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GHANA
In this deeply spiritual West African 
country, the rights and treatment of 
disabled people have undergone a massive 
transformation in recent years. It was 
once not uncommon for disabled children 
to be locked away, thrown onto the streets 
to beg, or even killed by their families 
because they were deemed to be a curse. 
But now, after years of campaigning by 
disabled people, the country’s government 
has finally agreed to a Disability Act which 
will enshrine the rights of people with 
disabilities. The Bill was first discussed in 
1992 but was only signed into law in June. 
After 14 years, the implementation of the 

law is in part thanks to the involvement 
of disabled Ghanaian athlete Emmanuel 
Ofosu Yeboah, as well as King Osagyefuo, 
who has become very involved in securing 
the rights of disabled people since his 
enthronement in 1999. 

Emmanuel Ofosu Yeboah was the subject 
of an award-winning documentary, 
Emmanuel’s Gift, which told the story 
of his life, from his abandonment by his 
father to his decision to cycle across 
Ghana in 2002 to raise awareness of 
disability. Born with a foreshortened 
leg, Emmanuel was brought up by his 
mother who taught him to believe in 
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To mark the International Day of Disabled Persons on 
December 3rd, Able magazine looks at the situation 
of disabled people across the globe. How do rights, 
opportunities and support differ from country to country?

DISABILITY WORLDWIDE

There are around 600 million disabled people across the world. In the richer 
countries of Europe, North America and Australasia, disabled people are 
protected by a variety of laws which improve the quality of their everyday lives 

in terms of physical access, political involvement, independent living, education, 
employment and discrimination. However, 80% of the world’s disabled population 
live in developing countries – where anti-discrimination legislation may not exist, and 
violence, malnutrition and poor healthcare are common causes of disability (disability 
in the UK is mostly age-related, with stroke and arthritis leading to many cases of 
physical impairment). So what is life like for disabled people in other countries?
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ability, rather than disability. Instead of 
begging, as many disabled Ghanaians do, 
Emmanuel went out to earn an income 
as a shoeshiner after finishing school. 
Determined to promote his mother’s 
message after she died, Emmanuel began 
to campaign for the rights of disabled 
people – seeking to develop disability 
legislation and working to raise the 
profile of fellow “pozos” – local slang for 
a disabled person. Emmanuel’s story 
and the work of the disabled-led Ghana 
Federation of the Disabled have helped 
to ensure the legal protection of disabled 
Ghanaians. 

The new law will mean that disabled people 
receive free medical treatment and free 
public transport. They’ll be able to access 
basic education as well as public places, 
where access ramps and rails will become 
mandatory. Importantly, disabled Ghanaians 
will be protected against discrimination, 
something that will take time to change 
given the attitudes of some non-disabled 

people in Ghana. Although the new law has 
already been passed, the legislation will 
come into force gradually over a period of 
10 years, because of the expense involved 
with implementing the changes. This is only 
the beginning of a long struggle for further 
acceptance in society, as Larry Bisaba, 
Regional Director of the Department of 
Social Welfare, advised disabled Ghanaians: 
“One thing you must not forget is no one 
can fight for you more than you could for 
yourself so you must unite and stay focused 
for a common goal.” Only time will tell how 
the new legislation will impact on the lives 
of Ghana’s disabled population. 

More on Emmanuel Ofosu Yeboah: 
www.emmanuelsgift.com
Ghana Federation of the 
Disabled: 
www.isodec.org.gh/GFD/gfd_top.htm
Action on Disability and 
Development: 
01373 473 064 
www.add.org.uk 

EASTERN EUROPE
Who could forget the images of disabled 
children in Romanian orphanages, tied to 
beds, with shaven heads and atrophied 
limbs? The harrowing news footage in the 
early 1990s made us all sit up and take 
notice of the mistreatment of disabled 
people in the former Eastern Bloc. 
Through news reports we learned about 
the thousands of children abandoned 
to state institutions after Communist 
leader Ceausescu banned birth control 
in 1967. Many of these children were not 
disabled when they entered the institutions, 
but became disabled through the poor 
conditions they were forced to endure. 

Elsewhere in the region, Bosnia, Serbia 
and other former Yugoslav countries saw 
a sudden surge in the number of disabled 
people in the 1990s, with the Yugoslav War 
resulting in injuries and limb loss owing to 
the use of landmines and cluster bombs 
– up to one million mines are still thought to 
remain in Bosnia-Herzegovina. Thankfully, 
other countries responded to the crisis we 
saw unfolding in the news, with charities 
and foreign governments taking action to 
provide support to thousands of disabled 
people in these war-ravaged countries. 

Since 1998, Dublin’s Centre for Independent 
Living has been working closely with the 
countries of former Yugoslavia to empower 
local disabled people. Through a project 
entitled ‘Bridge to Bosnia’, staff from the 
Dublin centre were able to mentor and 
support developing Centres for Independent 
Living in South East Europe, educating 
people in disability equality and independent 
living. Dublin CIL also operates a buddying 
system, training non-disabled people to be 
Personal Assistants for disabled people in 
a bid to increase independent living and 
enable disabled people to feel empowered 
and capable. Martin Naughton of Dublin 
CIL told us: “We’re working to ensure 
disabled people get a greater awareness 
of independent living issues. But people 
with disabilities in Eastern Europe are very 
refreshing in a sense, in that they accept the 
fact that if they want something to happen 
they have to go and do it.” 

Increased awareness of the needs of 
disabled people and the new concept 
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of self-help and advocacy represent a 
big change for these countries – in an 
area of the world used to Communist-
influenced collective values rather than the 
individualised focus of the disability  
rights movement. Handicap International 
has been working in South East Europe 
since 1992 and runs a number of  
projects which are helping to support  
local disabled people and change the  
area’s perspective on disability – from a 
care-based system to an individual-led 
system. The organisation has worked 
with the Department for International 
Development and the European Initiative 
for Democracy and Human Rights, as well 
as liaising with grassroots projects such 
as Polio Plus (based in Macedonia), Serbia 
Centre for Independent Living and the 
Association for Students with Disabilities. 

The work of disability organisations has 
also led to legal changes which aim 
to protect people with disabilities. For 
example, the Republic of Serbia adopted a 
law on Prevention of Discrimination against 
Persons with Disabilities in April 2006. 
This law is based on the social model of 
disability and promotes equal rights whilst 
prohibiting discrimination – a far cry from 

the way disabled people were protected 
in some parts of Eastern Europe barely a 
decade ago. However, these legal changes 
mean little without a wholesale change 
in the perception of disabled people, 
with prejudiced or out-dated views still 
remaining despite the fall of Communism.

As for the Romanian children we saw 
suffering on the news reports, things have 
slowly begun to change. Laws have been 
implemented to move children away from 
large state-run institutions into smaller 
homes, or into foster families so they can 
have a more normal upbringing. Yet despite 
the new laws and the efforts of charities, 
there are still many children in state-run 
institutions – over 30,000 out of a total of 
82,000 children in state care in 2004 were 
in large orphanages rather than smaller

family arrangements. And as recently as May 
2006, Mental Disability Rights International 
found dozens of mentally disabled children 
“detained in adult facilities in conditions that 
were life threatening.” Children were tied 
to beds and had little contact with carers – 
echoing the haunting images we saw in the 
1990s. Romania’s poverty is also a problem 
– only 3% of Romanian children in state care 

are genuine orphans with no living relatives 
– many are left in care because the parents 
cannot afford to support their family.

A number of local projects, such as City of 
Hope, organise accommodation and life 
skills training for children and young adults 
who have left the state care system. The 
Hope Rescue Centre tends to hundreds 
of Bucharest children who now live on the 
streets and even in sewers – having left state 
institutions with no life skills or education, 
many have turned to the street, suffering 
with alcohol and drug addiction because 
they know no other way of life. Thankfully, 
local projects are helping to improve the 
lives of some of these young adults, and 
Romania’s efforts to join the EU have 
meant further improvements to childcare 
standards.

Dublin CIL Bridge to  
Bosnia Project:  
http://www.dublincil.org/resources/
archive/ABridgetoBosnia.htm
European Disability Forum: 
http://www.edf-feph.org
Handicap International  
South East Europe Projects: 
www.hi-see.org
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Many Romanian children were abandoned to state institutions after Communist leader 
Ceausescu banned birth control in 1967. A lot of these were not disabled when they entered 
the institutions, but became disabled through the poor conditions they were forced to endure.
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Emmanuel Ofosu Yeboah

Disabled father and son, photgraphed 
on the streets of Accra, Ghana.
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CAMBODIA
Cambodia, in South East Asia, has one of 
the highest proportions of disabled people 
in the world. It’s estimated there are 40,000 
landmine survivors who have lost limbs 
because of the amount of unexploded 
ordnance left behind after three decades of 
war and violence, and some 50,000 people 
are impaired as a result of polio. Cambodia 
is one of the world’s poorest countries, 
and many people are disabled because 
of infection and disease since they can’t 
afford simple treatment. Philippa Thomas 
of Disability Knowledge and Research 
has said: “The majority of disability in 

Cambodia is preventable. Poverty is a major 
cause of disability, and one of its major 
consequences.” 

Sadly, the Cambodian government does 
little to support its disabled population, 
which has been estimated to stand at up 
to 15% of the country’s residents. The 
Disability Action Council, set up by the 
country’s government, plays a limited role 
in ensuring equality – having got as far as 
developing a Draft Law on the Rights of 
People with Disabilities in 2003 (legislation 

which has not yet been implemented).
However, there are a number of 
organisations, many of them disabled-led, 
which strive to improve the lives of people 
with disabilities. The Cambodia Trust was 
set up in 1989 to address the needs of the 
country’s landmine survivors, with support 
from the British government, Japanese 
charities and generous donors. It runs 
three rehabilitation centres across the 
country which are staffed by Cambodians, 
and provide prosthetic limbs, orthotic 
braces, wheelchairs, counselling and 
physiotherapy. The rehab centres fitted 749 
prosthetic limbs last year – considering 

that the total cost of prescribing, making 
and fitting a prosthesis is the same as the 
average yearly income in Cambodia, this is 
no small achievement. 

In a country where 85% of the population 
is Buddhist, many disabled people face 
prejudice because of their impairment 
(some Buddhists think that disability is 
punishment for bad karma in a previous 
life). According to Philippa Thomas, “The 
high rates of disability in Cambodia have 
meant a higher than usual exposure of 

disabled people to non-disabled people, 
however teasing and name-calling are 
common.” Jesuit Service Cambodia 
is making every effort to overcome 
prejudice and improve the lives of disabled 
Cambodians. The organisation runs a 
number of projects across the country 
– with international volunteers, Jesuit 
Sisters and lay missionaries working to 
establish “reconciliation, peace and justice 
and the development of people hurt by war, 
oppression and exile.” 

As well as running rehabilitation services 
and a number of schools for disabled 

children, Jesuit Services also works to 
de-mine land and operates an education 
facility, known as the Centre of the Dove, 
for people injured by landmines and 
accidents. This offers training in tailoring, 
carpentry and agriculture, as well as 
running a wheelchair production facility 
which has produced more than 4,500 
wheelchairs since it opened in 1993. The 
Mekong chair has three wheels, making  
it suitable for Cambodian conditions, and  
is made of local materials. The chair,  
which was selected as a Millennium 
Product and displayed in the Greenwich 
Dome, is made by disabled people at the 
Centre of the Dove, and was designed 
in partnership with the British charity 
Motivation, which works to supply  
low-cost mobility products to developing 
countries. 

Cambodia Trust: 01844 214 844 
www.cambodiatrust.org.uk 
Jesuit Services Cambodia:
www.jrscambodia.org
Motivation: 
01275 464 012  
www.motivation.org.uk 
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“The majority of disability 

in Cambodia is preventable. 

Poverty is a major cause 

of disability, and one of its 

major consequences.” 

Philippa Thomas, 
Disability Knowledge and Research.
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