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Introduction
Office for the Rights of Persons with Disabilities - was registered in 2010. Since its establishment, the Office has been the only specialized institution on the rights of people with disabilities in Belarus. Thanks to the Office's nationwide campaign Belarus joined the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. The Office's experts comprehensively analyzed the situation in the field of the rights of people with disabilities, including the gender component, provided consultations to the population and made legislative initiatives. In 2016, the Office submitted to the UN Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women an Alternative Report on the situation with the rights of women with disabilities in Belarus. 
The organization and its staff were affected by the repression that began after the summer of 2020 in Belarus and were forced to leave the country. In July 2021, the state decided to liquidate the organization, and criminal proceedings were initiated against the Office and its management, as well as materials on the organization's website. In September 2021, during a UN Assembly hearing, the Office was named as a victim of state action because of its cooperation with UN structures . [footnoteRef:1] [1:  https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/Reprisals/Pages/Reporting.aspx] 

The activist of the organization restored work in exile (online). The organization is receiving appeals and complaints from citizens of Belarus. Complaints are received through the website, Facebook, by mail, from partner contacts. In 2024, the Office submitted an Alternative Report to the UN Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. The materials of the report became the basis for the Committee's Recommendations to the State of Belarus.





Methodology and limitations
The research for this written contribution to the CEDAW Committee was conducted in December 2024. Its aim is to provide a picture of the situation of women and girls with disabilities in Belarus.
The information for the written contribution was collected through desk research, the Office work and projects, analysis of reports, information in the media and social media, inquiries to human rights and women's rights organizations, information from their virtual legal receptions.
The main limitation of this written material is the lack of accurate data on women and girls with disabilities in any context, as well as the existing restrictions on working within the country and the numerous repressions against civil society, including organizations of people with disabilities. This was noted in August 2024 in the latest report of Belarusian organizations to the UN Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities.

Background and overview 
Women and girls with disabilities in Belarus traditionally face discrimination based on age, disability and gender, which leads to stigmatization and problems for their families to feel fully included in society. However, in recent years the situation has significantly deteriorated through the influx of the political situation into the life of every citizen of Belarus.
In 2020-2024, the Belarusian government intensified its crackdown on civil society, leading to the dissolution of over 1,000 civil society organizations, including all independent human rights organizations. The brutality of the state response has reached shocking levels, affecting all sectors of society, including women with disabilities and families of children with disabilities, who have faced significant difficulties in accessing their rights.
According to the latest statistics, over 550,000 people in Belarus, or about 6.12% of the population, are officially registered as persons with disabilities. There is no data on women with disabilities, but given that women make up about 53% of the population of Belarus, it can be assumed that there are about 300,000 women with disabilities in the country.
Information on the situation of persons with disabilities is becoming increasingly scarce as a result of the Belarusian regime's deliberate efforts to create a complete information blockade. This applies to general information on the demographics and situation of persons with disabilities in the country, legislation and policies, monitoring reports, and other information. Reports on the implementation of government programs on accessibility, rehabilitation, or social protection have been removed from government websites, making it impossible to independently assess progress, regression, or stagnation.
As of December 2024, some public websites were inaccessible, while others contained only vague, generalized information, or information marked "confidential".
The government's repressive policies have transformed disability organizations into government-affiliated nongovernmental organizations (GONGOs) that serve the regime's interests both domestically and internationally. Genuine activists and organizations advocating for disability rights, including the rights of women with disabilities, have been forced into exile or are in prison, greatly limiting their ability to promote and protect disability rights. 
The conditions for persons with disabilities, especially women with disabilities, in detention are particularly dire. Such women are discriminated against on the basis of gender, disability and political differences, which are a heavy burden for them. There have been reports of lack of access to essential medical care in prisons (including deaths), and discriminatory practices based on gender and disability. 

Thematic specifics and policy
Policy
The concept of multiple discrimination against women and girls with disabilities is absent from Belarusian national legislation and policy. Gender policies do not take disability into account, and disability policies generally ignore the double burden that women with disabilities bear.  Issues concerning girls with disabilities are distributed among different ministries without reliable coordination, resulting in a fragmented approach to promoting their rights. 
The National Council for Gender Policy did not include persons with disabilities.  This Council had been operating since 2000.  This Council discussed issues related to disability. National plans were informed by studies of public opinion.  Women with disabilities could express opinions related to State policies through organizations of persons with disabilities that participated in government consultations . [footnoteRef:2] [2:  Experts of the Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities Commend Belarus' Disability Rights Law, Ask about Closures of Organizations of Persons with Disabilities and Removal of Persons with Disabilities' Legal Capacity https://www.ungeneva.org/en/news-media/meeting-summary/2024/08/examen-du-belarus-au-crpd-le-travail-remarquable-realise-par-le] 


Women with disabilities in prison settings
As a result of the policy of repression and terrorization of the country's population deployed after 2020 by the regime, thousands of Belarussian women, including those with disabilities, were subjected to unjust and illegal imprisonment - from "twenty-four hours" in prisons under administrative sentences to multi-year sentences under the Criminal Code. All places of deprivation of liberty in Belarus do not meet the requirements of accessibility, are unable to meet the special needs of the disabled in general and women with disabilities to an even greater extent, and to provide care (prisoners in Belarus are not covered by legal measures of social protection), do not have and do not make efforts for the minimum level of medical service of health protection, do not have even minimal competencies for the life support of prisoners with disabilities.  
For all politically motivated (innocent a priori) prisoners, the regime purposefully creates additional factors of suffering, which is explicitly characterized as torture. For female prisoners and prisoners with disabilities, this creates a triple negative discriminatory effect. Even in the conditions of information blockade, we have evidence of the terrible situation of women with disabilities and chronic diseases, who are denied the determination of disability status. For example, the situation.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  https://gazetaby.com/post/v-gomelskoj-zhenskoj-kolonii-sidit-politzaklyuchennaya-s-autizmom/201084/] 

The human rights community of Belarus has formed a "humanitarian list" of political prisoners, including women with disabilities and health conditions corresponding to disabilities (15 people at the time of the report preparation), whose further imprisonment inevitably leads to deprivation of health and threat to their lives.

Domestic violence[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Based on information from the NGO "Belarusian Association for Assistance to Children with Disabilities and Young People with Disabilities"] 

Women with disabilities face all types of violence to a greater or lesser extent, but there is no official data, no research on this problem has been conducted, and the number of official applications is minimal. 
The law on the prevention of criminal offenses was amended in 2022 to simplify protection procedures for women and girls.  The law also implemented correctional programs for attackers and psychological assistance for victims.  There were plans to set up a register of cases of domestic violence.  A system supporting victims of domestic violence was in place.  Around 134 crisis rooms were available for domestic violence victims.  In 2023, 236 victims of domestic violence stayed in the crisis rooms, including 15 women with disabilities. 
Existing action algorithms are not designed for women with mental disabilities, are complex and do not use clear language. In addition, almost all shelters are architecturally inaccessible. Methods of work to provide psychological support to victims of domestic and other types of violence do not take into account the needs of women with disabilities, and there are no separate training programs for psychologists. 

Reproductive health and the problem of child removal
There are indications that women living with disabilities may face particular challenges in accessing Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights and services, as well as their full right to exercise parental rights.  The UN Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women noted concerns about unequal access to sexual and reproductive health rights for women with disabilities in 2016. However, the National Gender Equality Strategy for 2017-2020 did not adequately address these concerns. 
There were gender-friendly family planning and parenthood services available for women and teenagers with disabilities.  Measures were taken to prevent abortion.  The State party planned to open social rehabilitation centers for persons with disabilities, which brought together medical, social and educational services.
Women with disabilities often claimed they were unable to care for their children and received worse medical services and care compared to the general population, especially in provincial medical institutions. Pregnant women with disabilities faced accessibility barriers at maternity clinics and hospitals. The law did not specifically prohibit discrimination against persons with physical, sensory, intellectual, or mental disabilities, and discrimination was common.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  US Embassy in Belarus. 2023 Country Reports on Human Rights Practices: Belarus https://by.usembassy.gov/2023-country-reports-on-human-rights-practices-belarus/] 

In prior years, women with disabilities, especially those who were institutionalized, as well as pregnant women whose children were diagnosed with potential disabilities in utero, reported some doctors insisted they terminate their pregnancies. While there were no indications that the practice had changed, no specific cases were highlighted during the year by the press or NGOs.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  US Embassy in Belarus. 2023 Country Reports on Human Rights Practices: Belarus https://by.usembassy.gov/2023-country-reports-on-human-rights-practices-belarus/] 

Women living with disabilities have also faced extensive pressure to place their existing children into State custody. The Ministry of Health's list of diseases in which parents are unable to fulfill parental responsibilities is often used as a basis for deprivation of parental rights. For example, in April 2020, lawyers from the Office for the Rights of People with Disabilities, with the support of the Anti-Discrimination Center "Memorial," were able to return a child , who had been taken away from her solely because of her disability. 
In addition, in 2020 and to date, threats of deprivation of child custody have been used to deter women from expressing political views.

Participation in public life
Organizations of persons with disabilities were not divided by gender.  However, there was a large women's organization in Belarus which had launched projects seeking to find and promote the achievements of talented women with disabilities, organize work at home for women with disabilities, and assist women with disabilities with childcare.  Now there are no CSOs led by women with disabilities that prioritize the protection and promotion of the rights of girls and women with disabilities. 
At the same time, women with disabilities actively participated in protests in 2020 - women's marches and marches of people with disabilities. Now their participation is a threat of criminal prosecution, as all participants of such marches were filmed and easily identified[footnoteRef:7] . Accordingly, now any activity is an additional threat and therefore is virtually non-existent. [7:  An example of a state propaganda video recording of the march participants https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vQ9j0gaMXdc] 


Independent living
Women living in residential care facilities for people with mental health conditions are routinely referred for treatment without voluntary informed consent, including termination of pregnancy (including due to the lack of legal mechanisms to make such a decision in the event of partial or total incapacitation). The mental health care facilities, where several thousand women and girls live (data is deliberately hidden by the state), are by all indications places of confinement. Women and girls with disabilities live in institutions called "boarding houses" in Belarus. The regime of closure of the institutions, complete information blockade, lack of independent monitoring of the quality of life there, creates preconditions for escalation of human rights violations for those living there, up to and including crimes against the person.

Legal capacity
The transition from childhood to adulthood is particularly problematic, as there is no coordinated approach. Early identification and intervention are rudimentary and demand-driven, leaving many children with disabilities without rehabilitation and educational services. Segregation of girls (as well as boys) with disabilities in education, social development, extracurricular and cultural activities is common. Their participation in decision-making is unregulated and dependent on the subjective opinions of officials.

Mothers of children with disabilities[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Based on information from the NGO "Belarusian Association for Assistance to Children with Disabilities and Young People with Disabilities"] 

For mothers of children with disabilities, the minimum length of service for receiving a retirement pension has been reduced to 5 years. Due to the fact that social services are insufficient, mothers of children with severe disabilities fully devote themselves to caring for them and often do not have time to get even this length of official work experience. In this case, they will receive a social pension, the amount of which is 50% of the subsistence budget. The lack of support needed by mothers is often the reason for the institutionalization of children with disabilities.

Women with disabilities in forced migration
About 500,000 people have been displaced since the summer of 2020. The approximate number of people with disabilities and women with disabilities among them is unknown. We note that these are women with disabilities as well as girls with disabilities in the families that have left. It is women with disabilities who are the most vulnerable group in this situation: deprived of state and family support, unable to return due to the risk of inhuman conditions in Belarusian prisons, not receiving the full scope of necessary disability support in the host countries, they are forced to struggle for survival. From appeals to the Office for the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, we can trace that in addition to the standard problems with socialization, women face health problems and the inability to combine their solution with work, which leads to a lack of livelihood. We constantly note the actions of the Belarusian regime and their impact on people with disabilities and especially women with disabilities in forced emigration: The constant discourse of the authorities "about returning fugitives" to the country for punishment, refusal in embassies to process documents, political crises in the countries of relocation (Georgia) and the danger of extradition to the regime, in absentia trials in Belarus of the departed Belarusians, attempts on the property left in the country, pressure on the remaining relatives and repressions (searches, detentions and seizures). All this generates a constant background of terror at a distance for the departed Belarusan women with disabilities of all ages, affects their mental health and worsens their life chances.


Recommendations

1. Immediately and unconditionally release all women on the Human Rights Humanitarian List from prison; stop the practice of unlawful trials and the imposition of new sentences; stop administrative prosecutions of this category .
2. To stop all practices of terror and repressive actions and practices against disabled Belarusians on political grounds.
3. Adopt a law based on international law against domestic violence and develop mechanisms for its implementation, taking into account the needs of women with disabilities.
4. Change the way disability is defined, so that all women and girls living with a disability can receive status and protection measures.
5. Change policies and practices in the organization of the education system for the full inclusion of girls and women with disabilities, including vocational education, non-formal education and participation systems.
6. Initiate deinstitutionalization policies and practices for women and girls with disabilities, and guarantee opportunities and conditions for independent living. Immediately take measures for independent living for adult Belarusian women with disabilities, especially in rural areas. 
7. Strengthen social protection for women raising children with disabilities, including those over 18 years of age, and the development of supportive services at the local level.
8. Open all relevant information on disability, including disaggregation of data by gender and age, and make it available in public information spaces.
9. Respect the right of women with disabilities to privacy, family, reproductive health and the ability to raise children independently. Provide support to such women in the form of necessary social services. 
10.  Ensure that women with disabilities are represented on the National Council for Gender Policy.
11. Ensure the participation of women with disabilities in the development of public policies and support community-based organizations of women with disabilities, including women-led organizations.
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