29 of the Persons with Disabilities Act, 2011 provides for the same.

From my perspective the enjoyment of this right basically means the existence and realization of the right and opportunity by PWDs to vote and be elected to hold public office. Through such participation PWDs can undoubtedly influence decisions that can affect their lives such as their choice of political representatives, or the reform and monitoring of laws, policies and practices that affect their rights.

Prior to Parliament’s ratification of the CRPD and the enactment of the Persons with Disabilities Act, 2011this right to vote and be voted for has been enshrined in the 1991 Constitution of Sierra Leone, the current grund norm of that country all along (see sections 8 and 12 of the 1991 Constitution), and even in previous constitutions of Sierra Leone, and also in the Electoral Laws of Sierra Leone. But at no time any person or institution ensured that such provisions of the said laws mentioned above were actualized to the benefits of PWDs.

Thus we see that the existence of the said rights in a blanket form in our law books, and creating the necessary opportunity for those existing rights to be actualized by PWDs are two sides of a coin. That is the existence of that right for everyone generally on the one hand and the particularity of that right in our law books to suit the special circumstances of PWDs on the flip side.  The Persons with Disabilities Act, 2011, for the first time in the legislative history of the Sierra Leone Parliament re-asserted the right to vote and be voted for specifically for PWDs, and also for the first time established structures such as the National Commission for Persons with Disabilities, to monitor and see that the necessary opportunity is created for the actualization of that right by PWDs.

My Activities as Disabled Rights Activist and Politician:
It is no gain saying that prior to my entering into politics and participating in the 2007 parliamentary elections politicians and political parties in Sierra Leone never looked at PWDs beyond the issue of being mere voters; to be manipulated at their whim and caprice mainly due to the general lack of education and chronic poverty among our lot. Thus in the two previous elections i.e. the 1996 and the 2002 presidential and parliamentary elections, owing to sustained pressure on the government at the time by the DPOs on the issues of accessibility of polling stations, Braille and tactile ballot systems and assisted voting system for PWDs, the DPOs witnessed a reform in that direction. The DPOs then witnessed government conceding to the said demands and permitting a collaboration and cooperation between and amongst the National Electoral Commission of Sierra Leone (NEC), International Foundation for Electoral Systems (IFES) and the DPOs to work on and facilitate the full participation of PWDs in those elections both as employees of NEC to facilitate the realization of the right to vote through accessibility of polling stations and as voters, but not as candidates for elections (Emphasis mine).
Little did the politicians by then knew that the Executive Members of the national umbrella DPOs (of which I was one by then) were running around the entire country before the said elections, sensitizing PWDs to endeavor not only to vote in those elections, but to vote on issues inter alia bordering on recognition and protection of the rights of PWDs, rather than voting on personal gains. The outcome of those elections indicated that PWDs voted for political parties and politicians who were more disposed to the ratification of the CRPD and the enactment of a national disability law, for instance, rather than the others who were less keen on those issues, whether or not the said disability sensitive politicians and political parties won their elections.

The accumulated effect of this was that, for the first time in the electoral history of Sierra Leone, in the build-up to the 2007 presidential and parliamentary elections, disability rights issues became not only an issue, but an issue of heated debate, and all the political parties and politicians were more than very keen to prove a positive point in that direction, which resonated very well for us the DPOs.

It was this status quo that precipitated me to take advantage of the situation, and to throw my heart into the ring, if you like, in 2007 for one of the political parties – i.e. the All Peoples Congress Party (A.P.C.) the current ruling party, then in the opposition, which from my perspective I felt was the party that had the best manifesto by then not only regarding the subject of recognizing and protecting disability rights but also in other areas, to vie for its party ticket for my constituency. Let me inform you here that by convention, a politician can only make impact in the Sierra Leone political landscape through political party politics, and not as an independent non-party politician.

Before then, throughout my activities as a disability rights activist I knew that as a minority group our impact as electors will be limited to some extent; that unless and until we became very pro-active and be politicians, our impact will be stunted, and that we will continue to face the situation of one standing outside looking in, if you like, and we can hardly realize our demands if we were “outside”. This was so due to the fact that consultations with DPOs by the government before now, if any, were very few and far between.

Granted, some country’s constitution provides for reserved seats in Parliament for PWDs, whereas some countries are so advanced in affirmative action that the disabled politicians therein depends very much on the largesse of their non-disabled politicians and also their political patronage, and in both scenarios disabled politicians do not have to contest mainstream general elections to occupy Parliamentary seats, unlike in Sierra Leone. Arguably, it is my opinion that for a disabled politician to rise through the ladder to the pinnacle of President of his country he/she must be accepted by the mainstream political party structures, and the mainstream electorate, not an internal PWDs Electoral College system. If that is the case, where the circumstance of the positive political will changes dramatically PWDs will suffer serious political setback as we are in the minority. 

To support my argument let me give you the demography of my constituency. It has a population of Fifty-Two Thousand people and Twenty-Two Thousand out of that number are within the age of 18 years and above, meaning that that twenty-two thousand are qualified to voted and be voted for. Only one percent of that number are persons living with disabilities, so that percentage alone could not have made me won my seat in Parliament, meaning that I was voted for overwhelmingly by the general population in my constituency, non-disabled and disabled alike. This analysis of my constituency situation can be juxtaposed as a microcosm of the whole country, i.e. in a situation where a disabled politician wishes to vie for the Presidency of my country. So disabled politicians cannot keep relying on internal Electoral College systems and be self satisfied with being parliamentarians alone. If we wish to aspire for higher offices like the Presidency and Vice Presidency we then need to fit into the mainstream political system. 

Benefits of my Political Activities to PWDs:

My entering into party politics in 2007 played out on the political stage in Sierra Leone a whole scale constitutional reform to my party’s constitution. Just like you would have the women’s wing and the youth wing of a political party, our party restructured itself to incorporate the Disabled Wing of the party, which was a complete novelty to political party structures in Sierra Leone. The Leadership of my party decided on this radical reform due to the fact that my candidacy brought with it the zest and enthusiasm of almost the entire disabled person’s community in Sierra Leone to that party, in show of support of their kind participating into politics as a candidate for the first time in the history of elections in Sierra Leone. 

Shortly after securing my party’s ticket to contest for the seat we saw PWDs flocking to the party office of their own volition to register and secure their party cards. We saw the lukewarm disposition of majority of PWDs which used to be, dissipated rapidly and PWDs from all over the country converged in huge numbers whenever I held campaign rallies, though they were not part of my constituency. This was usually a remarkable spectacle, as never in the history of Sierra Leone politics this had happened.

The further positive ripple effect of that is that the other mainstream political parties are now endeavoring to replicate that trend of creating disabled wings in order to split the disabled persons electorate. 

Another benefit of this to PWDs is that I have also been assigned, alongside the national umbrella DPOs, the task of working on the aspect of my party’s manifesto on disability issues and rights in the run up to the 2012 elections of Sierra Leone by the Leadership of my party. I am also sure that the other mainstream political parties will replicate this trend when they come to know of that development.

Another positive aspect of my being a politician is that this stimulated fellow colleague PWDs to become politicians, with the firm conviction that if Hon. Julius Nye Cuffie can make it as a politician so can I. One of them actually put himself up almost simultaneously as myself in the 2007 general elections for the party ticket of the now main opposition party of Sierra Leone (then the ruling party), to be a candidate for the parliamentary seat of his constituency but was denied the party symbol. He later threatened to leave the said party on the grounds that the party is not forward-looking and not all encompassing, especially after I was awarded my party’s symbol on which I won my parliamentary seat. Further in the 2008 local council elections in Sierra Leone there were eight disabled candidates standing elections for their respective wards, and half of them won their seats, and three of those who won came from my political party.

Another benefit to PWDs in Sierra Leone is an intensified and vigorous advocacy campaign for the recognition and protection of the rights of PWDs. I recall in 2006, just after completing law school, and as a budding lawyer, I succeeded in galvanizing and converging about five thousand PWDs from all over the country and we matched in a mass rally to Parliament chanting anti-government slogans and told the then Parliamentarians inter alia, amidst massive press coverage, that we demanded the ratification of the CRPD and the enactment of a national legislation. That event actually spurred up the disabled persons community to be fearless and be very vociferous in their activities, taking a cue from my good self.

I also ensured that the Local Counselors (who are not persons with disabilities) of the three Wards of my constituency had PWDs in each of the Ward Committees set up in the said Wards. Also I am a member, representing Parliament, of the Task Force set up by H.E. the President of Sierra Leone to draft a National Decentralization Policy. I brought my experience in my constituency to bear, i.e. of PWDs being Ward Committee Members in the three Wards, into the said Task Force. This experience has now been incorporated into the said National Decentralization Policy, and that experience will in the future be replicated all over the country when the Policy is implemented, to ensure that PWDs participate in grass root politics.

Furthermore, before 2007 we had no legislation recognizing and protecting the rights of PWDs, and the CRPD had not been ratified by Parliament. My advent into politics greatly accelerated the pace of those activities. This is so as in 2008 I tabled a Private Member’s Motion in our Parliament for the then draft disability Bill to be enacted as a Private Member’s Bill for expediency, since the government was slow in bringing the Bill to Parliament. That motion carried through with overwhelming support of the entire House, and the process was underway when the government waded in and took over the process. The Bill was subsequently enacted as a government Bill.

I also wish to inform you further that I manage to debate all the topics in the House from a disability perspective and that this has had far-reaching impact in so far as educating colleague MPs and the government on disability issues and rights. The further ripple effect to that is that we now have PWDs in strategic Commissions set up by Acts of Parliament, representing disability interests therein, such as the Youth Commission established by the Youth Commission Act, 2011, the Teaching Service Commission established by the Teaching Service Commission Act, 2011, among others.

The Government through the line ministry of Social Welfare Gender and Children’s Affairs and other relevant ministries are now in close consultation and collaboration with the national umbrella DPOs, line local and international NGOs and my very good self, unlike before, in respect of approving and implementation of the draft National Disability Policy and tailor-making programs of these ministries to be disability friendly.

Challenges to Implementation of the CRPD:
Despite all the gains made in my country in so far as recognizing and protecting the rights of PWDs are concerned, the National Commission for Persons with Disabilities and the National Development Fund for Persons with Disabilities, both pivotal institutions established by the Persons with Disabilities Act, 2011 are yet to be up and running three months on since the law was enacted by Parliament.

Secondly, the national umbrella DPOs in my country lacks the necessary financial capacity to push their programs. They only depend on the largesse of certain few international NGOs who assist in the direction of institutional and administrative capacity building fund – such as rent for office space, computers and stationeries. That the government have not been forthcoming in that direction despite numerous calls to them to capacitate DPOs.

We sincerely hope that when the National Development Fund for Persons with Disabilities, established by the Disability Act, 2011 has been set up, this issue of funding inadequacies shall be finally done away with. We hope that the UN through its relevant agencies, and other international development partners will pour funds into that Fund so that PWDs will not look to the government for financial support in order to push through their programs.

Another challenge would be that participating in politics in Sierra Leone is very expensive and most PWDs do not have the necessary wherewithal in terms of financial and other resources to contest mainstream elections. This stifles the number of disabled candidates that puts themselves up for election to public offices.

In conclusion, it is my honest opinion that the current political dispensation in Sierra Leone has the political will to push through disability issues to the pinnacle of its programs. Also, the rapidly changing mind-set of the general populace in Sierra Leone is also a plus to that. We now have an organization of journalists, both print and electronic, called Association of Journalists for the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (which I was instrumental in lobbying to craft) that works in close collaboration with DPOs and all line stakeholders to not only publish but also give prominence to news and issues bordering on disability and rights.

THANK YOU ALL FOR YOUR LISTENING EARS!!!!

