NCDW-BLAST partnership for access to justice for women with disabilities

Persons with disabilities are nearly twice as likely to be victims of domestic or sexual violence than persons without disabilities.
 Women with disabilities are at even greater risk and are three to four times more likely to be victims of abuse than non-disabled women.
 Despite this high prevalence of violence, many women with disabilities face significant barriers in escaping violence, reporting crimes and seeking justice. Violence against women with disabilities is very seldom reported, and when it is, inaccessible facilities, inadequate services and discrimination within the justice system cause many cases to be thrown out or ignored altogether. Without adequate information on services or legal aid, women with disabilities facing violence often do not know where to go to claim their rights. 
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In Bangladesh, women with disabilities face discrimination at the family, state, institutional and social levels. They are frequently denied their rights to education, employment and political participation. In fact, women with disabilities are often denied the right to leave their homes, making them virtual prisoners in their homes.
 To compound this oppression, women with disabilities also experience high rates of sexual violence and abuse but cannot seek legal redress due to inaccessible legal services; lack of understanding and knowledge of legal processes; prohibitively expensive legal fees; and institutional discrimination in male-dominated societies and justice systems. As a result, most cases of violence against women with disabilities go unreported or are dismissed by members of the community and justice sector. 
To change this situation for women with disabilities in Bangladesh, the National Council of Disabled Women (NCDW), a DRF grantee, has been working in partnership with Bangladesh Legal Aid and Services Trust (BLAST) to fight for the rights of women and girls with disabilities to access justice. They do this through collecting data on the prevalence of gender-based violence and abuse against women with disabilities, documenting these rights violations, and litigating the cases in court.  They also educate women and girls with disabilities on their rights to justice and legal representation; and provide accessible, pro-bono legal services to empower victims of abuse to seek justice in traditional and national court systems. 

Working together to collect data on violence against women and girls with disabilities 
There is no official data on the prevalence of violence and gender-based violence against women and girls with disabilities in Bangladesh. In response to this dearth of information, NCDW and BLAST have worked collaboratively to gather this data. Through their information collection, they have also documented any legal redress options available to victims of violence with disabilities. BLAST and NCDW co-designed focus group sessions and surveys, in which persons with disabilities and family members from seven districts in Bangladesh participated, to measure both the rates of violence in these districts as well as the level of general knowledge of legal procedures and rights guaranteed to women with disabilities by Bangladesh’s ratification of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) and its Disability Rights and Protection Act 2013. 
Findings from the study reveal that many women with disabilities are unaware of their right to access justice: almost 40% of those surveyed were unaware of any rights and protections guaranteed by the State or the CRPD. Results also indicated that women with disabilities often faced intimidation when trying to settle gender-based violence cases out of court: 73% of the cases of gender-based violence against a woman with a disability (including exploitation and abuse) were settled through a shalish (a traditional dispute resolution mechanism); 93% of survey respondents said they faced pressure or coercion to settle outside of court; 41% of respondents said that when a case of violence was reported to police, investigating officers did not interview the victims with disabilities.
 Additionally, virtually all women with disabilities surveyed reported that the court system was inaccessible.  More than 78% said that no Sign Language interpreters were available to Deaf or hard-of-hearing plaintiffs during trial proceedings.
 
Providing legal aid to women with disabilities to ensure access to justice 
Through their collaboration with NCDW, BLAST has extended ongoing pro-bono legal services to persons with disabilities, with a specific focus on women and girls with disabilities. NCDW continues to facilitate this work by providing referrals to women with disabilities who are victims of violence. At present time, BLAST is the only legal aid organization in Bangladesh to take cases of gender-based violence against women with disabilities. Since inception of their collaboration, NCDW and BLAST have documented over 20 cases, and successfully litigated 3 cases in court, including 2 historic cases of rape in which the perpetrators both received sentences. These two court rulings are unprecedented in Bangladesh, where perpetrators of sexual violence against women with disabilities are rarely held accountable. NCDW also helps educate the community on the rights of women and girls to access justice through workshops, information sessions and promotional materials. 
The legal aid and education services provided by both organizations is ground-breaking and invaluable to women and girls with disabilities, many of whom had little hope of bringing the perpetrators of their rights violations to justice. This partnership has brought to light the importance of cooperation between disabled persons organizations and other human rights organizations. As a women-led disability rights group, NCDW is a leading example of the power of leveraging the momentum of partnerships to solve critical access to justice issues for women with disabilities. This partnership has helped to bring greater visibility to women with disabilities as they seek to access justice, while educating members of the formal and informal judiciary about providing legal redress for women and girls with disabilities, as outlined in international and national legal instruments.  
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