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People with
disabilities
get political

LORNA SIGGINS
People with learning

difficulties are being
given the skills to make

informed political

choices in elections
EN EU Com-
missioner Char-
lie McCreevy
sparked a row
last year for as-
serting that he didn’t think any
“sane, sensible person would be
spending this weekend or next
weekend” reading the Lisbon
Treaty, he could have used a bet-
ter choice of words — but he may
have spoken for far more people
than he realised.

Politicians in many jurisdic-
tions and constituencies often
make false assumptions about
voters. A new European cam-
paign due to be initiated here by
Down Syndrome Ireland (DSI)
aims to address this.

The My Opinions, My Vote
campaign aims to give people
with learning disabilities the
knowledge and skills to form
their own opinions and make in-
formed political choices in elec-
tions, including the forthcom-
ing European plebiscite.

As part of the project, the
group has also become the lead
organisation in Europe in trans-
lating the political manifestoes
of all European parties into
more digestible format.

Grainne Murphy, independ-
ence officer with DSI, was the
person charged with tackling
that challenge. “We’ve manifes-
toes from five of the eight Euro-
pean political parties done so
far, and the one thing that

struck us is that we could find
nothing relating to living with

disability in any of the actual
texts.

“All of the parties have
committed to publishing the
easy-to-read format on their
websites, and the very fact
that this initiative is taking
place in this way may alert
them all to this fact,” she
says.

“It may also highlight
the issue - as in the im-
portance of recognising
the rights and concerns
of those living with disa-
bility — to politicians at
national and local level,”
she points out.

The campaign wasn’t
initiated specifically to
target public representa-
tives on disability issues,
she explains. “While we
would like politicians to
be aware, the focus is on
encouraging people with
a learning disability to ex-
ercise their vote at every level.

“In most, but not all, coun-
tries, this right is guaranteed,
but the opportunity to do so is
made very difficult at a practical
level. The reality is that these cit-
izens have not been acknowl-
edged as a group.”

An estimated 0.1 per cent of
Europeans have a learning disa-
bility at a time when life expect-
ancy has increased considera-
bly, the new campaign says.
While self-advocacy is now a
widespread approach, the cam-
paign says that people with
learning disabilities don’t tend
to engage in political participa-
tion as electors, thereby not ex-
ercising their right to vote - al-
though there are instances
where families will encourage
participation.

Access is an issue, however,
and Murphy isn’t just talking
about physical access to poll-

ing booths. “There’s the is-
sue of manifestoes, as men-
tioned. We have also
learned of many instances
where a person with a dis-
ability opens their front
door to a politician or par-
ty worker, and the can-
vasser more or less ig-
nores them and asks to
speak to their parent.”
Recognising this, Dr
Paola Vulterini, who is
associated with a Down
syndrome group in Ita-
ly, discussed the issue
with her counterparts
in several EU member
states.

Among those sup-
porting her proposal
for a specific campaign
was Pat Clarke, former

president and long-time
activist with DSL He is al-

so a board member of the
European Coalition on
Community Living and is
chairman of the 10th
World Down Syndrome
Congress which is to be

held in Dublin this August.

The first campaign planning
meeting was held in Malta last
year, and the project now in-
volves Ireland, through DSI, Ita-
ly, Hungary, Spain, Malta and
Denmark. Murphy expects that
a number of other organisations
in other states will get involved
as it gains momentum. Funding
has been provided in part by the
European Commission, with
the balance being taken up by
the relevant national organisa-
tions.

A website has been estab-
lished, brochures and posters
are being printed, and training
programmes are being organ-
ised for 120 selected partici-
pants with disability from all
over Europe. Some 20 of these
are Irish, and have been nomi-
nated by DSI to take part in a
training programme on political
issues, which is being run in Gal-
way and Dublin.

The 20 Irish candidates
range in age from 18 to 37 years,
and hail from counties across
the State. “The idea is that they
can test the training pro-
gramme and it can then be
rolled out far more widely,”
Murphy explains.

Several MEPs have already
promised support, with Fine
Gael MEP Mairedd McGuinness
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participating in a recent DSI
group visit to the European Par-
liament and the European Com-
mission.

Fianna Fail MEP Brian Crow-
ley and Fine Gael MEP Colm
Burke have also been in touch.
As part of the campaign’s plan,
it intends to disseminate the re-
sults of its work through setting
up a European centre for the ex-
ercising of political rights by
people with learning disabili-
ties.

M For more information on the
My -Opinion, My Vote campaign,
see the website myopinionmyvote.
eu
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