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Introduction 

I am honored to be in this place to participate in this course on Human Rights and Disability organized by the Institute of Human Rights, Abo Akademi University. I am grateful for this opportunity in which I participate in taking the disability issues of PWDs in Uganda to the world. I thank the Organizers and in particular Mr. Jukka Kumpuvouri who invited me to participate in this course. 

My topic tonight, realizing the rights of PWDs: Do the Human rights instruments have a role on the lives of PWDs in local communities in Uganda?, was chosen because I thought it necessary to highlight a Ugandan experience on how PWDs have or have not benefited from the human rights instruments. But before I embark on my discussion, I would like to give you a personal background and my life experience as a PWD.
First, I am a Ugandan who was born in a rural village to a family of many children. I was born with a disability which by then would have been corrected through a medical operation but was never possible. My mother was particularly instrumental in taking responsibility of caring and looking after me and to provide for all my needs. However, I note that little or no support came from my father even if he had the capacity to provide for me. But I was better positioned to be with him all the time though he was not much bothered. This situation as compared to other children with disabilities is none different. Majority of the CWDs in Uganda only receive support from the mothers. 
This is a common practice & if the mother is none supportive then the child is likely not to survive childhood but, often goes through a hard experience to adulthood. On the other hand, it is sometimes possible with the existence of the “extended family support system” which normally absorbs such children. For instance; back in my village, happened to be a child who was born normal but at the age of 5 years he was infected with polio. Reluctant to take him to hospital due to fathers neglect, this affected him and became disabled that he can hardly do anything on his own. The father was not much concerned and when the situation worsened, later it turned out to be a “curse” or the child was “bewitched”. And this is what everybody took as the gospel truth maybe. This is a common practice among many societies in our country. 
During my growth, I have not had a rough time because of the care, love and attention that I received. Unlike in cases of many children with disabilities, I was able to make it to university and maybe a couple of them but, majority can’t get the opportunity. How then did I make it to this level (in my education) and probably able to be in this place? This has been a question posed by many of my friends and maybe you:

· First, I attribute this to the positive attitude of my mother; if it were not for my mother to have courage and a positive perception about me then she could have probably not cared and looked after me.

· Secondly, acceptance of who I am; I had a positive view about who I am and took the courage that if other people can, then why not me to make it.
· Thirdly, it was about the environment in which I lived which was supportive and sensitive to the special needs which I had.
· Though this was the case with me, you could ask how about other CWDs within the same locality who were or are not able to make it, do they have any exceptions? I would say yes, many of the parents, relatives and entire environment around them is never positive and supportive or sensitive to their special needs.

However, I shouldn’t credit everything to look like life was pretty smooth as though I did not have any disability, sometimes I had challenges. For instance, I may say to some extent I was psychologically tortured and kept asking my self why I was born this way. In every young persons mind, we sometimes ask silly questions in order to try to fit ourselves in society. Some even try to change who they are. This kind of thoughts bothered me for a couple of years till I was 18 years to completely accept who I was. This is usually not the case with many young disabled persons who struggle all their life to look like they are not disabled.
Disability life in the Uganda Context  
Being a disabled person entails foregoing a couple of life aspects given the type and nature of disability one has. But, this doesn’t mean deprivation of ones rights and enjoyment of life to fullest. The Ugandan experience shows that majority of PWDs tend not to enjoy their life to maximum just because of the cultural, social, economic and religious barriers which don’t accommodate them in society. If I was not accommodated by all these spheres of society then possibly I would or wouldn’t have made it in life. This is the ground situation in my country. 
Empirically, the charity and medical models are still held responsible for poor standards and living conditions among many disabled people around the world. A PWD is simply looked as an object of charity rather than a person with human rights. Let’s look at Children with disabilities (CWDs) who are locked behind doors and not allowed in public places, denied access to medication, denied education simply because they are disabled. Even when one is only incapable of performing one task but can perform others if accommodated, but denied the chance. I think it’s a violation of rights. Some people have argued that since parents have to protect their children, they are simply safe guarding the child by locking him/her in the house and walk away with the keys. And when fire catches, what happens? 

Another case example, are the women, particularly those with disabilities (WWDs), it’s sometimes even worse than for children. The logic of discrimination here is in terms of being a “curse” to the family. In the clan system, the reality is a parent more so the mother to a child born with a disability is considered cursed and sometimes rejected within that family. This belief is not new but has been held over years. I wonder if any sociological study has found this to be true or not. This implies that the “perceptions, attitudes and beliefs” attached to disability account for continued discrimination and inequalities PWDs face. Living a disability life is a total suffering in Uganda. 
Economically, it’s challenging for PWDs to participate like others in productive ventures, but then how do they find something to eat? or even get resources to look after their lives and families? Does it mean they go minus basic necessities even food or simply a word of sympathy (the charity view) to end the day? This is all about social support and sympathy. To some extent only those who have taken a positive attitude to work and struggle hard may go through though not a common case. Many PWDs therefore, fail to obtain basic needs even at the hands of their parents, some children die due to neglect, while only a small number is helped through charity and sympathy by outsiders let alone the civil society and little physical input by the government. 
But, do PWDs deserve to be “sympathized for or it’s an issue of accommodation like others?” The norm that disability is inability makes it even more challenging for a PWD to seek formal assistance under the medical view in which disability is considered to be medically addressed. This kind of thinking therefore, calls for a change in attitudes, opinions and positive actions taken towards disability. Life of a PWD thus remains at the mercy of a sympathizer or “Extended Family Support” which sometimes is never reliable.
The human rights perspective
Every human being has a right to a rightful living, access to basic needs and its obligatory and not due to sympathetic minds that PWDs should have these rights. This means that PWDs world allover have to be considered and recognized as people supposed to demand for a rightful living in all spheres. The local laws (PWDs Act, 2006; the constitution, National Disability Policy, Equal Opportunities Commission) have been designed to foster integration and recognition of PWDs in all spheres of life. 

Aligned to the international instruments (African Decade of PWDs, Human Rights Convention and now the CRPD) have streamlined the rights of PWDs. However, the question is about the practicalities yielded from these instruments. Do they have any practical meaning to the life of PWDs in rural Uganda? Do they address the stringent challenges at grassroots? or they are simply papers with good intentions but practically unable to foster there goals? Back home, disability and human rights is only a new phenomena which is practical in the urban areas but a myth in my village if I take an example. It’s not about rights but about your contribution to society. Who then defines this contribution? Are they the policy makers or the local people with whom a PWD interacts with or the socially constructed roles of men and women in society? 
In practice the instruments though good, they have not been of any significance to PWDs in rural areas. In this sense, if I am socially, economically or culturally considered a “curse” as I mentioned then do you expect me to stand up and demand for my rights? The answer is clear “NO”, thereby concluding that combined efforts not at national level but even down to the local areas to mainstream disability issues will be the only way to promote rights of PWDs. 
Conclusion 

In conclusion, the realization of human rights of PWDs in Uganda has remained a challenge even in amidst of the legal framework which has been created both at national (Uganda legislation) and international level (human rights treaties). PWDs in rural areas still remain deprived of their rights, fail to access services and are prone to all sorts of Violation. The enactment of legal frameworks is not only good but also the implementation and the practicalities thereafter. 

We need to design policies that not only foster good intentions but use a bottom-up approach, which incorporates the views of grassroot PWDs in developing agendas. It’s a collective action taken with diligence, focus and a sense of direction to create a disability friendly environment to which human rights are considered and PWDs entitled to enjoy them. I/You/our actions will determine the destination tomorrow which calls for positive attitude, acceptance of who we are and courage to demand and hold all those persons who may jeopardize the achievement of our rights accountable. 

