India - CEDAW & Elimination of Discrimination against

Women & Girls with Disabilities

Despite the significant progress made in different fields of life, gender inequality and discrimination in accessing rights by women in general and especially women of the most vulnerable sections of the society, is still a major issue in India. Most of the women in the suburb or rural areas, women of the backward class, or women belonging to vulnerable group experience denial of even fundamental rights till date. Issues of discriminations & denial of rights that faced by Women with Disabilities (WWDs) are still mostly ignored by everyone – Government as well as civil society. WWDs are not only a socially invisible category but their plights are worse than both men with disabilities and other non-disabled women. There is a lack of serious discourse around advancement and ensuring rights of WWDs among the GOs, NGOs and civil society, nationally and at International forums as well. 
Globally CEDAW is considered to be the foundation of most policies and actions taken for elimination of discrimination towards women, as the Convention laid down specific guidelines to the states-parties for gender equality, justice and empowerment of women. Though the Convention speaks for rights of “all women”, only with the Beijing Declaration in 1995 WWDs were mentioned as a vulnerable group. However, except that, no significant effort has been made for them afterwards. In India, among the laws enacted to fulfil the CEDAW obligations, none includes any specific clauses for elimination of discriminations against WWDs. 
This year the CEDAW Committee considered the combined 4th & 5th periodic reports of the Indian State and the Alternative report and the oral submission by the Indian Women’s Organisations. For that occasion I had been working a lot for mainstreaming the issue of gender & disability and thereby ensuring Equal Rights & Opportunities for WWDs and I raised my voice in different women forums especially with NAWO (National Alliance of Women’s Organisations), which works closely to monitor the CEDAW process. Over the time the members of the alliance became aware and sensitized, so that the WWD issue was included and was raised as an “important emerging issue” in the Alternative report. The CEDAW Committee took note of it and asked State-party delegation about the steps taken to improve the situation of W&GWDs.

In response, the State-party delegation was very generic, it informed about the pending RPD Bill in Indian Parliament, reservation in few government jobs (which are mostly of D Category) and formation of Disability Commission both at National & State level but nothing specific to prioritizing gender issue within disability. So the Committee in the concluding remarks expressed its concern, especially about the denial of legal capacities of women with intellectual or psychosocial disabilities. It specifies that “women with disabilities experience a high rate of poverty, lack of access to education, employment and health services, especially in rural areas; face multiple challenges, including the lack of adequate access to public spaces and utilities, often experience harassment in public; and are excluded from decision-making processes.” It further expressed concern over lack of disaggregated disability data which fails to take account the responses to violence against women with disabilities and their type of impairment. 
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