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There are large groups of people that are barely visible in the media -
people who rarely seem to have a voice or opinions about general issues.

In the last issue of our newsletter we raised the question 
“Why are there no persons with disabilities on the AIDS posters”, as part 
of our coverage of HIV and AIDS. A large part of this third issue will deal 
with the broader issues of visibility and awareness raising, as well as 
representation in the media. Persons with disabilities are not seen 
regularly in the media, and are rarely portrayed as persons with opinions 
on news and topical issues. When they are interviewed it is mostly on 
disability issues. Or they will be talked about with pity, or with 
astonishment because they have managed to do something brave ‘in
spite’ of their disabilities. The disability is almost always on centre stage 
when an individual that has a disability appears in the public media. 

Why is it so important to be in the media, you may ask. 
There are several reasons. For one thing, it can help the some 80 million 
persons with disabilities in Africa that are often discriminated against and 
excluded from schools, work opportunities and health services, to become 
more visible in their societies. As long as this large group of people are 
invisible, the inequalities experienced by them will remain largely 
unknown to the general public. The positive changes that do take place 
on our continent with regards to persons with disabilities also remain 
unknown. This lack of knowledge helps to perpetuate discrimination and  
exclusion of Africans with disabilities. Also, persons with disabilities 
themselves will not get the information that they need about services 
available to them and improvements in national policies and programs. In

developing countries, being made aware of services and opportunities may 
be an important first step to actively take part in society. Media initiatives can 
help people feel less isolated, while at the same time challenge negative 
stereotypes and stigmas in communities. 

Whether it is because of a lack of knowledge about disability 
within the media, a lack of information being made available to the media or 
a lack of knowledge about how to approach the media within the disability 
organisations, the fact remains that this important channel of information and 
communication is in large parts excluding persons with disabilities. 

The Secretariat of the African Decade of Persons with 
Disabilities has initiated a collaboration with the UNESCO to train African 
journalists in how to report on disability issues in a way that corresponds with 
how the disability movement wants to be portrayed in the media. These 
training sessions will also deal with issues of terminology. It is about using 
words that do not offend people and that puts the person rather than the 
disability first. 

Persons with disabilities should be interviewed on topical 
issues in daily news reporting, and be allowed to have their own voice. All it 
takes is for a journalist to seek out that person, or, as Fadila Lagadien
suggests on pages 3-6 of this newsletter, for a person with a disability to call 
the newsroom and offer his or her services and ideas. See our tips on how to 
approach the media on pages 10 and 11.

Welcome to the third issue of human rights africa, the 
newsletter from the Secretariat of the African Decade of Persons with 
Disabilities. <<

The African Decade of Persons with Disabilities (1999-2009) is a collaborative initiative of the African Union, African Governments, UN Agencies 
and NGO’s working with disability and development. The Decade is administered by a secretariat that is based in South Africa. One of the main 
goals of the Decade is to raise awareness about the situation of the estimated 80 million persons with disabilities living in Africa. 
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We dedicate Human Rights Africa
this time to awareness raising and 
children & youth. Fadila Lagadien
firmly argues that the disability 
movement needs to use the media 
much more strategically and 
frequently. On pages 10 and 11 we 
offer you some practical tips on 
how to approach the media. 
Shelley Barry writes about the 
need for increased professional 
representation of persons with 
disabilities in the media industry. 
We also have an article about a 
media initiative for children, led by 
the Peace Initiatives Institute, that 
deals with issues of discrimination 
and exclusion. – Which leads us to
the second theme of this issue: 
children and youth with disabilities. 
Cantol Alexandre Pondja describes 
the many projects for the young in 
Mozambique, while we at the 
Secretariat announce a new youth 
initiative. Read also the interview 
with three vibrant teenage girls at a 
special school in South Africa on 
pages 21-23.

PUBLISHED BY The Secretariat of the African Decade of Persons with Disabilities, The Pinnacle, 8 Burg Street, Cape Town 8000, South Africa.       
© 2006. EDITOR Lina Lindblom. PUBLISHER Shuaib Chalklen. CONTACT US info@africandecade.co.za. NEXT ISSUE December 2006.

News from Africa.

� �

 

� �

� #

� �

� �

“The disability 
movement is missing 
the boat”

Fadila Lagadien says 
that the disability 
movement has the 
opportunity to 
influence radio and 
television 
programming, but it is 
not playing its part.

Puppets teach children 
respect

The Peace Initiatives 
Institute has developed 
a method to teach 
young children to 
respect others who are 
different from 
themselves.

“Adults are the most 
frustrating”

Read an interview 
with three energetic 
girls at a special 
school in South Africa. 
See also the article on 
pages 19-20, on a 
new project for Youth.

Shelley Barry is 
passionate about 
making films.

Aida Sarr is a 
successful 
journalist in 
Senegal.

Radio gets the 
message across 
in Ghana.

Cantol Pondja is 
dedicated to his 
work with 
children in 
Mozambique.
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around Africa 
and useful links

How to approach 
the media. 
Practical tips.



Fadila Lagadien is an entrepreneur involved in 
issues related to disability and disabled
persons. She currently works through her own 
company in the tourism industry with the aim 
of creating accessible products within the 
hospitalities industry for persons with 
disabilities. Fadila also serves on a number of 
boards, such as the board of  the South 
African Broadcasting Corporation (SABC).

The disability movement
Fadila Lagadien is a board member of the South 
African Broadcasting Corporation. She says that the 
disability movement has the opportunity to influence 
radio and television programming, but it is not playing 
its part. By Lina Lindblom. 

missing the boat



- I was disabled in a car accident in 1986. I was in 
hospital for a year, in the thick of apartheid. I was not given the right 
treatment, because there were no spinal units for black people. I was 
just in a general hospital. There was a proper spinal unit just across 
the road, but it was for whites only. I struggled a lot to get into that 
spinal unit, but I never did. 

When apartheid ended, Fadila Lagadien came out of 
hospital. She discovered that it was difficult for her to go where she 
wanted to go, because the environment was structured around non-
disabled people and not around persons with disabilities. Fadila says 
she realised that the world is like this because people do not know 
any differently. This is when she started to create awareness about 
disability issues. She started groups, she wrote articles for the media 
and she organised workshops. 

- I felt that creating awareness was how we could 
change it. But it was so limiting, because you can only go to so many 
places in a day. And you have to do it for free, because people do 
not want to pay for this. The analogy I make is that if I am trying to 
get into your house, and I knock on your door and ask you to let me 
in. I cannot then also ask you to pay me to get into your house. Why 
would you do that? You don’t really want me there, you might offer 
me a glass of water or a cup of coffee. But you are not going to pay 
me to come in and have a glass of water. It is like that. Disabled 
people want to enter this society that is structured around able-
bodied people, and I am saying to them that I am going to train them 
and show them how to let persons with disabilities into their world. 
They don’t really want them there, so why must they pay me to train 
them? 

To reach more people Fadila started a magazine 
called “disability”. Soon she felt that this too was too limited, that she 
was preaching to the already converted. All of her readers were 
already aware of disability issues. 

- So I realised that the only way that you can begin 
to change the attitudes that need to be changed is through mass 
media.

Now she is increasingly frustrated because the disability 
organisations are not using the media as the tool it can be to get their 
messages out. She says that this is where the problem lays, that it is not 
so much with the media.

- The disability movement is not playing its part in 
lobbying and demanding what the media should and can do. In this
country we have a public broadcaster that has a mandate to do stuff on 
disability, but the movement needs to push for them to do so. It is not 
just going to happen by itself. For any change that needs to take place, 
the persons who want this change must take the lead in it. 

We meet for an interview in her brightly painted home in 
Rondebosch East just outside of Cape Town in South Africa. This is 
where her office is. The shelves and desks are covered with reports, 
books and news clippings. No space is wasted, and I get the feeling that 
this says something about how she is as a person. She does not waste 
opportunities. Her posture seems determined and she speaks with a 
clear and confident voice. This is a woman who knows what she wants, 
and she is not afraid to say so. I ask her what she thinks she can 
accomplish by being on the SABC board.   

- Now, that’s the thing. I am completely alone! I should 
have a constituency that I can talk to, that can give me a mandate so 
that I can speak on the board with a proper mandate. Then I could say 
‘Look, if we don’t do this, the movement says that they will do this and 
that’, or ‘Deaf people and blind people say that they are not going to pay 
TV licences any more because the SABC product is not accessible’. But 
there is no such thing. The movement is not helping me to use this 
position. 

She has suggested a series of documentaries for the 
yearly anniversary of the 1976 uprising in South Africa. >>

The disability movement is not playing its 
part. For any change that needs to take 

place, the persons who want the change 
must take the lead in it.
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This year it is the 30th anniversary of the event that marked the 
beginning of the end for the apartheid regime, and the SABC will
have programs on people who survived. Fadila has told the SABC 
that they never show anybody who has a disability on these 
programs, not even those who are disabled as a result of the 
uprising. The SABC has agreed to let her produce this series, and to 
fund it. 

- Do you think that what has been done through 
mass media so far has had an impact?

- I don’t know much that has been done. There have 
been stories in the print media about people like myself. But those 
articles are not part of any media strategy by the movement. I am 
doing my bit, because I think that my life needs to change, Shelley, 
Cathy or whoever are doing their bits. But there is not a coordinated 
strategy from the movement, saying that this year the media strategy 
focus will be on accessible buildings and therefore we can monitor if 
it has had an impact because new accessible buildings are being 
built. 

- Do you think that it would be better if more 
disabled people were working in the media?

- Yes, just like black people tell their stories better, 
women tell their own stories better, so disabled people will be able to 
tell their stories better. But we need training. Everything that I do now 
has a training component. It is not just about getting something
about disability out there. It is about getting the right things out there.

There is an ongoing debate in other countries on 
what type of media the disability movement should focus on. The 
question is whether it is best to try and establish disability specific 
programming on radio and television, or if disability should be 
mainstreamed into all types of programming.

- It is a matter of the movement making a decision saying 
‘what do we want to achieve with this media strategy?’ It will then dictate 
whether it should be special media or mainstream media. Ultimately it 
comes down to what we want to achieve. But on a general level for me it 
would be getting persons with disabilities into mainstream media. I don’t 
know if you have seen ‘DTV’? I mean… It’s ghettoising disability! The 
woman who is doing that program is not even disabled herself. And the 
program is only preaching to the converted. The only people who are 
going to watch deaf tv are deaf people. I have lobbied with the SABC to 
get rid of this program. The better thing would be to get that thing off TV in 
that slot, and get the issues into other slots. Say that they are doing a 
program on education, get disability into that. But, again, why should 
media workers seek out anything on disability when it is not part of their 
lives?, Fadila asks rhetorically, and continues:

- Media workers need to be trained, and the movement 
must seek out these opportunities to get their stories out there. If there 
was a strategy, the movement would have somebody that could monitor 
the media and find opportunities to get disabled people and their stories 
in. 

- So, you would like to see the disabled persons’ 
organisations calling the newsrooms to suggest stories or persons with 
disabilities to interview on topical issues?

- Yes, the movement needs to be proactive and strategic. 
The movement needs the media to get their messages out. They should 
put statements out on issues of the day, saying that this is what we think 
about this and that event. Now they are a silent voice. Even though there 
are many MPs who are disabled, you never see them on television 
commenting on any political issues. You never hear them say anything. It 
is as if we have no opinions or knowledge about topical issues, only about 
strictly disability related issues.

I point out that we have come far when it comes to the 
representation of women in the media and in news reporting.

- Yes, but you see the women’s movement is vocal, she 
responds. >>

It is if we have no opinions or knowledge 
about topical issues, only about strictly 
disability related issues.

Media people are looking for stories, so 
anybody can pick up the phone and ask them 

to look into things.

	
	

	 	



- There has been a big 
change when it comes to the inclusion of 
women in the newsrooms and stories in the 
media. But it has been done because the 
women’s movement has fought hard for it.

- Does the fact that you are in 
a wheelchair in any way affect your work on 
the board?

- Yes, in a big way. But I am 
fighting micro matters, such as accessible 
toilets at the SABC, or accessible hotel rooms 
for when we go away. That is why I say to the 
movement, you have to lobby so that I get your 
support to get on with media business. I am 
doing a bit of my own fighting on media issues, 
such as the documentaries that will be made, 
but I could do so much more with the support 
by the movement. I should be able to gather 
signatures or hand out contact details, they 
could demand meetings with decision makers 
within the SABC just like a union would do. I 
keep fighting for sign language, for instance, 
and there is a huge technology budget. But 
there is a lack of will, and nobody from the 
movement is pressing for it. I have even asked 
people within the movement to lobby for it, and 
I have given them all the background 
information they need to do it. I said ‘please 
send me emails, so at least I am armed with 
something’. One organisation, Quadriplegic 
South Africa, sent me an email. And I had 
asked the whole movement!

Fadila Lagdien says that there 
is no ongoing communication between the 
disability movement and the SABC. And it is 
now not for a lack of opportunity, she points 
out with a disappointed look on her face. 

- I am sure that the SABC would welcome ideas and comments from the 
movement. I went to the head of news and said that I want them to investigate the issue 
of accessible hotels within their Special Assignment program. I explained the issue to 
him, and now they are investigating the issue.

- They are people looking for stories, so anybody can pick up the phone 
and ask them to look into things. Often they do not know how to report on disability 
issues. They manage to get out of the legally binding provisions saying that there must be 
sign language and there must be a certain amount of programming about disability 
because the movement shuts up about it. They can just say ‘we’ll do it next year’. 
Disabled People South Africa is really missing the boat. <<
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approach
the media

In the first article of this newsletter, Fadila Lagadien argues that the disability 
movement must work harder to reach out to the media. But how do you get 
journalists to report on or publish your information? Here are some useful 
pointers based on journalistic work methods worth considering before contacting 
the media. Remember that media professionals struggle to find ideas and meet 
constant deadlines. They welcome your input. If you present your ideas well, and 
make the journalist’s work a little bit easier, you increase your chances of getting 
into that editorial space. By Lina Lindblom.

Take a moment before you start to think about why it is you are writing. Texts 
have different purposes. Sometimes you want to inform someone about 
something, in another situation you want to influence someone to act in a certain 
way. When you want to inform, you aim to be objective. Deliver facts and 
knowledge. When your purpose is to create opinion in favour of an issue you 
want to convince by using arguments that speak to the mind as well as the 
feelings of the reader. Typically, a presenter has one or more of these five basic 
purposes: to inform, to persuade, to inspire and motivate, to instruct, or to 
entertain.

Think about whom it is you are writing for. How much do they know already? How 
interested are they? Do not repeat things that the reader already knows, but try 
not to leave knowledge gaps either. 

Listen, watch and read your local media to decide which ones to 
approach. They all have their special interests. Also, find out who at the paper or 
station has an interest in subjects similar to yours. Study the by-lines in the 
papers, and listen or watch for the name of the producer or editor in the end of a 
radio or television program. Address your letter to that person. >>
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If you improve your writing skills you will increase 
your chances of getting published. Rezaan
Achmat is a student at a special school in South 
Africa. Read an interview with her on pages 23-25.  



If you are unsure of what the main message of your text or story are –
how will the reader or listener know? Take a moment and decide what 
it is you want to say, then add supporting arguments, facts, quotes 
and pictures. This will make your text all the more interesting and 
capturing. To make sure that everybody in your organisation 
communicates your key messages effectively, create a 
communications policy that guides everything that you say and write. 
The policy should include key messages and principles that are 
important to you. 

Include brief information about yourself or your 
organisation, but do not begin with this information. Put it towards the 
end, or in the middle. Begin with your main message. And always 
include contact details in a letter or press release.

In just a few seconds a reader decides whether or not the article is 
interesting. Therefore it is essential to consider the composition of the 
text. Usually a journalistic text is divided into three parts that 
complement each other: the headline, the introduction and the main 
body of text. It is often easiest to write the body first and write the 
headline last. An editorial article always answers the questions what, 
who, when, where, how and why. Journalists shorten a text from the 
end - start with what is important: the point of your text and the 
conclusion. Remember that readers do not always read the whole 
text. Provide details, background and related material for the truly 
interested reader in the end. Make sure that a news paper that wants 
to publish a short press item may just copy your heading and 
introduction. Make it easy for them to publish. 

Many e-mails, letters and articles are thrown away 
just after reading the heading. If the heading does not attract interest, 
the rest of your text may never be read. Keep in mind that your article 
or letter will be one in a whole pile of material that is sent from 
organisations, companies and authorities.

If you attach a picture, the chances of getting your article 
illustrated in the paper increases. An illustrated article is the first a reader 
notices on a page. Do not forget to write a caption and to provide the paper 
with the name of the photographer. 

Always write the date on a press release and try to keep it 
short. Preferably not more than one A4-sheet.

In general it is good to send a press release early in the morning, in the 
beginning of the week. Editorial staff meetings are usually in the morning and 
Monday is the starting point of the week. Also, find out the lead times of the 
program or publication you are interested in contacting. The lead-time is the 
amount of time that material needs to be received in advance to be included. 

Keep up with the debate and discussions in the media to be 
able to follow up a news story from your point of view. If you can connect your 
message to a current event, do so. 

All mediums work to deadlines, and if you do not meet these 
deadlines you will not get published or included in the program or newspaper.

If you are contacted by a journalist and feel unprepared to answer questions, 
politely ask if you can call him or her back in a few minutes. Collect your 
thoughts and write down the message you are most interested in delivering. If 
you do not want to be interviewed, choose somebody who knows the subject 
that does not get too nervous. Make sure that the person is well prepared. Try 
to imagine what questions the journalist will ask and think of possible 
answers. Try to be brief. Finally, it is part of a journalist’s job to be critical. He 
or she will probably ask questions that are critical of your arguments. Be 
prepared for this and stay calm. Acknowledging, respecting and responding to 
contrasting views increases your credibility. Good luck! <<
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I envisage a media that makes real people with 
disabilities visible. For that to become a reality, we as 
people with disabilities must make our own images. 
Otherwise, our lives will constantly be depicted on the 
basis of the assumptions others hold of who we are, 
how we live and how we love. By Shelley Barry.

In 1996, at the age of 24, I found myself in hospital, with 
empty walls and broken dreams colouring my days. My body 
told me long before doctors had the courage to admit it. I 
was paralysed from the chest down. During those endless 
afternoons with little else than my mind to entertain me, I 
contemplated the extent of my loss. Perhaps what struck me 
deepest at the time was that I would never be desired again. 
My body had become damaged goods, my sexuality erased. 
My mental picture of a person with a disability was that of 
someone in need of care, someone to be pitied, some one 
who certainly had no real claim to love. As time went by, I 
began to analyse the origins of my perceptions. The basis of 
my beliefs was largely informed by society’s consensus on 
people with disabilities…these were people who were mostly 
invisible, unless as beggars on the street or patients in 
hospital. The reflection of this invisibility was entrenched by 
the media. >>

�- the journey of a filmmaker
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My political consciousness grew within the disability rights movement. I 
began to acknowledge that it was society that had placed my body in a 
box with a label and stuck it away on a dusty shelf. The process of 
reclaiming my body was an exceptionally powerful and liberating 
experience. I understood desire and sensuality from a completely different 
perspective. I felt pride. I even dared to feel beautiful. I cruised around on 
my wheels feeling that I had every right to be in the world, as much as 
anyone else did. And I began to live with a passion and fervor that 
changed the course of my life in a fundamental way. 

After years in the disability rights movement, I returned to 
my dreams of becoming a filmmaker. I was fortunate enough to receive a 
scholarship to film school from the Ford Foundation. At 32 I became a 
fulltime student again. In my first writing class at Temple University in 
Philadelphia, my professor told us “Write about something because you 
have to write about it. Write from your soul”. My first film birthed itself with 
this honesty. “Whole – A Trinity of Being”, a visual documentary-poem of 
three short films, explores my spiritual journey of embracing my new, 
different body.

The first segment “Pin Pricks” tells the tale of how the 
fabric of my life had been torn apart and the revelations that took me 
beyond this loss. “I chose not to wear that garment of bitterness so easily 
fitted to the wounded body”. This was the first step to reclamation: the 
choice of how I would choose to view myself. 

The following segment deals with my second disability, 
namely that of the dependency on a tube that fits into a hole in my throat 
allowing me to breathe and speak. “I celebrate this hole. The breath and 
speech it gives, is my life force. So, I decorate it with jewellery, different 
handmade beads and trinkets because scars should also be crowned. 
Even if they’re not neat or pretty or hard to look at sometimes”. This film is 
really about voice and the power of voice, especially that of a woman, 
who is so often silenced in society. By using our voices to speak out about 
our lives, our trauma, our survival and the way in which we thrive - this is 
vital to the liberation of all women. It is even more important to speak 
when it is difficult to do so. >>

� �



The last film of the trilogy is a culmination of images 
that gives snapshots of life in a wheelchair – not traditional snapshots 
but those that dare to claim a strong sense of sexuality and desire. 
One of the hardest scenes I did was a shot of my wheelchair next to 
me in the bath, cutting to a shot of my hands traveling over my body, 
in a gesture of masturbation. Doing this scene was not at all 
gratuitous. It was a political decision of painting a picture of a disabled 
woman who has an active sexual relationship with herself. In another 
scene, I depict my partner and me in a loving embrace. Difficult to do, 
but the necessity far outweighed the difficulty. This further explores 
the claim to love and be loved, to desire and be desired: images
which are not very often associated with women with disabilities.

It has been two years since making that first film. 
To date, it has won four international film awards, much to my 
surprise! My work has continued to focus on re-envisaging a media 
that makes people with disabilities visible, not only as sexual beings 
but as people in the fullness of human experience. I am juggling
various stages of post production on various films and hope to send 
them off into the world within the next few months. I am also working 
on the cinematic aesthetics of shooting films from a wheelchair.
Unless we as people with disabilities, as women, as people of colour, 
as lesbians, are able to be the maker of own images, our lives will 
constantly be depicted on the basis of the assumptions others hold of 
who we are, how we live, how we love.

It all begins with access to the tools of being a 
filmmaker. My focus after graduation will be on training people with 
disabilities to make their own films and also to continue making new 
work. Funding is, however, always the challenge. There is currently 
very little support for filmmakers with disabilities. This needs to 
change. Imagine a cinema that is representative of all. A cinema of 
the people! I want to be part of that transformation and will dedicate 
the rest of my life to that. In July 2006, I will open my own company, 
namely twospinningwheels productions. This company will be unique 
in that it will focus on training and making films that represent people 
with disabilities. <<

Shelley Barry can be contacted at: twospinningwheels@yahoo.com

I have to speak you see 
Speak because I almost can’t

Speak because so many haven’t
Speak in whatever language I know 
And not fear walking on my own fire

Speak I must because I was almost silenced  
I speak simply because I am here 

When I’m gone, I’m leaving words and tracks behind

- From Shelley Barry’s award-winning film “Whole – A Trinity of Being”



Wr i t i ng
poet r y

Writing poetry can be a great way of sharing experiences 
and feelings. Here are two poems written by Mr 
Peter Bodo Ong�aro, the Secretary General of Kenya 
Disabled Development Society. Let yourself be inspired.

Triple Disadvantaged

I used to be double disadvantaged
Until the Aids scourge emerged 
But Triple disadvantaged now.
People view me
As the safest
Due to my mobility limitations.
They argue that
I do not move much
Thus chances of
Contracting HIV/Aids, Slim.
I am the endangered species
Because all roads lead towards me
For Aids free sex.
My double disadvantages were 
First as a woman, secondly as a disabled
And now as an Aids victim.
My appeal is for you 
Not to take undue advantage
As I am no longer safe.

My caring community

My caring community
You have always catered for me
You have nursed me
Clothed, fed and sheltered me.
You have been given generously
To cater for my needs
And the general community
Within my means you have lived.
People run away from me
But you have always stood by me
Hard times have cropped up though
You find it difficult to hold on.
You find it hard to stand by me
Because the generosity is dwindling
People no longer give generously
For you to cater for my special needs.
The hard times have made you turn away
You even threaten to close down
Institutions of my rehabilitation and education
Because nothing is forthcoming.
You forget that the institutions were built
For my sake
Changing them for other programmes
Will prove that you actually do not care for me.
While I was fruitful you stood by me
Now that I am no longer providing
You are shying away from me
My caring community why have you forsaken me.
Why should I carry the cross
For the sins I have not committed
You have always benefited
At my expense
My caring community why have you forsaken me.

� �



Photos by the Secretariat. The pictures of the women and the taxi, called ‘car rapide’, were taken in Dakar. The picture of the beach is from Isle Goree. 
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Why me? That’s the question that any person that has a disability 
or a person encountering difficulties has certainly to ask her- or 
himself. This question I have so often asked myself. By always 
having it in my mind, I finally found the answer. By Aîda Sarr.

When I was 3 months old, I was attacked by polio. At 6 years, I was 
equipped with two orthopedic appliances. Now, as an adult, I do not 
need technical assistance, but I am limping. That does not prevent me 
from having ambitions and struggling to reach them.

I have actually realised that my disability works as a splendid stimulus to 
achieve my goals. It has directed me towards the important work I am 
involved in now. Since my early childhood I cherished the dream 
of becoming a journalist. However, the dream did not take into account 
the cruelty of life that was to come. It especially did not take into account 
the man who intended to destroy my dreams. 

In my struggle, I always benefited from love from my 
sister Lika, who always encouraged me. She never ceased to believe in 
my capacity to achieve my goals. As a child the word discrimination did 
not form part of my vocabulary. Once I started working as a journalist, 
however, I was a victim to discrimination. >>

A journalist with a purpose



The worst kind is the concealed discrimination. That is when one does not tell 
you clearly that because you are physically disabled, you cannot do the job. 
But you understand that this is how they think. I could only rely on the support 
of some of my colleagues to be safe, there is no provision in the job 
agreements of Senegalese journalists to protect you when you are a victim of 
discrimination.

I started as a reporter and presenter of the news in a radio 
station. My troubles began when I was editor in chief and the man I mentioned
above started working with us. With the previous heads of the station, who 
appointed me to the position, all went well and I trusted them. But when this 
man came, he caused me all kinds of difficulties. He commissioned me to do 
things that even a person having no disability could not do. He just needed a 
pretext to complain about my work and move me from my position. He tried 
hard, and of course, it did not take long for it to happen. He did not tell me 
directly that it was because of my disability that he wanted me out, but I am 
convinced that it was. At least he used my disability to get rid of me. I felt so 
unjustly treated and I started to have doubts of my competences. I have 
struggled ever since to get over this hard blow. Fortunately, I could manage 
thanks to the kindness and the encouragement of some of my fellow 
colleagues.

Today I am 39 years old, and I continue to work as a journalist 
and carry out my struggle with splendid friends and colleagues who believe in 
the capabilities of persons living with disabilities. I am the Secretary General of 
“the Coalition of Senegalese Journalists for the promotion of the African 
Decade of Persons with Disabilities”, a network with disabled as well as non-
disabled journalists advocating for the rights of Africans with disabilities. I want 
to give hope to all these young children with disabilities who dream of 
becoming journalists and show them through my experience that a disability 
does not have to be an obstacle to reach one’s ambitions. <<

Aîda Sarr lives in Dakar. She has lived in France, and she has worked as a 
journalist in Gabon for 2 years. Now she is a freelance Journalist in Senegal. 
She resigned from her post as chief editor of a Radio Station in Dakar in 2002. 

� $



The Peace Initiatives Institute has developed a method to teach young 
children to respect and include others who are different from themselves. 
They call it the Media Initiatives for Children. By Lina Lindblom.

- It is based on the sad reality that when children are five or six 
years old, they already have set biases in their minds about people who are different 
than themselves, Diane Osgood explains.

- It is a simple idea. Before the children are hardwired with 
prejudices, it is time to teach them that diversity is a good thing, David McCay says.

- The message when it comes to inclusion is very pragmatic. It is
showing the children how to include other children in their play, inviting them to join 
in their play. And also joining an isolated child in his or her play. Inclusion is 
something that can be made really concrete for a child. It can be a very abstract 
mission as an adult, but easy to understand for a child. It is about “Oh, let’s ask 
Susie if she wants to come and play with us”, or “let’s join John who is playing over 
there on his own”. That makes inclusion a real part of a child’s day, Diane adds. >>
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teach children

"I like the people who are ours. I 
don�t like those ones because 
they are Orangemen. They�re bad 
people." (Catholic girl, age 4)

"They�re Protestants and they�re 
bad because they want to kill 
Catholics." (Catholic girl, age 4)

Pictures and quotes from children 
brought up in the conflict of 
Northern Ireland © The Peace 
Initiatives Institute.
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David McCay is the original founder and the chairman of the board of Pii. 
He is a pharmacist. Here he is with the puppets designed for the Media 
Initiatives for Children.

Diane Osgood is an environmental economist. She has worked in 
Africa, mostly in the agricultural sector but also in broader issues of 
sustainable development and civil society development. 

Diane Osgood and David McCay are board members of 
the Peace Initiatives Institute (Pii), based in Colorado in the United 
States. They have both been involved in the formulation and launch of 
the Media Initiatives for Children (MIFC). MIFC combine mass media 
and classroom exercises to address issues of physical, racial and 
cultural differences with young children living in areas of conflict. 
Northern Ireland is the first country where the method has been 
launched. Since 2005, the program has been taught in 200 preschools. 

- We realized early on that we would affect the children 
on a much deeper level if we worked not only with the media, but also 
with the school curriculums, David says, and continues:

- We have created cartoons. Three 60 second cartoons 
are up and running, and a fourth one is being produced as we speak. 
These cartoons show children in a park working through issues of
exclusion. We run the cartoons for three weeks at a time, several times 
a day on television programs that the kids are likely to be watching. 
During the periods that these cartoons run, the schools have a special 

curriculum and have created puppets in the shape of our cartoon 
characters. We have a teacher training course that teaches the teachers 
how to talk about the issues that come up in the animated ads, and help 
the children to understand them at a deeper level. 

- Have you had to deal with conflicting messages from 
parents and friends?, I ask David. 

- Very rarely. Before we come into a school we advice 
the parents about what we are going to do. They can then say that they 
do not want their children taught that for one reason or another. Only two 
parents from the entire group that we have worked with have ever said 
that they do not want their kids exposed to it. We also hope that the 
parents will stop some of the negative rhetoric that they are passing on 
to the children.

- We have monitored results by academics. We are very 
proud that academics have shown that the project has worked. It is 
wonderfully rewarding to see the results, that the children changed their 
behavior to become more accepting and inclusive, Diane tells me. >>



If we would take this initiative to Africa, the fact 
that you have already called certainly would 
make disability high on our list of issues when 
we develop our program.

	
	

Preschoolers participating in the MIFC-Northern Ireland say:

“You shouldn’t leave anybody else out.” 
“We have to learn to trust each other.” 

“The colour of a person’s skin shouldn’t stop you from playing with them.”      

“It’s what is on the inside that is important.”

- What we have found is that children are much more 
interested in playing with children who are different from themselves 
when they have been exposed to our program. We tested their 
willingness to play with children who are different before the project 
started, and then we tested them again after they had been exposed to 
the project. The change was significant. They understood how sad it 
would be for someone to be left out. And once they understood how sad 
it would make others, they then felt that it was ok to make friends with 
people that they would not have played with otherwise, David McCay
clarifies.

I ask if they deal with disability issues within the project.
- Well, our first animated cartoon shows a boy with an 

eye patch that is being discriminated against. This is considered a 
disability in Northern Ireland, although it may not be seen that way 
everywhere. It is not a major disability, but the eye patch is the cheapest 
way to deal with what they call “lazy eye”, which is when the eyes cross. 
We have included the most visible issues of discrimination in Northern 
Ireland in our vignettes, and this is the only disability included so far. 

I ask both of them what is and what should be the role 
of the media in developing an inclusive society.

- I think the media is just a tool that can be used both 
properly and improperly. It is up to those of us who are actually trying to 
shape society in one way or another to use the media as a tool as best 
we can, David argues. 

- The media has a huge role to play. Conscious use of 
the media can really be effective for developing more awareness and 
tolerance among all generations. It also can play a negative role, if 
unconsciously or consciously biases are reproduced in the media. We 
also pick up those negative messages, Diane says.

The Peace Initiatives Institute wants to bring the Media 
Initiative for Children to other countries in the end of 2006. They say that 
Africa as a continent is a priority. 

- Of course our project would be very different in Africa. 
The similarities would be that it would be based on partnerships. No 
matter where we work in the world, it will be based on partnerships. Both

partnerships with schools and media, and with local organizations that
work with children. The main differences will probably be around the 
type of media, Diane Osgood says. 

- Would you be looking to work with disability groups in 
Africa?

- Our model is to have a large, structured stakeholder 
meeting in the beginning. As critical stakeholders we would seek out 
disability groups to participate. In Northern Ireland we have also had an 
advisory council, that is much more active in giving concrete advice. At a 
third level are active partners who co-manage and co-fund the project. It 
is too early to say at what level we would work with the disability 
community in Africa, but the disability groups would absolutely be sought 
out and welcomed as important stakeholders, at least in an advisory 
role, Diane says.

- Disability groups are often completely left out of the 
process when development programs are being developed, I point out. 

- I am sure that that is true, David responds, and 
continues:

- In all of our consultations disability never came up in 
Northern Ireland. We never saw anybody advocating for disability issues 
there. And a lot of what we did was based on what people told us. The 
second cartoon is about skin colour, and we did this one because it was 
brought forward in the consultation phase as an important issue. So if 
we would take this initiative to Africa, the fact that you have already 
called, and the fact that you are advocating for persons with disabilities, 
certainly would make disability high on our list of issues when we 
develop our program. <<



Even though the Constitution of Ghana 
says disabled persons shall be 
protected against all discrimination, 
many still face barriers in society they 
do not overcome. In a special look at 
disability rights, Journalists for Human 
Rights (JHR) spoke with two women in 
Tamale, Ghana. They both highlighted 
the need for public awareness making 
to address the discrimination facing 
persons with disabilities. 

By Raegan Neville, Journalists for 
Human Rights, with assistance from 
local journalists Hamza Salifu, Sorku K. 
Yahuza and Abdul-Razak Ramadan of 
Radio Justice, Tamale, Ghana. >>

Photographs from the Yilonayili village outside 
of Tamale in Northern Ghana. 

The Yilonayili Anglican Primary School. 
Photographer: Raegan Neville. 
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Radio gets the message across in Ghana



Infrastructure is a problem for many schools in northern Ghana. 
These nursery children at the Yilonayili Anglican Primary School close 
to Tamale have classes outside since there is no classroom for them. 
The nursery class has about 130 children in it, with one teacher. The 
women interviewed in this article say that more awareness raising is 
needed for people to really understand that children with disabilities 
can go to school,  that they can be educated and do all kinds of work 
as adults. With the most basic of needs not being met, children with 
disabilities are often left out and excluded from schools in Northern 
Ghana. 

The way Mercy’s struggle began is not unusual here in Northern 
Ghana. Even though the constitution of this country is supposed to 
protect persons with disabilities, many suffer discrimination, especially 
children. Mercy Apoe is blind, and has been for many years. 

- I was about eight years when I was attacked by 
measles, she says. 

- My father sent 12 children in our family to school, 
leaving me behind. Presently, of those 12, none of them have passed 
through the secondary institution, but I have, Mercy Apoe continues. 

A U.S. report on Human Rights in Ghana, released by 
the Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights and Labor for 2005, states: 
“Person with disabilities were frequently subjected to abuse and
intolerance. Some religious sects believed that persons with disabilities 
were afflicted by demons and should be exorcised. The abuse of 
children with disabilities was common. There were reports that children 
with disabilities were tied to trees or under market stalls and caned 
regularly. There also were reports of family members killing children 
with disabilities.”

Mercy says she knows all too well about the way disabled 
children are treated. 

- They will get rid of us. They say we are not living human 
beings, that we are witches, that is what people think, but now, the 
perception is changing gradually. It’s changing, she says, adding that 
now, the most common violation is that many parents of blind and
disabled children don’t send their children to school.

Mercy says the public needs to be educated so they will 
understand and send them to school to learn employable skills. And 
thanks to a family member, that’s exactly what happened to her. 
- I took my education very fast. I learned craft...and today I am the 
breadwinner of the house, she says.

Now, Mercy Apoe is the second vice to the women’s wing 
of the Ghana Association of the Blind and the vice chairperson at the local 
Resource Centre for Persons with Disabilities, where, thanks in part to 
her, persons with disabilities and the general public now have a place to 
come for support and information. >>
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Mercy says while changes are needed at the institution 
level, such as better schools and resources, society itself must also 
change if persons with disabilities are to realize their full potential. In the 
U.S. report on human rights in Ghana, research showed that most 
discrimination against persons with disabilities came from society, rather 
than government.  

- I feel it is society, says Mercy. 
- Generally, people don’t know that disabled people 

have rights, it is now that persons with disabilities have come out to say, 
‘look we are also human beings, and we also have rights.’ Formerly 
people were fighting for the rights of disabled persons. But now we have 
come out to say, ‘no, nothing about us, without us,’ we need involvement 
to tell people about our rights. 

Mercy says she wants people in Ghana to know that 
persons with disabilities can live long, normal lives like her. Many 
believe if a woman is blind, she will give birth to a blind child. In fact, she 
herself was married to a sighted man, and together they had a sighted 
daughter. This information was relayed to the people of Tamale in a 
radio feature supported by Journalists for Human Rights. And Mercy 
says thanks to NGO support and media awareness, misperceptions like 
that one are slowly disappearing. 

- We need awareness, and we need support for the 
awareness. So that people will really understand that persons with 
disabilities have potential. [Persons with disabilities] can go to school; 
they can be educated and do all kinds of work, all kinds of professions, 
which help to develop the country and the world.

In 2003, department of social welfare officials estimated 
that 10 percent of the population of Ghana had some form of physical 
disability. But little had been done to support them. The U.S. report on 
human rights for Ghana stated that while the law had a provision for 
access to public buildings, it was not implemented often in practice. And 
in terms of financial support, an attempt at a program introduced in 1999 
seems to have fallen by the wayside as well. 

In the special report on disability recently and to help 
educate radio listeners in Tamale, Journalists for Human Rights also 
interviewed Augustina Name, the Gender Program Officer from Action 

We need awareness, and we need support 
for the awareness.

Now we have come out to tell people about our 
rights.

on Disability and Development, an NGO working with organizations of 
persons with disabilities in Ghana. She works to mainstream gender into 
disability organizations’ policies. Like Mercy, she wanted to send the 
message that disability does not mean inability. 

- Once a person has a disability that doesn’t mean that 
person can not lead a normal life like every other person, or that the 
person will not be able to contribute to the national economy, she said. 

Augustina was born in rural Ghana with a disability that 
requires her to walk with a prosthetic leg and crutches, she was
determined not to let her disability prevent her from achieving her 
education goals. She recently graduated from a master’s degree program 
in Social Service Administration from the University of Chicago.

- My parents did not see me as a disabled person. Me 
and my siblings were treated as co-equals, she says, adding that in 
addition to parents becoming aware of the importance of education, the 
infrastructure itself needs to change. 

- Some [children with disabilities] go and they get so 
frustrated and then they come out, but the resilient ones are the ones who 
are able to go through because they are determined to make it. 

In addition to children, she says women with disabilities 
also face unique challenges especially here in northern Ghana, where 
women in general are typically marginalized, denied access to resources 
and abused. 

- So, if you are a woman and you have a disability, then 
it’s something like double marginalization, or double discrimination. You 
are very vulnerable, she said. 

There are multiple government agencies involved in 
addressing discrimination against persons with disabilities, including the 
Ministry of Health, the Department of Social Welfare, and the Ministry of 
Education, but the fact remains that most persons with disabilities are 
marginalized, denied and ignored. All of the people interviewed by 
Journalists for Human Rights agreed that public awareness was the only 
way to break the barriers facing persons with disabilities in the Northern 
Region of Ghana and around the world. <<
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Sports�� �
development

Sport can play a role in achieving the Millennium 
Development Goals. By promoting social inclusion for 
those who are traditionally marginalised, sport can also 
bring people with disabilities into the process of achieving 
them. The Secretariat of the African Decade has designed 
a new program aimed at youth with disabilities, that 
focuses on developing leadership skills through sports. By 
Alison Burchell and Nielfah Essop.

Disability is not explicitly mentioned in any of the eight 
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), the 18 targets set out 
to achieve these goals, or the 48 indicators for monitoring their 
progress[1]. The Disability Knowledge and Research 
Programme funded by the UK Department for International 
Development[2], has stated that all of the eight MDGs are 
clearly linked to disability, and that people with disabilities must 
be made part of the process to reach the goals. For instance, 
they have said that disability and poverty are mutually 
reinforcing and that disabled people represent a large 
proportion of the poor, and that disabled people are vulnerable 
to HIV/AIDS, which is also a major cause of disability.

In preparation for the International Year of 
Sport and Physical Education, the United Nations identified that
sport can and should play a role in achieving the Millennium 
Development Goals. They said that goal number 1 on 
eradicating extreme poverty and hunger can be aided through
sport because the sports industry creates employment
opportunities. Sports can help us reach goal number two on 
achieving universal primary school education, because a 
physical education component attracts and keeps children in 
school, reducing truancy. The United Nations has stated that 
sports promotes gender equality and empowers women, 
building confidence and social integration (Goal 3). They have 
said that sports can reduce child mortality and improve
maternal health because it promotes a healthy lifestyle (Goal 4 
and 5). Sports can help in HIV and AIDS outreach because 
sports has a powerful outreach potential that should be used to 
spread information about the disease, as well as to promote
inclusion and counter prejudices (Goal 6). >>

Children coming back from school in Dar Es Salaam, Tanzania.                           
© International Labour Organization/Crozet M.



Goal 7 has to do with environmental sustainability, and the United Nations 
has stated that sensitivity to outdoor sports can promote this goal. Goal 8 
on developing a global partnership for development can be aided through 
partnerships evolved in sport, promoting cooperation between developed 
and developing nations[3]. Football stars Ronaldo and Zidane have acted 
as UNDP�s Goodwill Ambassadors for the Millennium Goals, actively 
promoting the fight against poverty though a series of Matches Against 
Poverty.

Africa is often regarded as the most under-developed 
continent afflicted with high rates of poverty and HIV/AIDS. With newly 
independent states, the establishment of the African Union and the 
development of the New Partnership for Africa’s Development (NEPAD), 
there is a tangible move to address the areas of under-development. In 
1999, the African Union declared the African Decade of Persons with 
Disabilities with the Secretariat now based in Cape Town, South Africa. 
One of the objectives of the African Decade is to “promote more efforts 
that encourage positive attitudes towards children, youth, women and 
adults with disabilities, and the implementation of measures to ensure 
their access to rehabilitation, education, training and employment, as well 
as to cultural and sports activities and access to the physical 
environment”.

The African Decade Secretariat has designed a new 
program aimed at youth with disabilities that focuses on developing 
leadership skills through sports. The goal is to build the capacity of youth 
with disabilities through Sport- and Youth- subcommittees of the National 
Decade Steering Committees. Our planned activities will promote a model 
of sports management which can be replicated in other countries to train 
targeted young persons to lead and promote their own participation and 
inclusion. The program will also facilitate networking and coordination 

Unless disabled people are brought into the 
development mainstream, it will be impossible to cut 
poverty in half by 2015 or to give every girl and boy 
the chance to achieve a primary education by the 
same date.

- James Wolfensohn, Former president of the World Bank

between youth, government departments, and other actors working in the 
areas of disability, youth and sports. We believe that this leadership 
training will enable young persons with disabilities to actively advocate for 
their rights and participate in the decision making processes within the 
disability movement and to be visible in their communities.    

The World Health Organisation estimates that there are 
over 600 million people with a disability worldwide, around 80 million living 
in Africa. They represent a significant part of our population that often has 
not been incorporated into mainstream society. We believe that sport, and 
sport for people with a disability in particular, should play an active role in 
development and in making our societies more inclusive. That is why we 
want to develop sporting opportunities for young persons with disabilities in 
Africa. We believe that this supports the Millennium Development Goals. 
Disability is not mentioned in the MDGs, but is, as has been argued by the 
Disability Knowledge and Research Programme, clearly linked to the goals. 
The United Nations has already stated that sport can help the MDGs. We
want to combine the two approaches. Sports for persons with disabilities 
should be integrated in the mainstream African Youth and Sports 
programmes. We look forward to working with government organisations to 
achieve this in partnership.

For more information, contact Alison Burchell at 
burchell@mweb.co.za or Nielfah Essop of the African Decade Secretariat 
at nielfah@africandecade.co.za. Alison Burchell is the General Manager at 
Disability Sport South Africa. <<

[1] Read about the Millennium Development Goals on the UNDP website: 
<http://www.undp.org/mdg/>
[2] Disability Knowledge and Research Programme 2003-2005. The full report is 
available at <http://www.disabilitykar.net>
[3] Read more about Sport and the MDGs via the United Nations website 
<http://www.un.org/sport2005/a_year/mill_goals.html>

People in every nation love sport.  Its’ values – fitness, 
fair play, teamwork, the pursuit of excellence – are 
universal.  It can be a powerful force for good in the 
lives of people devastated by war or poverty –
especially children.

- Kofi Annan, United Nations Secretary-General.
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� � �Adults
A few hours spent with three energetically talking teenage girls
at a special school in South Africa is a very inspiring and 
enriching experience. The girls are happy, comfortable and 
confident. The biggest frustration, they tell me, is adults who do 
not seem to know how to behave around children with 
disabilities. By Nielfah Essop.

Making my way down the corridor of the school as I arrive and the 
siren signals the end of the lunch break, I am reminded of my own 
school days. I get caught in the middle as children, energetic from 
playing in the fresh air, come streaming from the playground into the 
corridors in a scramble to get to class on time. They are laughing 
and shouting out names. Some are lagging behind trying to get the 
last bit of play in before class starts. As the corridors start emptying 
the noise subsides and I meet Ragmat Boltney and two other grade 
eight pupils. I had made an appointment to interview only Ragmat. 
The other two girls warrant my presence as a good enough reason 
to be excused from history class. After having asked the teacher in 
the classroom for permission, we decide that all three will be 
interviewed as a group.

- They can go where I can’t, Ragmat responds when 
I ask her how her disability makes her different to other kids her age, 
while we go through the corridors again. Ragmat is a wheelchair 
user. She has a spinal cord injury caused by an accident when she 
was 4 years old. >>

frustrating
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During my afternoon at Astra School outside of Cape 
Town, Ragmat Boltney, Ashley-Ann Kortje, Rezaan Achmat and I talk 
about everything from society’s perception of disability, mainstream 
schooling and household chores to boyfriends and future dreams. 

Astra School for learners with a disability opened in 
1980. Two moves later the school is now housed in custom built 
premises in Montana, just outside of central Cape Town in South Africa. 
There are approximately 300 learners. 200 of them have a physical 
disability and 100 a learning disability. 

We make our way to the Physiotherapy section. The 
winter sun is streaming through the windows of this open plan area 
creating an atmosphere where I sense that it is a functional and fun 
place to be. It is filled with uninhabited wheelchairs, colorful drawings 
and various sport equipment. I am showed around by the three learners 
as they proudly point out and introduce me to assistive devices which 
they assume I have no knowledge of. The physiotherapy department is 
responsible for improvement of physical function and mobility through 
therapy, sport participation and recommendation or requisition of 
assistive devices. The girls find us a sunny corner to sit where they 
make me comfortable while I ask them to tell me a bit about themselves 
and their interaction with kids outside of school.

- The children in my street who have grown up with me 
treat me pretty much the same as the other kids. The fact that I use a 
wheelchair doesn’t bother them very much. Though at times they’ll get

tired of pushing my chair, and I have to wheel myself around the
playground, Ragmat explains.

- At first when kids meet me they are afraid of the 
differences in our physical appearance, but if they’re in my company long 
enough their curiosity takes over. Once questions have been answered, 
it’s quite easy for us to play together. I’ve been asked things like whether 
my arm will fall off, if my hand hurts when it’s touched and if my disability 
is a result of me being punished. Differences are easily forgotten though, 
and once they get to know me I’m easily included into games where rules 
are changed to allow me to participate, Rezaan adds.

Adults are the most frustrating, I am told by Ashley-Ann, 
who is also a wheelchair user as a result of Spina bifida. Rezaan
vehemently agrees:

- My exposure to adults are mostly the same. They’ll 
stare, and then quickly look away. Some will ask questions about my 
disability and always respond in the same way, with sympathy and pity. 
Adults are uncomfortable around me and seldom speak directly to me.

- We just wish they would take the time to get to know us 
and to understand that we are not our disability, all three girls declare in 
unison. 

- At our homes we are treated as equals, we have the 
same responsibilities as our siblings, we are scolded for not cleaning up 
after ourselves and I have to do household chores which I don’t enjoy 
very much, Rezaan says with a frown. >>

Ashley-Ann, Rezaan and 
Ragmat are classmates. � $



The conversation flows, as one girl fills in where one of the 
others finishes. Their enthusiasm is inspiring, and their happiness contagious. 
They demand to know if I have a boyfriend, laugh, and seem to enjoy this 
moment as much as I do. The atmosphere is relaxed. We start discussing the 
media, and how the portrayal or absence of disability in cartoons and general 
television programs influence society’s attitudes towards disability. They tell 
me about a South African produced animated program which is aired once a 
week. All three girls look forward to watching it in its daytime slot. 

- One of the characters in the program is a wheelchair user, 
and she seems to have no problem with accessibility. She gets to go wherever 
she wants. Shops, parks and visiting friends at their homes are never a 
problem. There are no adults staring at her when she’s out and everyone treats 
her like a regular kid, Rezaan quizzically informs me. 

- I feel good when I watch it and I wish there were more 
programs where disability is present but not the focus, says Ragmat. She 
refers to a movie she’s recently seen where the main character had a disability. 

- The poor woman kept falling around and knocking into 
things. It was so exaggerated and overly negative. The disability itself was in 
focus the whole time. Even I felt sorry for her, she says.  

All three girls participate in ballroom dancing classes. Rezaan
and Ashley-Ann are also part of the table-tennis and basketball team at Astra. 
They discuss mainstream schools and what the pros and cons of attending one 
would be. 

- Kids would stare, and how would I get to my classes if it was 
on the second floor?,  Rezaan, who has transverse myelitis, a condition where 
paralysis and numbness are experienced in the legs and trunk, enquires from 
me. 

- Schools in the area where I stay are not accessible and I 
don’t think they would have the assistive devices we use here at Astra, Ashley-
Ann says. Ashley-Ann is from Riversdale, a town approximately 150 km 
outside of Cape Town. Because there are no schools that accommodate 
learners with a disability in her area, she stays at the hostel on the school 
premises and only travels home during school holidays. 

Ashley-Ann blames ignorance for people’s indifference 
towards her and her disability. 

- We want people to get to know us. I want to show them my 
moves on the basketball court and get them to take me seriously when I tell 
them about the dreams I have for when I grow up. I have the same hang-ups 
as any other 15 year old. I argue with my siblings, get irritated by my parents 
and I’m looking forward to being an adult so I can decide what to do and where 
to go. <<

In the Physiotherapy section the learners at the Astra school 
train mobility and physical strength through therapy and sport. 



Cantol Alexandre Pondja from Maputo is the Secretary of 
AJODEMO, the Association of Disabled Youth in 
Mozambique. Here he is with Verna Alice Saúte, also from 
Maputo (to the left), and Rona Sibanda from Zimbabwe (to 
the right). The picture was taken at a conference on 
disability politics in Kaya Kwanga, Mozambique, in April. 
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In Mozambique there are 14 associations of disabled people united in Forum of 
Mozambican Associations of the Disabled (FAMOD), of which four are working 
for the youth. I am the Secretary of the Association of Disabled Youth in 
Mozambique (AJODEMO). By Cantol Alexandre Pondja.

There are around 10% disabled people in Mozambique, the majority
of which are youth. The young persons with disabilities live in situations of extreme 
poverty, where they experience many difficulties. The disabled in Mozambique are 
suffering discrimination within the society around them, not being given the same 
opportunities in relation to other so-called "normal" people, and therefore facing many 
obstacles in accessing education, health care and employment. The pandemic of 
HIV/AIDS is also affecting Mozambique and the disabled, in particular the youth. 

AJODEMO and ASUMO, another one of the associations working for 
youth with disabilities, have outlets in almost every province and some districts in 
Mozambique. These associations have done a lot for the rights and laws that are 
protecting young persons with disabilities. We work to give all youth full equality in 
their societies. We have carried out awareness raising campaigns showing theatre 
pieces. We arrange capacity-building workshops, where we involve the government, 
NGOs and partners in order for them to include disability issues into their 
development programs. AJODEMO has held talks with the communities, in 
institutions, schools and busy places, on the rights of disabled people. Workshops on 
political issues as well as HIV/AIDS have been popular, as have trips to exchange 
and gain experience with others in different regions or other countries. We engage in 
discussions with the media and we have income generating activities where 
especially women with disabilities are employed in telephone services. Cultural 
activities are ongoing and important as social events that make this often invisible 
community more visible, such as painting, dancing and pottery. 

We welcome all young persons with disabilities to take part in our 
activities. We also appeal to all our development partners in Mozambique not to do 
anything for us without us. <<

for the young
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� � � � from around Africa
On two pages we present what some African newspapers and other media are reporting on development, human rights and disability.
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Women, sex and disability – a triple taboo

"Parents and relatives believe that a woman with 
disability should not engage in sex", says Gladys
Charowa, Executive Director of Disabled Women
Support Organisation (DWSO). It is not quite so 
bad for disabled men, she points out: "They can 
easily find a partner and marry through
assistance from relatives. Women are being
denied this right by parents and relatives." 
As a result, some sleep with any man, to get
away from their parents. Others are taken
advantage of by men, playing on the women�s
need to be wanted and loved. Many are raped
precisely because of their vulnerability. 
Indian disability activist Kuhu Das says that 
research shows that almost 90 per cent of 
disabled women experience sexual abuse. A 
Save the Children Fund survey in Uganda and 
Rwanda found that young disabled people felt
they were less likely to have a faithful partner
than their non-disabled peers, and "many felt
they should be grateful" to non-disabled partners. 
Change will take a long time, says Gladys
Charowa, but at least the issues are coming out 
into the open. 

Accra Daily Mail, June 19, 2006.

Malawi launches disability policy 

The government of Malawi has launched the 
National Policy on Equalisation of 
Opportunity for Persons with Disabilities with 
a call for elimination of barriers that people 
with disabilities face.

Launching the policy in Lilongwe on 
Saturday, Minister for Persons with 
Disabilities and the Elderly, Clement 
Khembo, said that “The policy seeks to 
integrate fully people with disabilities in all 
aspects of life, thereby equalising their 
opportunities in order to enhance their dignity 
and well-being so that they have essentials of 
life.” 
Khembo said, however, that people with 
disabilities would enjoy maximum equal 
access to opportunities only if the policy is 
fully implemented. An Act of Parliament will 
be passed to punish offenders.

The Malawi Nation Online, July 10, 2006.

New laws underway in Tanzania

In Tanzania, the government has outlined
several measures being taken in support of 
people with disability, the Deputy Minister for 
Health, Dr Aisha Kigoda, told the parliament
on June 28.

The measures include publication and 
distribution of the National Policy for 
Development and Services to People with 
Disability of 2004. The policy will also be 
posted on the government website, 
parliament was told. 

The deputy minister further said that various
laws have been lined up for change to make
them friendly to people with disabilities, after
the adoption of the policy in 2004.

Daily News, Tanzania, June 29, 2006.
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“Make the Disability Law work for you”

Mr Larry Bisaba, a Regional Director of the 
Department of Social Welfare, appeals to 
persons with disabilities to make the 
Disability Act work in their interest. He says
the onus is now on them to play their roles
with the same enthusiasm and "noise 
making" which accompanied the bill that has 
materialized into law. Mr Bisaba says that it is 
improper for people with disabilities to take
the law for granted because its existence will 
in itself not be enough. «One thing you must 
not forget is that no one can fight for you 
more than you could for yourself so you must 
unite and stay focused for a common goal », 
Mr Bisaba says, advising against shyness
and inferiority complex. 

Mr Eric Ofori, Project Coordinator of the Volta 
Regional branch of the Ghana Association of 
the Blind (GAB), praises the government for 
passing the bill and expresses hope that it
will work for the development of the disabled.

Ghanaweb.com, July 14, 2006. 

New portable device helps blind people read

A new handheld device has been unveiled by the 
National Federation of the Blind in the United 
States that converts print into audio. It will soon 
be sold via the Internet. Tommy Craig, in the 
United States, has used it. He says it made him 
able to read anything from menus to cooking 
directions and news papers. When positioning 
the reader over print, it takes a picture, and in 
seconds the printed message is heard. “It 
certainly makes you more independent”, Mr Craig 
says.

Other people who have tested the reader say 
they have enjoyed being able to read items that 
they have not been able to read before, such as 
the magazine in the chair pocket of an aircraft. 
Another advantage is that it allows blind persons 
to read print materials in private, things that you 
may not want anyone else to read.  

The device is portable, and the inventor expects 
that it will eventually allow for the identification of 
objects and people as well as text.  

Cape Times, South Africa, July 2006.

Call for positive attitudes in Zimbabwe 

“Negative attitudes of society towards 
disability is the major challenge hampering 
the development of people with disabilities in 
Zimbabwe”, Farai Charera said in Harare on 
April 27. She is the President of the 
Zimbabwean National Council of People with 
Disabilities. She also urged every 
government ministry and development 
partners to have a budget for persons with 
disabilities, because “disability is a cross 
cutting development issue”. 

Although Zimbabwe passed the Disabled 
Persons Act in 1992, many of its provisions 
have not been implemented. 

Angola Press, May 3, 2006
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This is the official website of Journalists for Human Rights:

http://www.jhr.ca/

Check the Communication and Information section of UNESCOs 
website for information on development and communication:

http://portal.unesco.org/ci/

Here is Soul Beat Africa, “Communication for Change”. Soon the 
journalist training manual on disability developed by us at the 
Secretariat of the African Decade of Persons with Disabilities will 
be published on this website. Look out for that:

http://www.comminit.com/africa/soul-beat.html

The Images of Disability site can inspire media professionals 
wanting to further inclusion of disability:

http://www.imagesofdisability.gov.uk/

Also check the Life Span Institute for media guidelines on disability:

http://www.lsi.ku.edu

Here is a selection of interesting links on media, youth, human rights and disability. Check these websites if you want inspiration and 
more information to complement the articles in this issue of Human Rights Africa.

Read more about the Media Initiatives for Children:
http://www.mifc-pii.org/

The BBC has an online magazine full of humour, news and 
information related to disability:
http://www.bbc.co.uk/ouch/

“Source” has a lot of information, e.g. on inclusive education and 
disabilty and youth: 
http://www.asksource.info/res_library/disability.htm

The Institute of Child Health has a good collection of online 
resources:
http://www.ich.ucl.ac.uk/library/disability.htm

Disability Knowledge and Research has a list of databases with 
disability information:
http://www.disabilitykar.net/resources/disability.html

�  



Next issue on particularly vulnerable groups and on 
conflict and disability: December 2006.� � � � � �� 	
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Mauretania

November 
2005

The first ever international human rights convention for persons with disabilities is about to 
be concluded at the United Nations in New York as this newsletter goes to print. For articles 
about the August 2006 meeting of the Ad Hoc Committee on a Comprehensive and Integral 
International Convention to Promote and Protect the Rights and Dignity of Persons with 
Disabilities with an African perspective, check <www.pambazuka.org>. The latest
information about the work of the Ad Hoc Committee is available at this address:  
<http://www.un.org/esa/socdev/enable/rights/ahc8.htm>.

Kenya is currently developing the Kenya National Disability Policy. In the draft policy, 
released on August 4, 2006, the Kenyan Ministry of Gender, Sports, Culture and Social 
Services makes a statement on the importance of awareness raising. They say that “Lack of 
awareness is largely responsible for the marginalization and exclusion of persons with 
disabilities from the social, development and political spheres.”

� � � � �final
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