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This submission from the Disabled People’s Association of Solomon Islands (DPASI)[footnoteRef:1] provides information on the situation of women and girls with disabilities and the enjoyment and exercise of their rights in the Solomon Islands. It covers Articles 1-4, 5, 7, 10, 11, 12, 13, 15, 16 and 24 of the Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW).  [1:  DPASI is the National Disabled Peoples’ Organization, registered under the Charitable Trusts Act (Cap 115) in October 2003. The organization’s mission is to promote and advocate for the rights of persons with disabilities in Solomon Islands. DPASI is a founding member of the Pacific Disability Forum (PDF), the regional focal body for disability which aims at building the capacity of Disabled Peoples’ Organizations in the Pacific. PWSDI established Self Help Groups in six of the nine provinces in the country in collaboration with Solomon Islands Deaf and Blind Associations and the Blind and vision impaired association. In addition to supporting its members, it empowers two working Committees on Women and Youth with Disabilities groups.
] 

The Solomon Islands ratified the CEDAW in 2002 and signed the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) in 2008. It has yet to ratify the CRPD. 
DPASI appreciates the CEDAW Committee’s attention to women and girls with disabilities in past reviews of the Solomon Islands, and calls for continued consideration of their rights to help advance their participation and inclusion in society. Any questions on the submission can be directed to: 
pwdsimanager@gmail.com or ceo.dpasi@gmail.com.

Legal framework, articles 1-4
The National Disability Inclusive Development Policy 2023-2030 was recently adopted. One of the priority areas of this policy is ratification of the CRPD. Currently, an instrument of ratification has been deposited with the UN for accession and ratification. There is also a Draft Working Document for a Disability Legislation Bill that’s needs revisiting with the full input and participation of women with disabilities.
While women with disabilities are acknowledged and have been referred to explicitly in different legal and policy instruments (e.g. National Disability Inclusive Development Policy 2023-2030; National Gender Equality and Women’s Development Policy 2016–2020; National Policy to Eliminate Violence Against Women and Girls 2016 – 2020), implementation of these instruments has been lacking.
The Constitution fails to list disability as a prohibited ground of discrimination (it is limited to: “race, place of origin, political opinions, colour, creed or sex”, section 15(4)) and there is no recognition that the denial of reasonable accommodation amounts to discrimination, all of which hinder identifying and invoking disability-based discrimination and multiple and intersectional discrimination that women and girls with disabilities face.

Proposed questions for the list of issues
1. In what concrete timeframe will the Solomon Islands ratify the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities?
2. What steps are being taken to ensure the inclusion of disability as a prohibited ground of discrimination in the Constitution and legal and policy framework, and recognition of the denial of reasonable accommodation as constituting disability-based discrimination?
3. What measures are in place to ensure systemic disaggregation of data by gender an disability and to integrate the Washington Group Short Set of Questions on Disability across all national surveys and to implement it appropriately through education and training with statistics offices and survey and census takers, including through the provision of training by women with disabilities and their representative organisations?
Violence, article 2, 16

As set out in the National Policy to Eliminate Violence Against Women and Girls 2016 – 2020, “49% of women with disabilities experienced sexual violence, and 19% experienced physical violence from family members. Most health, justice and EVAW services are not accessible for women with disabilities.”

Assistance and services
Despite the recognition of these alarming rates in the above instrument, as well as the Committee’s previous recommendations to the Solomon Islands focusing on violence against women and girls with disabilities, women and girls with disabilities continue to face violence and are denied access to services and access to justice. SAFENET coordination services are not well resourced and are not accessible for women and girls with disabilities in the Solomon Islands. Some social welfare services have been reported by women with disabilities as not disability friendly because of the lack of willingness to accommodate their needs. Further, information on seeking assistance and services for survivors of violence is not made accessible, leaving women and girls with disabilities without any recourse or supports. 

Assistance to survivors of violence is further impeded for women and girls with disabilities living in rural and remote areas, where the majority of persons with disabilities, including women, live. Generally, rural women who experience GBV do not report cases to the police because of the long distance and difficulty of access by the police to rural remote areas. 

Reporting
Reporting incidents of violence is exacerbated because police are not trained specifically on accommodating survivors of violence who are women and girls with disabilities.  As a result of these barriers, violence goes largely unreported and impunity persists. According to the DPASI Legal Clinic, a couple of cases of violence were reported, however, those victims refrained from taking the cases further because they felt unsafe from the perpetrators (including their partners), and they doubted that the police could guarantee their safety once the perpetrators would know about the reports. Often women with disabilities withdraw reports or fail to report because they are dependent on the perpetrator, not only for financial stability, but also to provide disability-specific support in daily life. This creates an extreme power imbalance that women with disabilities cannot escape because of the lack of confidence in the police and services.

In some cases, the police did not take seriously the claims of women with disabilities reporting a case and let the perpetrator go free. Most violent/criminal cases do not proceed to court due to fraudulent compromises between police and the perpetrators which have become common in the Solomon Islands. For example, a woman with disability reported a case about a male perpetrator who regularly threatened her with knife and other weapons. The man habitually humiliated her in public by calling her by her impairment. She reported the case to the police but no action was taken.   
Women with disabilities have shared that they feel hesitant to report cases because of the lack of confidentiality in the reporting process, particularly when there is a need for communication supports. For example, a Deaf woman whose testimony is interpreted through a sign language interpreter faces a lot of stigma because of the few number of sign language interpreters working in the country and their familiarity with the Deaf community. She cannot feel safe in her disclosure or in disclosing all details. 

Access to justice 
Even where cases are reported and proceed to be heard before a court and the perpetrator is found guilty, sentencing and serving of a sentence fails to apply the law, serve justice and adequately act as a deterrent against violence against women and girls with disabilities.  
In R v. James Wilford (2020), a deaf woman of 19 years was raped by her uncle. While the court found that there were aggravating circumstances, including that “the victim suffers from a speech impairment, being dumb from birth, which places her in a more vulnerable and weaker position”, that the victim and perpetrator are related, and the victim’s sister, a witness to the crime, pleaded him to stop, the sentence handed down was 7 years (while the maximum sentence is 10 years).  Moreover, while the court noted that the victim had been traumatized by the event, the court found that a mitigating factor was the perpetrator’s guilty plea: 
“..your guilty plea has not only saved court time and expense, but in the peculiar circumstances of this case, saved the victim the embarrassment of having to give evidence under what would have been extremely difficult and challenging circumstances, bearing in mind that she suffers from a notable physical disability, being dumb from birth. You have saved her and her little sister from that ordeal and the court and counsel from having to grapple with what would have been difficult issues of hearing evidence in a trial.”
Even though the court pronounced a sentence of 7 years, and took into account that the perpetrator had been in custody for 4 years prior to the sentencing hearing, the perpetrator was immediately released at the end of the sentencing hearing; the court directed that” the defendant be released at the rising of the court, being satisfied that a substantial part of the sentence has been served.” 

Clearly, training and education for judicial officers is lacking when it comes to ensuring access to justice for women and girls with disabilities survivors of violence, including recognition of their lived experiences and how the courts play a critical role in not only restoring a sense of safety and peace of mind to survivors, but to appropriately sanction criminal practices, combat impunity and to legally, socially and culturally reinforce zero tolerance of violence against women and girls.

Need for specialised units
There is a special unit within police and services and NGOs to deal with Gender Based Violence particularly for women but not specific for women with disabilities. There have been accounts that some women with disabilities who wanted to access those services were not allowed to as they were told that the unit could not afford to accommodate them due to the absence of accessible facilities in those centres. DPASI has a Legal Clinic but it can only get instructions from clients with disabilities and refer them to Public Solicitors Office (PSO). 

All sectors involved in violence cases should have specific training and provisions to ensure access by women and girls with disabilities, and in particular, there is a need to establish specialized units within police and legal services to accommodate women and girls with disabilities and accompany them in accessing services and justice.

Data collection and disaggregation
Another barrier to the provision of services is the lack of data collected generally and that disaggregated by gender and disability. The lack of data impedes the necessary budget and resources being allocated to ensure the provision of accessible assistance and services, including in rural areas.

Proposed questions for the list of issues
1. What steps are being taken to address the heightened risk for girls and women with disabilities of becoming victims of violence to prevent and combat violence and ensure access to justice for women survivors with disabilities? What measures are being adopted to ensure that assistance, services and information for victims are made accessible to women and girls with disabilities, including those living in rural areas? 
2. What steps are being taken to train police, health and social workers and judicial staff on addressing violence against women and girls with disabilities, including recognizing the criminal nature of gender and disability-based violence and disability hate crime, communicating with and accommodating women and girls with disabilities victims of violence to ensure their access to services and justice, and ensuring respect for confidentiality?
3. What steps are foreseen to review judicial practice related to cases of violence perpetrated against women and girls with disabilities and to provide training and education for judicial staff on providing procedural accommodations, appropriately sanctioning and sentencing perpetrators and deterring cases of violence? 
4. What steps are being taken, in consultation with organisations of women and girls with disabilities, to establish specialized units within police and legal services to accommodate women and girls with disabilities and accompany them in accessing services and justice?
5. What information and awareness-raising campaigns for the general public are in place or are foreseen to promote the prevention of and combating of gender-based and disability-based stereotypes, violence and hate crime, including the dissemination of accessible information on services and assistance to survivors of violence?
6. What steps are being taken to systematically collect data on women and girls which is systematically disaggregated by disability (among others characteristics) across all sectors including protection from violence, access to justice, consultation and political participation, social protection, health, education, employment, poverty reduction, climate action, emergencies etc.? 

Participation in decision-making, Articles 7, 15

While women with disabilities are increasingly participating in consultations concerning persons with disabilities and those concerning women generally, these initiatives are concentrated in Honiara (the national capital). Women and girls with disabilities who are living in the provinces do not have opportunities to give their input and have a say in decision-making processes. For example, the National Disability Development Policy was just approved by Cabinet in November 2022, and while some women in the Honiara City were consulted, there was no wider consultation among the 9 provinces in the country. 
Another factor that hinders their participation in decision-making is the lower rate of education and completion of schooling by women and girls with disabilities. And as a result, they have had less chances to learn about and assert their rights and express their opinions.
Some consultations have included women with disabilities on a tokenistic basis, lacking active engagement and follow up. Many times even though women with disabilities attended those consultations, they were not given a chance to contribute and share their issues. Sometimes, they share their views but their concerns are not prioritized or appropriately considered. For example, the inclusion of the Washington Short Set of Questions on Disability (a tool to ensure the data disaggregated by disability) was included in the 2019 census but on account of the lack of meaningful consultation and follow up to guide implementation, this was not carried out effectively. Efforts need to be made to ensure meaningful participation of women and girls with disabilities, beyond asking for feedback to recognizing and soliciting their expertise to design and guide processes. 
Moreover, efforts are needed to ensure inclusive and accessible processes for participation, including accessible venues and communications. In terms of reasonable accommodation, there are very limited accessible meeting venues so most times only those people that could access such venues could be invited. Sign language interpreters are also limited in the country which quite disadvantage Deaf members. Deaf members have different sign language especially the local sign language is different from the introduced sign language so that caused communication barriers even if the community based Deaf members are invited in those consultations.
With respect to representation of women with disabilities in government, there are no representatives for disabilities in the government ministries. Within organisations of persons with disabilities, for example DPASI, women with disabilities make up 50% of board members. However in mainstream civil society, women with disabilities are not represented in decision-making positions, such as the Women’s Rights Action Movement (WRAM).
Concerning the right to vote and stand for election, sections 55(3) and 49(1) of the Constitution respectively deny these rights to persons who are “certified to be insane or otherwise adjudged to be of unsound mind under any law for the time being in force in Solomon Islands…” Not only do these provisions violate article 7 of the Convention but also article 15 on equal recognition before the law. 

Proposed questions for the list of issues
1. What measures is the government of Solomon Islands taking to ensure the effective and systematic participation of women and girls with disabilities and their representative organisations in the development, implementation and monitoring of legislation, policies and within decision-making processes concerning relating to mainstream women’s matters, youth matters and beyond? What guidelines, standards and protocols are in place in ensure inclusive and accessible processes for participation including accessible venues and communications, including provision of local sign languages?
2. What programmes are foreseen to promote the representation of women with disabilities in government including the adoption of an enforceable employment quota for the public sector?
3. What steps are being taken to repeal sections 55(3) and 49(1) of the Constitution to remove restrictions on the right to vote and stand for election of women on the basis of disability in accordance with articles 7 and 15?

Education, Article 10
According to the 2009 census (most recent available census report), 2% of children enrolled in primary schools are children with disabilities[footnoteRef:2]. This percentage declines as those children with disabilities move higher in education due to increasing barriers and cost of schooling. There is no specific data on girls with disabilities’ enrollment, attendance or completion of school.  [2:  Gartrell, A., Manderson, L., Jennaway, M., Fangalasuu, J. and Dolaiano, S., 2013. Realising rights, protecting freedoms: Disability, social inclusion and culturally appropriate solutions to disadvantage in Solomon Islands. Final report.] 

While data for special schools is kept by those schools, there is no proper registry of data on mainstream schools.
There is the Solomon Islands National Inclusive Education Policy 2022-2026 that sets out to provide universal education to every child in the country through increased access to education, improved quality of education and improved management. However, within the policy there is very little developed about inclusive education of students with disabilities and the indicators do not call for disaggregated data by disability. One indicator that is put forward is on the “Percentage of education budget spent on disability-inclusive plan at the local level”, yet no targets have been set. 
Girls with disabilities face multiple barriers to attending and completing schooling. First, cultural attitudes do not prioritise girls in education because they are regarded as household workers, and this is worse still for a girl with disability as generally children with disabilities are not regarded as capable to go to school. Even teachers share this attitude. For example, a parent wanted to enroll their Deaf daughter in a school in Honiara and as soon as the teachers knew she was a Deaf, they disallowed the enrolment of the girl on the spot.  
Further, distances to school exacerbate attendance given the lack of accessible transport to get there and/or having to walk through remote areas which pose risks to safety. There is a recent case of a rape of a girl (without disabilities) in the Western Province while traveling to school.
At school, the buildings and infrastructure are not always accessible and there is an absence of support or accommodations, including assistive devices, to enable children with disabilities to participate in learning on an equal basis with other students. For girls with disabilities, having access to accessible toilets is important, especially during menstruation. However, not all toilets are accessible or the paths to get there are not, making it impossible for girls who use wheelchairs to attend school regularly. 
Moreover, teachers are not trained on inclusive education; “poor educational outcomes for children with disabilities were attributed to lack of teacher training or learning support resources for children who learned differently, as well as negative attitudes towards disability among school staff members and other students. Although this suggests that schools do not attempt to support children with disabilities, six schools had made simple accommodations including seating hearing or visually impaired children in the front row near the teacher, or contacting the Ministry of Health for advice about the students’ needs.” [footnoteRef:3]  [3:  Carrington S, Pillay H, Tones M, Nickerson J, Duke J, Esibaea B, Malefoasi A, and  Fa’asala C J (2017) A case study of culturally informed disability-inclusive education policy development in the Solomon Islands, International Journal of Inclusive Education, 21:5, 495-506, DOI: 10.1080/13603116.2016.1218952] 

Proposed questions for the list of issues
1. What steps are being taken to adopt and implement inclusive education with the requisite budget to ensure the right of children with disabilities to attend regular schools with the supports and accommodations they require? 
2. Please provide statistics of the number of girls and boys with disabilities attending and completing primary, secondary and tertiary schooling in regular schools.
3. What steps are being taken to ensure the obligatory training of all teachers and including compulsory inclusive education course at the university level for all education students, individual education plans for all students, the availability of assistive devices and support in classrooms, accessibility of communications, educational materials, curricula, and school environments, including toilets, and allocation of budget for all of the above?

Employment, article 11

There is no national data on the employment of women with disabilities, nor on persons with disabilities generally. Women with disabilities face multiple barriers in accessing employment due to less access to education and completion of schooling. In addition, there is widespread stigma and discrimination that excludes women with disabilities from the labour market. There is a lack of awareness and training for employers, leading to inaccessible workplaces and the absence of reasonable accommodation.

There is no nation-wide framework for an employment quota for women for all employment sectors in the country. Further, there is no employment quota for people with disabilities, including in the public sector.

In some cases, women with psychosocial disabilities work in community doing clean up or gardening. They are not formally employed and in return they are given some food. This amounts to free labour but as they cannot access paid employment, they have no other option but to resort to this arrangement.

Proposed questions for the list of issues
1. Please indicate what steps are being taken to promote the employment of women with disabilities including vocational training programmes and awareness raising and training for public and private sector employers?

Social protection, article 11

Besides some emergency situation benefits distributed at the height of the COVID-19 pandemic, there is no prioritization of women with disabilities to access to social protection benefits. There are no transport subsidies, tax exemptions, benefits for housing or welfare, nor a disability allowance, t granted to persons with disabilities. In addition, there is no recognition of disability-related costs such as higher expenditures in the face of inaccessible transport, infrastructure, services; as well as support and care (meaning less or loss of income in the family on account of caregiving duties), costs of assistive devices and human assistance, etc. The absence of disability-inclusive social protection measures increases the risk of tipping people with disabilities and their households into poverty.
On account of a lack of data, there is less evidence available to reform policies to provide stronger social protection mechanisms to persons with disabilities. This disproportionately impacts on women with disabilities who are less likely to be educated and employed and more likely to live in poverty. 

Proposed questions for the list of issues
1. What steps are being taken to develop disability-inclusive social protection measures that address disability-related extra costs (such as higher expenditures in the face of inaccessible transport, infrastructure, services; as well as support and care entailing loss of income in the family on account of caregiving duties, costs of assistive devices and human assistance, etc.) to promote the independence and participation of women with disabilities? 

Health, article 12

Women with disabilities encounter barriers to accessing their right to health on account of lack of accessible health services, including inaccessible venues and equipment, distance and lack of accessible transport, absence of reasonable accommodations, lack of accessible communications, and health staff are not trained to offer inclusive and accessible services. In one case, a Deaf woman died during childbirth because she could not communicate her needs to the nurses and no sign language interpreter was present.

Proposed questions for the list of issues
1. What steps are being taken to train health workers on accessible and inclusive health service provision, including reasonable accommodation, as well as to combat stereotypes about women with disabilities and recognition of their right to SRHR on an equal basis with others? 
2. What measures are envisaged to ensure that health infrastructure including facilities, equipment, transport, communications, information are made accessible?
3. What measures are envisaged to ensure that all medical treatment and interventions are based on the full and informed consent of women, including women with disabilities, and that consent is not substituted by a third party? 
4. What services are in place to reach out and educate women and girls with disabilities about sexual and reproductive health, including STIs, and to ensure their access to health and sexual and reproductive health services?

Climate change and DRR, articles 2, 3, 24

Persons with disabilities are disproportionately impacted by climate change, and women with disabilities experience less resilience and greater risks of loss of life and resources during emergencies and natural disasters in the Solomon Islands. As set out in the report, Organizations of Persons with Disabilities: Making a Difference in Vanuatu and Solomon Islands, in the Solomon Islands:
· As of 2020, there were no evacuation centres that were accessible or met the minimum universal design standards for people with disabilities. 
· During evacuations in 2017, people with disabilities were asked to leave their wheelchairs and assistive devices behind, often with no replacement devices at their destination.
· Disaster committees lack adequate representation of people with disabilities, including women.
· Most community disaster plans are still not being presented in accessible formats for people with disabilities.

Despite the clear gaps, emergency and evacuation protocols and climate action strategies are not taking persons with disabilities, nor women with disabilities into account. In terms of participation in the development of community, sub-regional, and national policies, the majority of DPASI membership said they did not participate in these processes.

There is no focal point for persons with disabilities in the National Disaster Management Office, nor framework for access to food, water or shelter for persons with disabilities. In addition, access to information during emergencies is inadequate- particularly dissemination of accessible information.

International cooperation projects to tackle the climate crisis also fail women and girls with disabilities. For example, Disaster READY (2018–2021) was a $50 million program of the Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT) in the Pacific, including in the Solomon Islands.
The Disaster READY program supports local communities and organisations to prepare for and respond to disasters and one of the five overarching objectives of the program is that the rights and needs of women, people with disabilities, youth and children are being met in disaster preparedness and response at all levels. Despite this target, the 2020 Disaster READY Progress Report noted that of the 22,470 people reached, just 1.1% of the beneficiaries were people with disabilities, despite a population prevalence estimate of 14% the Solomon Islands.

Proposed questions for the list of issues
1. What steps are being taken to ensure the meaningful participation of women and girls with disabilities in discussions and planning relating to climate action, change resilience and mitigation and disaster risk reduction, including in the National Disaster Management Office? What standards and protocols are in place or being developed to ensure disability-inclusive protocols and standards during emergencies, from evacuations to ensuring access to food, water, shelter and security for women and girls with disabilities? 
2. How will international cooperation projects be better designed, in consultation with women and girls with disabilities and their representative organisations, to ensure concrete inclusion of, and benefits to women and girls with disabilities, on an equal basis with others?
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