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the total number of seats for people with disabilities is now
279. Some people with disabilities also ran as individual
candidates in the local elections and competed with other
candidates normally, which proves their awareness of the
importance of political participation for them. However, we
still face challenges in enabling people with disabilities to
participate effectively in public affairs, and we demand that
these obstacles be removed.

We hope that every council member takes full responsibility
and proves their capability in their position, focusing on real
contributions rather than just token gestures, to uphold equal
opportunities.”

Cawtaryat : How are issues concerning individuals
with disabilities portrayed in the media and what
is their representation like?

While there has been some improvement in how the media
covers topics related to disabilities, it falls short. Tunisian media
fails to give Tunisians with disabilities a platform to voice the
challenges they face and the issues that affect them, rendering
them an invisible group, absent from both programs and
news coverage. It should not be that people with disabilities
are only remembered and featured on December 3 for the
International Day of Persons with Disabilities, as they are
integral members of society, complete individuals who simply
have different needs. For instance, individuals with disabilities
struggle with inaccessible roads and sidewalks, and the issue
of cars blocking their designated spaces.

The media plays a crucial role in addressing such issues and
raising awareness in society about respecting the rights of
others to live barrier-free lives. Hence, the media need to
provide them with a platform to express themselves and
amplify their voices to the community, government, and
society.
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The media needs a strategic approach to facilitate the inclusion
of individuals with disabilities in society, given its significant
influence on public opinion. This year marked the graduation
of the first visually impaired journalist from the Institute of
Press and News in Manouba, Ahlam Al-Ajili, who earned a
degree in communication. We hope she secures a place in
the media industry, despite the inadequate response from the
media to her achievement.

Cawtaryat : Finally, what reforms can be made to
improve the situation of people with disabilities,
especially girls and women?

Public policies must aim to achieve the full integration of people
with disabilities, not just their inclusion. This means providing
them with meaningful employment opportunities beyond
traditional roles that are becoming obsolete, like telephone
operators. The government needs to support the economic
empowerment of people with disabilities- helping them find jobs
and start small businesses to achieve financial independence,
which is crucial for their dignity and contributes to sustainable
development.

The government must also ensure existing disability laws are
properly implemented. | call on the President, Prime Minister,
ministers, and parliament to actively involve people with
disabilities in administrative and advisory roles. They are capable
of success and deserve a chance to prove themselves, rather
than being judged solely based on their disabilities. Listen to our
voices, not just our impairments.

Furthermore, the government should expand educational
options for people with disabilities, especially the blind, and
improve access to quality healthcare, transportation, and social
services. We aspire for a day when people with disabilities
are recognized not for their disabilities, but for their abilities,

potential, and talents.
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To address this, Tunisia needs a shift in both political and public
mindsets. There must be a genuine willingness to embrace
diversity and ensure equal rights and opportunities for all
citizens, regardless of ability. Responsibility for supporting
those with disabilities should not fall solely on the Ministry of
Social Affairs, but be a priority for all government institutions.

Accurate data is also crucial. Current estimates vary widely,
from 241,000 people with disabilities according to the statistics
office, to 438,000 registered with the Ministry of Social Affairs.
The true number is likely even higher, as many families are
hesitant to officially declare a member with a disability.

Raising awareness, especially among younger generations,
about appropriate ways to interact with and include people
with disabilities is another key step. The real barriers they face
are often environmental and attitudinal, not their disabilities
themselves. Changing societal perceptions based on charity
and pity to ones of empowerment and equal citizenship is vital.

Tunisia must work towards becoming a country that truly
embraces diversity and ensures all its citizens, with their
differences, have a place and a voice.

Cawtaryat : How well are individuals with
disabilities, especially those with hearing and visual
impairments, able to access their fundamental
rights?

In today’s Tunisia, people with disabilities encounter numerous
challenges, particularly in exercising basic rights like healthcare,
education, mobility, and information access. Despite our
best endeavors, significant obstacles persist in upholding the
rights of individuals with disabilities. Concerning healthcare
challenges, issues arise in the readiness of hospitals, healthcare
facilities, and pharmacies, as well as in maintaining medical
confidentiality and the National Health Insurance Fund’s
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responsiveness to their needs, alongside the steep costs of
equipment and medications.

The Tunisian government falls short in providing the necessary
infrastructure for individuals with disabilities to fully access
healthcare services, such as facilitating visually impaired
individuals” hospital visits and enabling those with hearing
impairments to effectively communicate with medical
professionals, ensuring their fundamental right to healthcare.
In the realm of education, post-baccalaureate options for the
visually impaired remain limited, mainly due to educational
restrictions to certain fields like literature, with university
studies predominantly focusing on physical therapy, education,
telecommunication, and traditional industries. While the
blind possess aptitudes suitable for scientific studies, the lack
of logistical support and essential resources from the state
hinders their educational pursuits.

People with disabilities face several challenges in Tunisia. One
of these challenges is the lack of representation in Parliament
and the absence of a government structure dedicated to their
needs. Additionally, bureaucracy in Tunisian administrations
makes it difficult for people with disabilities to obtain a
disability card, which they must renew every five years. This is
problematic for someone like me, who was born blind and will
remain blind throughout my life. | urge the state to make the
disability card permanent, compatible with 2024, and provide
additional services for people with disabilities, as promised by
the Ministry of Social Affairs.

Cawtaryat : How would you assess the political
participation and prospects of people with
disabilities?

Decree No. 10 of 2023 has finally given people with special
needs their rights by allocating an additional seat in each
local council for a deputy with disabilities. This means that



Bouraowiya Al-Agrebi, the General Secretary of the Tunisian Organization
for the Defense of Persons with Disahilities

The social and humanitarian approach
marginalizes people with disabilities and does not
empower them to he active memhers of society

Souhir Chaabani - TUNISIA

Bouraowiya Al-Agrebi is the General Secretary and official spokesperson of the Tunisian Organization for
the Defense of Persons with Disabilities. She is a blind woman and a fierce advocate for human rights in
general and the rights of persons with disabilities in particular. She also had the experience of running for
the 2019 legislative elections as part of an independent list. In an exclusive interview with Cawtariyet, she
discussed several aspects of the work of the Tunisian Organization for the Defense of the Rights of Persons
with Disabilities, the situation of persons with disabilities in Tunisia, especially those with hearing and
visual impairments, legislation, and media coverage of issues related to persons with disabilities.

Cawtaryat : First, could you introduce the Tunisian
Organization for the Defense of the Rights of
Persons with Disabilities and explain its role and
function towards people with disabilities?

We are an organization established by citizens with
disabilities, aiming to advocate for the rights of persons
with disabilities in Tunisia and transform the perception
of disability through integration and active involvement
in society. Our approach is based on a combination of
charitable and medical methods, ultimately striving for
equality, rights, and genuine citizenship.

Our core principles and values revolve around respecting
human dignity, democracy, and the development of
individual capabilities across all age groups. Additionally,
we are committed to achieving equal opportunities for all
societal segments, promoting independence, freedom of
choice and expression, and embracing diversity, including

disabilities, as an integral part of human society.

Cawtaryat : Is the Tunisian law fair to people with
disabilities?

Currently, people with disabilities have not been fairly
treated, as the law mandating the employment of 2 percent
of individuals with disabilities in institutions has not been
enforced. Furthermore, the state is failing to uphold the
international convention on the rights of persons with
disabilities in practice, despite its formal commitment.
This is evident in laws like Article 54 of the July 25, 2022
Constitution, which emphasizes the state’s responsibility to
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protect individuals with disabilities from discrimination and

to ensure their complete integration into society.

Cawtaryat : What is Holding Back Implementation
of Existing Disability Laws in Tunisia?

The main issues are a lack of political will and the prevailing
societal attitudes towards disability in Tunisia. Many
Tunisians still view people with disabilities as a vulnerable
group, rather than as active members of society. The social
and charitable approach often ends up marginalizing those

with disabilities instead of empowering them.

Tunisian society also struggles to accept differences,
especially when it comes to positions of power and
representation in local and national government. On top of
this, people with disabilities face a host of daily challenges
and barriers.
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the opportunity to attend universities, directly or indirectly denied
this right.

The educational path plays a critical role in raising awareness
among peers and the broader community about the importance of
recognizing and supporting individuals with disabilities, ensuring
their rights are upheld, and fostering inclusive environments at all
levels.

In specialized settings, the research highlights a jarring and
painful separation for women with visual impairments, abruptly
disconnected from their families. Beyond feelings of neglect,
these women are particularly vulnerable to harassment, severe
punishment, and abuse, significantly affecting their mental health.
Their disability often acts as a significant barrier to preventing or
addressing violence, as their inability to see others prevents them
from anticipating or later condemning acts of violence, often
leading to compliance and silence.

Survey respondents revealed that families frequently abandon
them once they enroll in residential schools, causing profound
frustration and distress. This experience erodes their self-
confidence, trust in others, and their sense of safety, even within
the school environment. The oldest peer group in school is the
sole path to breaking out of internal isolation and overcoming
feelings of confinement and frustration.

Professional Life: Double Discrimination

In the professional sphere, individuals with sensory disabilities
in Tunisia face a unique challenge —double discrimination. While
they receive equal medical care regardless of gender, employment
statistics paint a different picture. Research has uncovered that
these individuals are often unaware of job opportunities, and if
they do secure employment, they struggle to adapt and assert
their economic rights. Shockingly, they are paid less for the same
work.

Civil society in Tunisia has emphasized the need to integrate
women with disabilities into vocational training programs and
support them in starting businesses to prevent economic violence
adding to the existing gender and disability discrimination.

Sensory disabilities not only limit the aspirations of individuals but
also create preconceived barriers to their success. The existing
support systems for people with disabilities are still limited,
posing obstacles that hinder their societal integration and success.
Despite the recognition of the multiple forms of discrimination
faced by women and girls with disabilities, little has been done
to ensure their equal treatment and protection from violence.
Research in this area lacks sufficient statistics and quantitative
studies to properly address this issue and propose suitable
solutions for integrating and upholding the rights of people with
disabilities®
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Recommendations:

This research has modestly aimed to bring visibility
to the invisible and give voice to the unspoken,
urging public policies to uphold the rights of
individuals with sensory disabilities and eradicate
the violence perpetrated against them. It has
put forward a series of recommendations from
the participating respondents. Some of the most
crucial recommendations include:

e Educating families about the boundaries of
excessive protection and the significance of
empowering their children.

e Promoting decentralization of educational
structures by establishing them in areas closer
to children’s families.

e Providing psychological impact training for
school staff regarding all forms of violence on
the development of individuals with sensory
disabilities, particularly sensory impairments.

e Offering sexual education classes for
individuals with sensory disabilities.

e Enhancing the education system to enable
them to access the same specializations as
other students.

e Facilitating access to psychological support for
women with disabilities, aiding in their self-
improvement and integration into society,
while also protecting them from certain forms
of violence.

e lLaunching awareness campaigns against
violence targeting women with disabilities,
utilizing television, radio, and social media to
break the silence and raise awareness about
the vulnerable situation of women and girls
with disabilities exposed to harassment and
violence.

e Increasing the number of listening centers and
improving communication on the hotline for
reporting violence.

e Raising awareness among police officers and
training them to handle complaints from
women with sensory disabilities, especially
those with visual impairments, who are
victims of violence.

e Facilitating access for women with disabilities,
especially those with visual impairments, who
are victims of harassment, to justice, and
ensuring the prosecution and punishment
of the perpetrators in proportion to the
seriousness of their actions.

e Collecting and publishing statistical data from
all institutions, organizations, and associations
related to women with sensory disabilities.



Self-construction constrained by disability
specificity

Sensory impairments do not necessarily change one’s
physical appearance, making disabilities invisible. This leads
many people with sensory disabilities to go to great lengths
to hide their condition to maintain their status in society.
Some even try to overcome their disability to avoid being
pitied by others, as they refuse to be seen as poor and
helpless.

However, stereotypes, whether positive or negative, can
have a significant impact on one’s self-image. Research
shows that people are often classified as “disabled” later
in life, without any preparation for those who have had
disabilities since birth, especially those who are visually
impaired. This lack of support and psychological assistance
can exacerbate the psychological suffering resulting from
sensory disabilities, making women and girls who consider
themselves physically healthy reluctant to be labeled as
“disabled”. This is especially true during childhood when
they reject devices that are associated with disability and
social stigma.

In the relationship between women and girls with sensory
disabilities and their bodies, there is a contradiction.
The body that is taken care of and cared for represents
restrictions and submission. Disabilities often prevent blind
women from enjoying their freedom and independence,
making them dependent on partial assistance to meet
their daily needs and submit to the restrictions imposed
by the environment. The research has shown through
various interviews with women and girls with hearing and
visual disabilities that isolation is a refuge for them from
stigmatization and exclusion.”

The Impact of Sensory Disabilities

Women with sensory disabilities face various forms of
violence despite their disability being invisible. This study
reveals that they feel deprived of rights such as healthcare,
education, work, leisure, mobility, and safety. Specialized
institutions and associations play a crucial role in building
their self-esteem, and identity, and protecting them from the
violence imposed by society that perceives them as weak and
helpless. This description creates a sense of subordination,
hindering their independence and limiting their freedom.

This leaves them caught between an overly protective family
environment and an external environment that subjects
them to various forms of violence. Within the family, disabled
girls may suffer from early neglect, leading to complications
in their growth, learning, and mental health. Over time, they
develop a fear of the future. Parents often feel overwhelmed
when facing the challenges of disability, leading to either
overprotection or avoidance, which negatively influences the
child’s social development and integration.

42

Siblings, on the other hand, may express anger and resort
to physical and psychological violence towards their disabled
siblings, affecting their ability to form future emotional
relationships. When people with disabilities experience
violence, it leads disabled girls to develop a lack of confidence
in romantic relationships, particularly with men.”

The victim’s silence allows perpetrators to
escape punishment

Extensive research reveals that domestic violence is
widespread, yet it often goes unreported, allowing
perpetrators to evade justice. Women with disabilities
frequently forgo their rights, responding to harm with silence.
This silence, however, perpetuates deep pain and increases
vulnerability among victims. Perpetrators often exploit
the fact that victims (especially visually impaired women
and girls) cannot identify them. Additionally, women with
hearing impairments avoid using sign language interpreters
due to the added cost, hindering their ability to report
violence. Overall, research highlights significant reservations
and challenges in discussing sexual violence specifically, and
violence in various forms more broadly.

Women with sensory disabilities face multiple forms of
violence linked to their disabilities, spanning public spaces,
transportation, schools, shelters, workplaces, and beyond.
Those interviewed universally reported direct experiences of
violence or felt threatened by it, yet many choose silence out
of shame, fear of family repercussions leading to excessive
protection and restricted freedoms, or disbelief, opting to
protect themselves through silence.

When it comes to emotional life, people with disabilities often
see themselves as inadequate or unworthy of appreciation
from their partners and families. As a result, staying single
becomes the norm, and it is uncommon for individuals
with disabilities to marry others facing similar challenges.
Respecting the sexual and emotional rights of adults with
disabilities raises complex questions, involving the need to
protect them while avoiding the misuse of power. It is crucial
for individuals who have lost one of their senses, especially
sight, at a young age, to receive sexual education tailored to
their disability, enabling them to access their right to sexual
health and the ability to protect themselves from potential
risks.

Education: Unequal Opportunities amid
Violence and Suffering

Research reveals that individuals with disabilities encounter
numerous challenges in their educational journeys, especially
within non-specialized educational frameworks. From early
childhood through primary and secondary school, they lack
logistical support for integration and learning, often facing
peer harassment that leads to exclusion and early dropout.
Consequently, women with sensory disabilities rarely have
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A look at the invisible:

The latest publications from «GAWTAR>
on the violence against women
with sensory disabilities in Tunisia

How do women with hearing and visual impairments express themselves and articulate the gender and
disability-based violence they face? How do they convey the vulnerability they experience at different
stages of their lives and in various social contexts? What factors contribute to their vulnerability, and
how do they perceive their rights?

These are the questions addressed in the research conducted by the “CAWTAR” center as part of the
“Making the Invisible Visible” project, supported by the United Nations Trust Fund to end violence
against women.

Lobna NAJJAR - cawtar

e - A e : ] The study, titled “Insight into the Invisible:

4K, <A oo ¢ Violence against Women with Sensory Disabilities
in Tunisia,” is a qualitative exploration based on
semi-structured interviews and focus groups,
aiming to illuminate these women’s unique
experiences and the violence that may threaten
them due to their disabilities.

Data analysis has uncovered how these women
represent the violence they face in their daily
lives, shedding light on the barriers hindering
their self-reliance, rights, education, health,
and employment. It demonstrates social
discrimination. The obstacles also reveal the
multiple forms of exclusion experienced by
women with sensory disabilities, and the
experiences rooted in violence: physical violence
leading to alienation, and violence from others
establishing difference, domination, and abuse.
All these factors make these women and girls
more susceptible to danger due to their limited
awareness of their rights and support institutions
in cases of violence.

= When women with disabilities experience the
| HEGAHI] P“HTE SUH I_INVISIBI_E same violence as other women, gender-based
violence worsens due to their disabilities. This

I_A \"“I_EN[:E I:AITE A“X FEMMES results in them enduring such violence across

various settings, fostering a sense of seclusion,

7
insecurity, and absence of safety. The study
AVEC DEFIGIENGE SENSORIELLE
uncovered that it is not just about isolated
EN TUNISIE incidents of violence; these women encounter
a systemic and organized form of gender and
disability-based discrimination intertwined.
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advertising, or commercial gains. Itis crucial for the media
to adopt an approach that respects the human rights,
dignity, and capabilities of individuals with disabilities,
and acknowledges their active role and contribution to
society. Using fair language and avoiding stereotypical
images and incorrect terms is essential to prevent the
reinforcement of stigma and discrimination.

Journalists, media producers, and even drama creators
hold the responsibility of striking a balance between
raising awareness about issues concerning individuals
with disabilities, while also respecting their privacy and
independence. Additionally, the media plays a crucial
role in shaping media policies and public opinions
on the rights of women and girls with disabilities,
empowering journalists to effectively address women
with disabilities’ issues, and presenting disability as a
facet of diversity within the human community.

By upholding these standards, the media can contribute
to fostering a more inclusive and fair society that dignifies
and humanizesindividuals with disabilities. Consequently,
several civil society organizations across various Arab
nations advocate and press for a more precise, diverse,
and inclusive representation of people with disabilities
in Arab media. They emphasize the significance of
authentic and diverse imagery that challenges common
stereotypes. These organizations also aim to raise
awareness about the critical need for accurate media
coverage and extensive campaigns that spotlight various
sensitive disability issues without bias or stereotyping.

“Akkazah” sheds light on people with disabilities
experiences in Lebanon and Syria from their
perspectives

Due to a gap between the reality of individuals with
disabilities and the portrayal in Arab media, initiatives
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like the “Akkazah” platform have emerged. Created by a
team of journalists and individuals with disabilities from
Lebanon and Syria, this platform presents an unfiltered
view of the lives of people with disabilities.

Its goal is to empower disabled journalists to express
themselves, display their talents, share their experiences,
and publish content that challenges stereotypes
surrounding disabilities, aiming to reshape societal
attitudes towards them.

“Amal” Radio.. A Media Experiment to
Amplify the Voices of People with Disabilities
in Tunisia

Inaddition to Akkazah, there isanother unique experience
in Africa and the Arab world — Amal radio in Tunisia. This
non-profit community radio station comprises a team of
journalists and individuals with disabilities. Its purpose
is to provide a platform for people with disabilities, to
shed light on their issues, and to strive to make their
voices heard by the community, government bodies, and
international organizations through a variety of programs
addressing disability-related matters.

These exemplary media initiatives demonstrate that people
with disabilities have highlighted their capabilities and their
potential to contribute and thrive in various domains.

Hence, other Arab media platforms can play a pivotal
role in promoting the culture of rights and dignity for
people with disabilities, by collaborating with media
experts, governments, civil society, and all sectors of the
community, to ensure that media coverage reflects the
diversity and richness of the experiences of individuals
with disabilities and underscores the significance of
their role in building an inclusive society that embraces
diversity and upholds human rights ®
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The media coverage of issues related to people with disabilities in the Arah world

From stereotyping and discrimination to portraying
the people with disabilities’ experiences with their
perspectives and voices through «Akkazah» platform

and «<Amal» radio

Souhir Chaabani - TUNISIA

Media coverage plays a crucial role in shaping public perceptions and attitudes towards
various social groups, including people with disabilities. The representation of individuals with
disabilities in the media is a subject of great interest and concern due to the prevalence of
stereotypes, misconceptions, and the marginalization, exclusion, and social stigma experienced
by this community, which hinders societal progress toward their integration and acceptance.

Arab Media Coverage of Disability Issues: Perpetuating
Exclusion and Discrimination

In the Arab media, people with disabilities are often portrayed in a state
of “need” and “eliciting pity and compassion,” which diminishes their
status instead of acknowledging their full humanity. Disability characters
in television programs, films, or Arab dramas are frequently depicted as
tragic figures either in need of rescue or as exceptional individuals who
overcome their disabilities to achieve success, accompanied by the use
of “discriminatory language” against them. Furthermore, drama tends
to focus more on presenting models of men with disabilities rather
than women, reflecting the dominance of a masculine perspective in
the production of media content and the failure to portray women with
disabilities as active members of society. This has a significant impact on
the proper integration of women with disabilities and the attitudes of
public opinion.

The influence of media consumption goes beyond simple portrayal;
real disability-related issues often go unnoticed in the media, reduced
to superficial news coverage. This lack of depth fails to address crucial
aspects of the human rights of individuals with disabilities, particularly the
experiences of women and girls, including social discrimination, violence
against women, cultural representation, economic opportunities, job
market access, political engagement, and public participation.
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This oversight significantly influences the
lives of people with disabilities, given
the vital role media plays in shaping
their self-esteem and identity by offering
them role models and sharing stories
that reflect their realities. A significant
barrier preventing individuals with visual
or hearing impairments from accessing
media content is the absence of
descriptive labels or audio explanations,
creating obstacles to their engagement
with media platforms. Furthermore,
media outlets often overlook the unique
needs of people with disabilities, evident
in the lack of sign language interpretation
in most media content and the absence
of Braille integration in media products.

“We need an Arab media
policy that respects the rights
of people with disabilities,
especially women and girls”

Arab media must strive to enhance its
coverage of disability issues, avoiding
common pitfalls such as focusing
solely on disabilities rather than the
individual’s abilities and neglecting
the social, psychological, cultural, and
economic dimensions.

It is the responsibility of the media to
give proper coverage to disability issues,
avoid superficial and opportunistic
approaches, and refrain from exploiting
people with disabilities for political,



media personnel. Additionally, a training manual was
developed to enhance the skills of supporting women
with sensory disabilities for the benefit of listening and
shelter centers.

Adaptation of Shelters for Women Victims
of Violence

Despite the presence of numerous shelters for women
victims of violence across different regions of Tunisia,
these spaces do not cater to women and girls with visual
impairments. Furthermore, these centers were unable
to accommodate such women during the COVID-19
pandemic, as they require facilities tailored to their visual
impairment. Hence, a crucial part of the project involved
preparing shelters to accommodate individuals with
visual impairments.

This was achieved through collaboration with the Ministry
of Women, Family, Children, and Seniors, as well as the
“TAMSS” and “International Federation of the Blind”
associations. The preparation process serves as a model
experience that should be replicated in other centers to
ensure that women with visual impairments have access
to the services available to them.

Media and Awareness Campaigns

Throughout the project implementation, three media
campaigns were conducted to raise awareness about
the importance of opposing violence against women and
girls with sensory disabilities, by reporting it and speaking
out against it. The “CAWTAR” center led these campaigns
on its official social media accounts and in nine public
and private, national, local, and associative radio stations.

These campaigns coincided with the observance of
16 days of activism against gender-based violence, the
International Day of Persons with Disabilities, and the
International Day of Persons with Multiple Disabilities. A
wide range of partners participated in these campaigns.
The goal of these campaigns was to bring disability issues
into the public spotlight, encourage dialogue and media
coverage, and advocate for the promotion of a supportive
culture for the rights of persons with disabilities.
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Digitization to Enhance Access to
Information for Individuals with Hearing
and Visual Disabilities

Recognizing the potential of digitization to facilitate
access to information, its dissemination, and sharing
the “CAWTAR” center translated legal texts into
sign language, which were then integrated into the
electronic legal system to support women’s and
children’s rights in Tunisia, known as “Warakti.”

Additionally, it introduced new sections in the audio
newsletter “Dima Maana” in collaboration with the
“Ebsar” and “Sout Al-Asam” associations in Tunisia.
This audio newsletter provides information on various
issues relevant to individuals with disabilities.

Furthermore, the “CAWTAR” center adopted the
“Safeness” application, designed to prevent violence
against women in public places, to ensure its
accessibility to individuals with visual disabilities.
Moreover, it worked on developing a smart tool
connected to the application as an alternative to the
mobile phone.

The focus of the “CAWTAR” Center on issues related
to individuals with hearing and visual impairments
has revealed that the challenges facing this group are
much greater than commonly acknowledged. Dealing
with disability has been limited to a social context,
neglecting comprehensive integration and the
promotion of recognition and enforcement of rights.

The project also highlighted the need to work on
changing mindsets, breaking stereotypes, and
eliminating discrimination based on disability. It also
emphasized the lack of involvement of individuals
with disabilities in policy-making and their weak
integration into the education and employment
systems. All these obstacles and difficulties indicate
that ensuring the rights of individuals with disabilities
will only be achieved through collaborative efforts
and consistent policies to establish a public disability
policy that recognizes the full citizenship of people
with disabilities..®
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of the disabled population in Tunisia. Visual impairments

represent 29%, hearing impairments 6%, and the
percentage of individuals with multiple disabilities is
estimated at 32% of the total disabled population.

Advocacy Strategy for Inclusion of
Disability Rights in Policies and Plans

An advocacy strategy and three policy papers addressing
priority issues for women with hearing and visual
impairments have been developed based on the findings
of a qualitative study.

This strategy and the policy papers were created in
collaboration with the United Nations Population Fund, the
“Humanity, and Inclusion” organization, and the Tunisian
Organization for the Defense of the Rights of Persons
with Disabilities. They were presented and discussed with
relevant stakeholders, including the Ministry of Family,
Women, Children, and the Elderly, Al Manar University, and
the National Council for Regions and Provinces.

The advocacy strategy and papers discussed various
issues highlighting the current situation of people with
disabilities and the challenges they face, aiming to ensure
their human and constitutional rights within a national
framework that promotes their integration and removes
them from marginalization and exclusion. To implement
the advocacy strategy, a wide alliance of associations,
including the “CAWTAR” center, has been established.

The first policy paper is aimed at local councils, regional
councils, and the National Council for Regions and
Provinces, with the goal of incorporating the rights of
individuals with hearing and visual impairments into the
development framework. The second policy workshop is
targeted at the Ministry of Higher Education and Scientific
Research to rally the efforts of various stakeholders in
promoting and spreading sign language.

This involves fostering collective brainstorming across
different sectors to establish a clear public policy
for advancing sign language and acknowledging its
importance. Meanwhile, the third policy paper is
directed at the Ministry of Family, Women, Children, and
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Seniors in Tunisia, focusing on integrating persons with
disabilities into the protection system against violence
and committing to supporting victims.

A strategy supporting the inclusion of the
rights of individuals with disabilities in
policies and plans

Since the 1960s, legislation has been enacted in favor of
persons with disabilities, and accompanying structures
have been developed. The interest in this issue continued
with the adoption of Law No. 81-46 on May 29, 1981.
However, it took nearly 25 years to develop its legislation
and pay more attention to people with disabilities.

This led to the enactment of the guiding law No. 2005-
83 and Order No. 1467 of 2006 on May 30, 2006, which
focused on regulating technical specifications to facilitate
the mobility of people with disabilities within public
buildings, spaces, common facilities, residential vehicles,
and open public buildings.

Tunisia has joined the international movement to
recognize the rights of people with disabilities, signing
the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons
with Disabilities in 2007 and ratifying it in 2008.

Article 54 of the 2022 Constitution states that the state
must protect people with disabilities from any form of
discrimination and ensure their full integration into
society. Several other laws have also addressed the issue
of people with disabilities, such as the Child Protection
Act, the Labor Code, the Basic Law on Eliminating
Violence against Women in 2017, and the Electoral Law
for the year 2022.

There are various government institutions concerned with
disabilities under the supervision of the Ministry of Social
Affairs, and a variety of associations, whether affiliated
with the Ministry of Social Affairs or independent from it.

Materials and training courses for the
rights holders and key stakeholders

As part of the project, training courses were conducted to
enhance capacities in various areas, including increasing
awareness of rights and available legal mechanisms (such
as Law No. 58 on combating violence in 2017 and the
rights of persons with disabilities in Law No. 83 in 2005),
digital independence through modern technology,
support, accompaniment, and care methods for victims
of violence, and media representation of issues faced by
women with hearing and visual impairments.

These courses were aimed at women, girls, staffin listening
centers and shelters for women victims of violence,
specialized associations, sign language interpreters, and



sensory impairments to protect themselves and report
violence.

Additionally, it aims to create a supportive and protective
societal, institutional, and legislative environment for this
vulnerable group of women. The project sets ambitious yet
achievable goals, including defending the rights of women
and girls with sensory impairments, ensuring their needs
are met and enhancing their participation in public life,
including access to local services and appropriate care for
survivors of violence.”

It was crucial to ensure that women with hearing and
visual impairments gained a deeper understanding of the
laws and available support services in cases of violence,
as well as acquiring new skills to enhance their integration
into society. Equally important was to equip service
providers with the necessary knowledge and skills to
support and accompany these women in their recovery
and social integration.

The project also aimed to raise awareness in the
community about the rights of women and girls with
disabilities, urging their involvement in anti-violence
efforts and advocating for supportive legislation for
persons with disabilities, especially those with hearing
and visual impairments.

The project adopted a participatory approach, directly
involving women and girls with disabilities, alongside
various partners such as disability-focused associations,
government  departments, legislative  authorities,
women’s shelters, and the media.

PIIIII: que
l'invisible

TAMSS ix

An Overview of the Invisible: A Qualitative
Study that Challenges the Unspoken

One of the key elements of the project is a qualitative
study conducted through interviews and focus groups
involving diverse stakeholders, delving into the issue
of violence targeting women and girls with hearing and
visual impairments.

This pioneering study, the first of its kind in Tunisia and
the Arab region, fills a crucial knowledge gap in research
on this topic. It sheds light on the various forms of
violence experienced by this group in both public and
private spheres, examining its impact on self-esteem and
relationships, and addressing the significant barriers to
their social and economic integration related to education,
employment, healthcare, access to services, and rights.

The study also offers recommendations to promote
the full inclusion of individuals with hearing and visual
impairments across different sectors. While the study
emphasizes the qualitative aspect of violence against
women with sensory disabilities, it also highlights the
common inaccuracy in quantitative data and indicators
concerning people with disabilities in general, particularly
those with sensory impairments.

According to the estimates from the National Institute
of Statistics in Tunisia, around 2.2% of the population
are individuals with disabilities. These disabilities are
categorized into mild disabilities at 44.3%, severe
disabilities at 37.2%, and profound disabilities at 18.5%.
Women make up 49.39% while men account for 50.61%
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Making the Invisible Visihle:

To prevent sensory impairment from
leading to further exclusion and violence

Violence against women has been and
continues to be the primary barrier to
the overall empowerment of women,
affecting them regardless of their age or
circumstances, with lasting effects. During
crises, the frequency and severity of violence
tend to escalate, often used as a tool by the
powerful to dominate the weaker and more
fragile. Demographic shifts, climate-related
challenges, long-term crises, escalating
conflicts, as well as displacement and
migration, all contribute to a substantial
increase in gender-based violence rates.”

Various studies and reports point to gender-based
violence as one of the most widespread human rights
violations globally. It transcends social, economic, and
national boundaries. Despite its detrimental effects
on the health, dignity, security, and independence of
survivors, it remains shrouded in a culture of silence,
upheld by cultural norms that either normalize,
justify, or downplay it in relationships between men
and women.

Data from the World Health Organization in 2021
reveals that approximately one in every three
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women, or nearly 736 million women and girls, have experienced
intimate partner violence, sexual violence from non-partners, or
both, at least once in their lives. In the most affected areas in
the Arab region, around two-thirds of women and girls report
experiencing violence in their lives. While there are statistics
and data on violence against women in general, women with
hearing and visual impairments are overlooked, despite being
the most vulnerable to various forms of violence. The COVID-19
pandemic has shed light on this lack of statistics, demonstrating
a concerning surge in gender-based violence during lockdowns,
affecting diverse groups of women, particularly those with
disabilities.

“Committed to staying abreast of various developments and
changes related to women’s issues and rights, the “CAWTAR”
center has shown a strong interest in addressing gender-based
violence. Implementing multiple projects on this issue, the
center has not overlooked the necessity of addressing violence
against women with hearing and visual impairments.

This concern materialized in the “Making the Invisible Visible”
project, launched in Tunisia in 2022. The project aims to combat
violence against women and girls with sensory impairments in
both private and public spheres, exacerbated by the risk factors
associated with the COVID-19 pandemic. Embracing an integrated
program approach, the project encompasses research, training,
awareness, and advocacy to empower women and girls with
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to influence policy changes by engaging with
political decision-makers to integrate the rights of
people with hearing and visual impairments into the
development agenda.

It is unfortunate to admit that the challenging reality
faced by people with disabilities is not confined to a
single countryorregion. Itis essentialtorecognize that
over 80% of them reside in developing countries, often
in unfavorable conditions, particularly concerning the
majority of the sustainable development goals. The
United Nations Committee on the Rights of Persons
with Disabilities highlighted three primary areas
of concern in its general comment on women and
girls with disabilities within the Convention on the
Rights of Persons with Disabilities: violence, health,
sexual and reproductive rights, and discrimination.
Regrettably, violence against women and girls with
disabilities, including sexual violence, assault, forced
sterilization, female genital mutilation, exploitation,
and economic abuse, persists.

The committee also highlighted the widespread
discrimination against women with disabilities, stemming
from their social status, disability, and other factors
inadequately addressed in laws and policies. These
include the right to life, equal recognition before the law,
and the lack of inclusion of the gender perspective in
disability-related policies. Additionally, there is a dearth of
disability rights perspectives in gender equality policies
and insufficient measures to promote the education and
employment of women with disabilities.

The «Making the Invisible Visible» project is an urgent
call for the inclusion of individuals with visual and
hearing impairments in development opportunities and
the adoption of a rights-based approach to address
their issues. This approach aims to enforce their rights,
and enable policy monitoring, review, evaluation, and
amendment to eliminate discrimination, marginalization,
and exclusion. Regardless of the type of disability, it should
not be a reason for absence, restriction, deprivation,
abuse, or violation of human dignity. e
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Dr. Soukeina Bouraoui
Executive Director

ince sweeping across the world in early

2020, the COVID-19 pandemic has brought

to the forefront a sharp increase in various
forms of violence against women on a broad scale,
unlike anything seen before. This surge can be
attributed to lockdown periods and the profound,
far-reaching impacts of this health crisis, which
have triggered significant economic, social, health,
and psychological challenges, especially among
vulnerable groups such as women and girls.

The pandemic has highlighted a significant increase
in the crisis and gender-based violence towards
women and girls with disabilities, especially
those with hearing and visual impairments. It has
uncovered numerous challenges and barriers faced
by this group in accessing services, receiving crucial
information during crises, and fully integrating
and utilizing available resources to overcome the
challenges of the crisis period.

In this context, the <CAWTAR» center, as part of
its focus on combating gender-based violence
through various projects, has chosen to address
the issue of violence against women and girls
with hearing and visual impairments. Their
project «Until the Invisible Becomes Visible»
received support from the United Nations Trust
Fund to End Violence against Women. This project
posed significant scientific and procedural
challenges, as the lack of data and research on
women with hearing and visual impairments
became apparent from the outset. The reality also
highlights the increasing difficulties and barriers
faced by people with disabilities. Furthermore,
national development plans and strategies have
yet to fully incorporate the rights of people
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with disabilities into policies and legislation.
Civil society organizations working on this issue
struggle with resource mobilization and fieldwork
for the benefit of these groups. Additionally,
specialized centers for people with disabilities
limit their opportunities for education, training,
support, and economic integration. Throughout all
of this, women and girls are the most vulnerable
and encounter compounded obstacles and
difficulties due to their gender.

In a reality where this group remains invisible, its
members experience marginalization, exclusion,
and social stigma. It was daring to address this
issue through various means, including research,
training, awareness, advocacy, and facilitating
access for women who have survived violence
to support and accompaniment services. It also
involved rallying a crucial network of partners to
participate in the project and establish an alliance
to advocate for the full integration of people with
disabilities into public life.

The project aimed not only at women and girls
with visual, auditory, and speech impairments
who are victims of gender-based violence but
also successfully involved other groups such as
workers in shelters and women’s support centers
for violence victims, disability-focused associations,
government agencies, local authorities, universities,
and media organizations.

Our objective was to strengthen the collective and
institutional support system to address the specific
needs of visually and hearing impaired women,
as well as those with speech impairments, who
are victims of gender-based violence. We aimed
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