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1. The Centre for Voters Initiative & Action presents this report to the United Nations Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities ahead of the 33rd session for the review of the Maldives. The Centre is a non-governmental organisation based in the Americas with an international focus. The Centre acknowledges there can be no secure tomorrow without ensuring civil societies know to vote, participate, and engage with the democratic processes.

2. The Centre collaborates with multiple international mechanisms to facilitate dialogue, conduct research, and raise awareness about the thematic issues of electoral engagement worldwide. We closely follow and participate in the United Nations human rights mechanisms in Geneva and abroad, including the Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, to promote civil society participation in the public affairs process for persons with disabilities.


3. Recognising the complex nature of the recent challenges the Maldives faces, the Centre hopes to provide valuable information to the Committee regarding the State’s compliance with issues exacerbating non-compliance under Article 29. 

4. Indeed, this report is focused on the scope of Article 29, and we encourage Committee members to understand the nature of civic education as a tool to combat this contemporary turmoil; hopefully, the Committee will find this report valuable.

5. This report focuses on five specific violations that hinder the rights of persons with disabilities on their participation in political life in the Maldives: (1) a lack of accessible civic education and voter information; (2) social stigma and misconceptions about disability; (3) geographical and physical barriers to participatory access; and (4) weak institutional accountability. All these issues, combined, contribute to an undermining of the rights of persons with disabilities in the Maldives under the scope of Article 29.
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6. Individuals with disabilities in the Maldives face significant barriers to accessing adequate political knowledge in a format accessible to them. This includes limited formats, limited inclusive public information, and low literacy rates among individuals with disabilities.

7. Due to financial constraints, election materials and information on how to cast a ballot are often not available to individuals with disabilities. As a result, they lack the crucial information, including their polling location and instructions on how to cast a vote. Other general election materials that many disabled individuals have limited access to in a form that is understandable to them include voter registration guides to help them register to vote once they reach an eligible age, and candidate information to educate them as voters. 

8. Resources are rarely available in formats like braille or sign language.[footnoteRef:1] As a result of the limited access to these tools, disabled individuals are often cut out of the civic process. Those with intellectual disabilities, too, are deprived of crucial election information. Without access to proper information, disabled citizens are often considered to be uneducated voters and not typically targeted during campaigns. [1:  United Nations Maldives and Global Disability Fund, Situational Analysis on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities in the Maldives, (May 2025), https://globaldisabilityfund.org/new/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/maldives-country-brief.pdf.] 


9. Even public communication through government news sources is not normally tailored to individual disabilities. Government operated news channels in the Maldives do not have sign language interpreters, thereby excluding the deaf community. Nationally televised debates and speeches are not typically translated into formats with live captioning, audio-only, or text-only options.

10. Due to limited financial resources, the Maldivian school system has a limited ability to educate individuals with disabilities, with key engagement facts. The education curriculum designed by the state is not catering to the needs of students with disabilities.[footnoteRef:2] Students have access to a limited number of teachers who are trained to teach in methods that will best benefit students with disabilities. Even community programmes are typically limited to people with disabilities.[footnoteRef:3] [2:  The Inclusion for Students with Special Educational Needs across the Asia Pacific, The Journey to Inclusive Education: The Story of the Maldives, (October 2022), http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-981-19-2221-3_2. ]  [3:  UNICEF, Disability-Inclusive Education Practices in Maldives, (August 2021), 
https://www.unicef.org/maldives/media/2936/file/Disability-Inclusive%20Education%20Practices%20in%20Maldives.pdf. ] 


	The Centre urges the Committee to request that the delegation describe the steps being taken to increase the number of educators in the school system who can educate individuals through sign language, audio-only, text-only, or live captioning.

In addition, in its concluding observations, the Committee should encourage more steps being taken to advance civic education in the State, thus increasing voter turnout and awareness for persons with disabilities.
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11. There is marginalisation for those with disabilities in political participation, too. With only approximately 7% of the population having a disability, there is a sense that those facing disabilities are ordained a type of ‘divine punishment’ from a higher being.[footnoteRef:4] Consequently, those persons appear as a burden for the entire population, requiring an extra amount of attention and resources that they may not have. 
 [4:  United Nations Maldives and Global Disability Fund.] 

12. Individuals in positions of power often discouraged those with disabilities from appearing in public or participating in public events. Consequently, the discouragement of persons with disability seems to be a cultural myth. Thus, they are often excluded from making political decisions.

13. Individuals with disabilities have lower expectations for political engagement; the voter turnout rate of persons with disabilities is significantly lower than that of a person who does not suffer from any verbal or mobility disabilities. 

14.  Due to cultural norms, those with disabilities are placed under the care of individuals who do not make it a priority to enforce independent decision-making. Guardianship practices are in practice, as many individuals with disabilities are unable to exercise their autonomy. As a result, they lack access to a public network, thereby restricting their ability to get civically involved.




15. Due to the lack of visibility of disabled persons in previous generations, the visibility of those individuals in influential roles is limited. There is a limited number of officials in the Maldives who hold any type of physical or verbal disability that citizens can notice. The cycle continues where many individuals with disabilities are discouraged from running, and they feel stereotyped due to societal assumptions.

	Thus, the Centre encourages the Committee to recommend that the Maldives include a disability rights inclusivity programme in their national education curriculum designed to meet a standard level of education for all students by the time of graduation. 
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16. Research indicates that many locations in the Maldives that give individuals the ability to cast a ballot during elections are not accessible to individuals with disabilities. For instance, only approximately 12% of public facilities in the country’s largest city are wheelchair accessible.[footnoteRef:5] Meanwhile, across the country, polling locations lack adequate ramps, tactile signage that includes braille, and even lack access to adequate bathroom facilities.[footnoteRef:6]
 [5:  European Union’s Election Observation Mission, Presidential Election Maldives 2023 Final Report, (2023), https://www.eeas.europa.eu/sites/default/files/documents/2024/Final%20Report%20-%20EU%20EOM%20Maldives%202023%20-%209%20January%202024.pdf. ]  [6:  Ibid.] 

17. Mobility between islands is often unaffordable, and many boats and ferries lack adequate wheelchair access and even stable boarding. As a result, many people may not be able to vote at their local polling location. Even seeking help is a problem, as there is often discrimination and even other disruptions that may cause delays in people planning a trip to their polling location. The Centre notes that adding more polling locations in more accessible locations may be a plausible pathway to making voting more accessible.

18. Many also face the ability to read voting screens or access registration portals because they are designed in formats that do not accommodate those who face specific disabilities. Digital tools may not be a proper access in adequate forms. Individuals with cognitive, motor, or visual impairments may face challenges in the voting process and may choose not to vote as a result.
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19. The governing body in the Maldives responsible for overseeing disability-related issues is not given proper authority: those who sit on the Maldives Disability Council hold their positions primarily in an advisory role, rather than in a position of authority.[footnoteRef:7] The lack of proper authority for the Council means that the real authority to enact change lies with those who refuse to advance it. [7:  United Nations Maldives and Global Disability Fund.] 



20. Organisations for persons with disabilities in place to support disabled persons are not given access by government agencies to participate in the electoral process, thereby preventing them from providing resources to enable disabled persons to vote actively.[footnoteRef:8] Indeed, organisations are often excluded from budget planning, committees and reform panels, limiting the reform process to better conditions. [8:  United Nations Maldives and Global Disability Fund.] 


21. The inclusion of persons with disabilities – and civil society organisations representing them – in more dialogues between government and persons with disabilities could go a long way. It may pave the way to a future where persons with disabilities can realise their Article 29 rights to the fullest extent, with full participation in the public and political life.

	The Centre politely urges the Committee to emphasise, in its concluding observations, for the Maldives Disability Council to engage in more dialogues with civil society organisations. By doing so, open forums for policy reform can advance the general implementation of the Convention in tandem from those who are affected by it most.



[bookmark: _Toc202267322]Conclusion
22. In closing, the human rights situation in the Maldives regarding civic participation for persons with disabilities remains a significant concern. The Centre hopes the Committee has found this information useful and will incorporate these findings into its concluding observations. As outlined in this report, the Centre strongly advocates for comprehensive reforms aimed at ensuring equal access to voting, improving civic education, and fostering inclusive political engagement for persons with disabilities.

23. In particular, the Committee should focus its dialogue with the Maldives on the lack of accessible voter information, persistent social stigma against persons with disabilities, physical and geographical barriers to polling access, and the limited authority and involvement of the Maldives Disability Council. Indeed, these factors reveal the Maldives to be struggling in fulfilling its obligations under Article 29.

24. The aforementioned issues in this report undermine the core of Article 29 rights for the Maldives’ civil society and pose a substantial obstacle to inclusive democracy. Addressing them is crucial to ensuring that persons with disabilities can fully exercise their political rights and contribute to the democratic process. We hope these concerns will be addressed to build a more inclusive and equitable future for all.

25. This submission may be published on the OHCHR website or any other places necessary. For any enquiries regarding this submission, please contact the primary contributors of this report:

Janhitha VEERAMACHANENI / Staff
jveeramachaneni@cvia.ch 
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