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Introduction 

The Human Rights Commission of Sierra Leone (HRCSL) was established by Act (No. 9) of 2004 and commenced operations in 2006.  Section 7 (1) of the Commission’s Act provides for “the protection and promotion of human rights in Sierra Leone”. In 2022, HRCSL submitted its Statement of Compliance (SoC) for reaccreditation to its ‘A’ Status to the Global Alliance of National Human Rights Institutions (GANHRIs), having deferred same from 2021. After a review of the Commission’s SoC and an oral interview, it was eventually reaccredited its ‘A’ Status in October 2022.

The Commission now has four Commissioners, one short of its full complement of five Commissioners. The current staff strength of the Commission is 116 (76 Males including one person with disability and 40 Females). HRCSL commends Government of Sierra Leone (GoSL) for the progressive increase in government financial support to the operations of the Commission. However, the budget allocation falls below the actual needs of its operations.  

HRCSL further commends GoSL for paying its outstanding debts to its international, regional and sub-regional networks and organizations to the tune of US$73,000 and for facilitating the setting up of a regional office in the North-western province in Port Loko district and an additional office space in the Central Business District (CBD) of Freetown, aptly referred to as the Complaints House. 

The office in the North-western region will increase the visibility of the Commission and make its services available in that region while that in the CBD of Freetown would be easily accessible to would-be complainants, particularly persons with disabilities. 

HRCSL also welcomes the enactment of the Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment Act (GEWE) 2022 which will, among other things, gradually seek to eliminate all forms of discrimination against women including those with disabilities.

On 12th May 2021, Sierra Leone underwent its 3rd Cycle UPR and accepted 216 out of 274 recommendations proffered by 102 countries, including 2 specific recommendations in respect of persons with disabilities namely: Recommendations 143.272 to “Adopt and implement an inclusive education policy for persons with disabilities” and 143.273 “Further improve access of persons with disabilities to education and health care”. GoSL further noted 58 recommendations and made three voluntary pledges, including the abolition of the death penalty, which has been implemented, while the other two pledges are ongoing. 

The rights of persons with disabilities in Sierra Leone are provided for in Section 27 (3) of Constitution of Sierra Leone, 1991; the Persons with Disabilities Act 2011; Article 18 (4) of the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights (ACHPR) and the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. GoSL also set out the National Radical Inclusion policy and the School Infrastructure and Catchment Area Planning Policy in a bid to ensure that PwDs are the centre of its agenda of human capital development and school infrastructural development generally.  

The Ministry of Social Welfare (MSW) and the National Commission for Persons with Disabilities (NCPD) are the two main institutions with the legal mandate to ensure the welfare of Persons with Disabilities (PwDs) in Sierra Leone. The NCPD was established in 2012 as provided for in Section 2 of the Persons with Disability Act 2011. Its current staff strength is 21 including 5 volunteers. This staff strength falls far below the staffing requirement of the NCPD. As a result, the NCPD continues to face challenges in executing their full mandate of ensuring the wellbeing of PwDs in the country. These challenges include inadequate office spaces in the Western Area, Makeni and Bo cities, inadequate GoSL funding, delays in the disbursement of such funds, inadequate specialised staff in disability issues and inadequate capacity building programmes.

Human Rights Concerns in respect of Persons with Disabilities.
`
i. Equality and non-discrimination
Protection from discrimination is guaranteed in Section 27 (1), (2) and (3) of the Constitution of Sierra Leone, 1991. It prohibits the enactment of any law that is discriminatory in substance or in effect, the treatment of anyone in a discriminatory manner by anyone holding public office or enforcing a law and treating people differently by virtue of race, sex, religion, origin, physical condition etc.

The Persons with Disability Act on the other hand provide for the rights and privileges that must be accorded to PwDs, including but not limited to non-discrimination, equal opportunity, public and political participation and inclusion.

In spite of these guarantees in the Constitution of Sierra Leone, 1991 and the Persons with Disabilities Act 2011, gaps in implementation of the provisions of these instruments impede the enjoyment of this right by PwDs due to the stigma they face. The society negatively regards PwDs as persons with inability and therefore often reluctant to accord them equal opportunities in contravention of Section 8(1) of the Constitution of Sierra Leone, 1991 which states that “every citizen shall have equality of rights obligations and opportunities before the law and the State shall ensure that every citizen has an equal right and access to all opportunities and benefits based on merit”.

Section 41 (1) further provides for free legal services for PwDs in respect of violations of their rights, deprivation of property, exemption from the payment of legal fees, provision of sign language interpreters for the hearing impaired, braille services and physical guide assistance for the visually impaired when they attend court sittings. The availability of these services in the justice sector on a regular basis is challenging, thus affecting the administration of justice in contravention of Section 8(1)(a) of the Constitution of Sierra Leone, 1991 which states that “every citizen shall have equality of rights obligations and opportunities before the law and the State shall ensure that every citizen has an equal right and access to all opportunities and benefits based on merit”.

HRCSL commends GoSL for providing free education for all persons with disabilities in pre-school, basic secondary and senior secondary schools in public institutions and tertiary institutions accredited by the Tertiary Education Commission (TEC). The implementation gap that however exists is the adaptability of some of the schools and colleges to the needs of PwDs and the NCPD lacks the power to compel any institution to do so. Government has not enforced the installation of ramps in schools or other places to make access by PWDs easier.  

HRCSL further commends GoSL for the enactment of the Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment Act (No.23) 2022. This Act provides for public and private employers to reserve 30% of jobs and leadership positions for women; for political parties to put forward 30% of female candidates for parliamentary and local elections and access to financial support and training. As beautiful as this Act may seem, it has neither explicitly made any reservations for women with disabilities who are particularly vulnerable nor has it provided any enforcement mechanism. 

ii. Right to Health
During the period under review, GoSL continued to support access to the right to health through the Free Health Care Initiative which provides free health care services and products for pregnant women, lactating mothers, ebola survivors, children under 5 years old, and PwDs. This GoSL initiative has however faced challenges of inadequate and irregular supply of essential free health care drugs particularly in the rural areas.

During the COVID-19 outbreak in 2020, GoSL took pro-active steps to reduce the spread of the disease among PwDs nationwide because their situations became very challenging. GoSL disbursed cash transfers (NLe250) and a bag of rice to PwDs during the COVID-19 pandemic lockdowns (April and May 2020) across the country to mitigate the economic effects on them and curtail the spread of the virus.  

HRCSL noted, in 2020, the efforts of GoSL and partners in promoting and protecting the rights of persons with mental/intellectual disability. The Commission monitored two private institutions and observed that despite their best efforts to provide services for these persons with disabilities, the facility was challenged with inadequate supply of drugs and transport facility to take workers to and from the facility. 

Also, the Commission commends GoSL for commencing the review of the Lunacy Act of 1902, which legalized the involuntary incarceration of mentally ill persons it considered them a “danger to society”. The draft Mental Health Bill will set the standard for both voluntary and involuntary incarcerations; the role of the Mental Health Council and the need for the provision of mental health services. This would not only protect the rights of mentally disabled persons but also guarantee the rights of every citizen to mental health support. The Bill also makes provision for the protection of mentally ill persons from discrimination, which role is assigned to the HRCSL.

iii. The right to education
The Human Rights Commission of Sierra Leone (HRCSL) commends the Government of Sierra Leone (GoSL) for some of the strides taken to ensure the enjoyment of the right to education by PwDs.  During the period under review (2020-2024), GoSL has been paying annual subventions/subsidies to the National School for the Blind and the National School for the Deaf and salaries to their teachers. These subventions/subsidies to the two schools often arrive late, thus posing administrative challenges for the school authorities.

Furthermore, the NCPD ensured that PwDs enjoyed the right to education by providing access to tertiary education through admission and acceptance into universities without paying tuition fees and other charges, as provided for in Section 14 (1) of the Persons with Disabilities (PwD) Act of 2011. Also, the Ministry of Basic and Senior Secondary Education (MBSSE) in collaboration with the West Africa Examinations Council (WAEC) provided braille machines for the visually impaired pupils who took the Basic Education Certificate Examination (BECE) and the West African Senior Secondary Certificate Examination (WASSCE). This follows the introduction of the Free Quality School Education (FQSE) programme in 2018 which provided for free education for all pupils, including children with disabilities, and the National Radical Inclusion Policy in 2020 which is geared towards inclusivity of persons with disabilities and leaving no one behind in the education sector. 

However, HRCSL’s monitoring activities during the period have shown that the provision of assistive devices, sign language teachers and braille textbooks for the core subjects have been a major challenge. Also, in spite of the National Radical Inclusion Policy, there are schools whose environments and classrooms are not disable-friendly particularly for those who are physically challenged or visually impaired. Out of 10 schools monitored in 2024 in the Western Area Urban district, only two schools had ramps to facilitate movement for the physically challenged. 

iv. Accessibility
Section 24 (1) of the Persons with Disability Act provides for PwDs to “be entitled to barrier-free environment to enable them to have access to buildings, roads and other social amenities with assistive devices and other equipment to assist their mobility”. Also Article 9 of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disability (CRPD) provides that States Parties shall take appropriate measures to ensure to persons with disabilities access, on an equal basis with others, buildings, roads, transportation and other indoor and outdoor facilities, including schools, housing, medical facilities and workplaces. 

While some government facilities and public transportation systems have been made partially accessible by PwDs, they have limited access to many public buildings frequented by them, transportation services, schools, colleges and other social amenities in spite of the aspirations of Section 24 (1) of the PwD Act of 2011 and Article 9 of the CRPD. 

HRCSL therefore calls on all State institutions to take active steps in eliminating all obstacles and barriers to accessibility by PwDs to public buildings, schools, hospitals and other private entities that offer facilities and services which are open or provided to the public to consider all aspects of accessibility for persons with disabilities.

v. Political and public participation
In fulfilment of Article 29 of the CRPD, the Electoral Commission of Sierra Leone (ECSL) made efforts in ensuring that PwDs enjoyed their right to participate in the political and public life of the country through elections. During the 2023 Presidential and Parliamentary elections in Sierra Leone, the ECSL and partners undertook a lot of sensitization on the significance of PwDs participating in the electioneering process. ECSL also provided tactile ballots for the visually impaired and also allowed them to be accompanied by persons whom they trusted. In spite of ECSL’s efforts to make the environments of many polling stations accessible to PwDs to cast their ballots, a great majority of them remained not so disabled-friendly. Also, even though there are no laws prohibiting PwDs from holding decision-making positions, there is very limited or no representation of PwDs in such positions. This has been largely attributed to the stigma which PwDs are faced with in the society and limited awareness raising campaigns to promote awareness of the capabilities and contributions of persons with disabilities and thus promoting positive perceptions.

vi. Freedom from torture or cruel, inhuman and degrading treatment or punishment
Article 15 (2) of the CRPD provides that “States Parties shall take all effective legislative, administrative, judicial or other measures to prevent persons with disabilities, on an equal basis with others, from being subjected to torture or cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment”. However, in 2021, HRCSL noted with concern an incident of inhuman and degrading treatment against PwDs in Waterloo in the Western Area Rural District where a group of them including executive members of the Sierra Leone Union on Disability Issues (SLUDI) were beaten by some personnel of the Sierra Leone Police (SLP) over ownership of a disputed piece of land in that area. During the Commission’s 2023 Public Inquiry into the “Conduct of Law Enforcement Officers”, the President and members of the Sierra Leone Union on Disability Issues (SLUDI) made this complaint to the investigating panel. In its ruling, the Commission ordered the Sierra Leone Police (SLP), the Respondents, to pay the sum of NLe20,000 (Twenty Thousand New Leones) to the President and members of the Sierra Leone Union on Disability Issues (SLUDI), the complainants, as compensation for the ill-treatment meted out against them. The Commission further recommended that the Ministry of Lands, Housing and Country Planning immediately resolves the matter so as to lay to rest the ownership conflict. However, the PwDs are still not in possession of the land in spite of them being in possession of legal documents given to them by the Ministry of Lands, Housing and Country Planning.

CONCLUSION
[bookmark: _GoBack]While Sierra Leone has taken significant steps in the implementation of some of the provisions of the CRPD, challenges remain in ensuring full and effective participation of persons with disabilities in all aspects of life. The HRCSL recommends increased funding for the NCPD, capacity building of staff and persons taking care of the welfare of PwDs, and rigorous public awareness campaigns “to promote awareness of the capabilities and contributions of persons with disabilities” and thus engender “positive perceptions and greater social awareness towards persons with disabilities”.(CRDP)
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