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Nigeria, one of the most populous developing nations, faces significant challenges in safeguarding the rights and addressing the needs of Persons with Disabilities (PWD). With roughly 35.5 million citizens living with disabilities[footnoteRef:1] the country has made commendable strides by ratifying global frameworks such as the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) in 2007; and the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities in Africa (Disability Protocol) in 2024. However, converting these commitments into actionable changes remains a daunting task, particularly when tackling issues of intersectional discrimination and gender-specific disparities.   [1:  Charlotte Tamekloe ’The Nigerian National Disability Summit 2025- A Turning Point for Disability Inclusion in Nigeria’  Giz 4th November 2025] 

The Discrimination Against Persons with Disability (Prohibition) Act 2018 (Disability Act) serves as the cornerstone of Nigeria's legal framework for disability. [footnoteRef:2]  This law seeks to criminalize discrimination against PWD by prescribing penalties for offenders.  Part II of the Act provides for accessibility of physical structures especially public buildings which will be constructed with necessary accessibility aids. There is also the prohibition of solicitation of alms for PWD[footnoteRef:3] which seems to be the norm in the Nigerian setting due to the impoverishment and lack of economic prowess of most PWD. [2:  The first legal framework however was the Nigerians with disability Decree of 1993 which was mostly unknown by citizens.]  [3:  Section 16] 

Although the Disability Act underscores protections for various types of disabilities, including physical, intellectual, mental, and sensory impairments, it predominantly tends to focus on physical disabilities. For instance, the concept of "reasonable accommodations" is primarily confined to physical accessibility and public structures, leaving broader issues of discrimination somewhat unaddressed. Additionally, the Act does not thoroughly implement mechanisms to provide protection against indirect discrimination, nor does it comprehensively obligate stakeholders to adopt necessary adjustments, creating misalignments with broader international standards like the UNCRPD.  
The 2018 Act entitles PWD to free healthcare services, which extend to mental healthcare needs. Nonetheless, it remains silent on critical areas like reproductive health rights—an omission that disproportionately affects Women with Disabilities (WWD), as they encounter compounded challenges in accessing such services. Despite the National Policy on Sexual and Reproductive Health Rights for Persons with Disabilities touting equality in reproductive healthcare, its implementation has unfortunately been minimal, falling short of intended outcomes.  
Intersectionality highlights the interconnected and overlapping systems of discrimination that some individuals face. In the Nigerian context, this reality is particularly evident in the experiences of Women with Disabilities (WWD), who often endure barriers fuelled by a range of intersecting factors such as gender, socio-economic status, religion, and age. These compounded disadvantages contribute to significant gaps in education, employment, and healthcare access for WWD. Regrettably, the Disability Act falls short of addressing these multifaceted challenges.  For instance, systemic failures—such as a lack of accessible transport and inclusive facilities—largely contribute to the disproportionately high unemployment rates experienced by WWD. Similarly, healthcare provisioning continues to disadvantage WWD relative to their male counterparts, due not only to financial hurdles but also a routine absence of accessibility-focused solutions.  Being a country deeply rooted in patriarchy, WWD encounter issues of gender inequality, gender stereotypes in addition to that of disability.
Cultural and societal stigmas add another layer of hardship for WWD. In a society where disabilities are often misinterpreted within spiritual, superstitious, or taboo frameworks, individuals with disabilities frequently encounter entrenched prejudice. [footnoteRef:4]  This socio-cultural bias has intricate implications, continuously curtailing their participation in social, work, and community settings.   [4:  M Eskay, V.C. Onu, J.N Igbo, N Obiyo and L Ugwuanyi, ‘Disability Within the African Culture’ 2012 US-China Education Review] 

Reproductive health is a vital component of human dignity and rights. It traverses the life cycle of human beings focused on needs and development and signifies the ability of people to have satisfying and safe sexual life, the capability to reproduce, and the autonomy to decide the frequency of reproduction.[footnoteRef:5] Reproductive rights are hinged on reproductive health which comprises the recognition of the basic right of individuals in the decision-making process of the number, spacing and timing of children, having access to the right information and the right to attain the highest standard of sexual and reproductive health.[footnoteRef:6] However, WWD are often excluded from enjoying these rights due in large part to stigmatization and misinformation. They are more vulnerable compared to their male counterparts based on intersectional factors stated above.[footnoteRef:7] WWD are three times more likely to have unmet healthcare needs when compared with men with disabilities.[footnoteRef:8] While the African Disability Protocol protects reproductive health rights of WWD enabling the control of fertility and prohibition of sterilization without consent, the same cannot be said of the Disability Act 2018.[footnoteRef:9] It however relies on the National Policy on Sexual and Reproductive Health Rights of Persons with Disabilities which indicates emphasis of the Nigerian Government to provide comprehensive and integrated reproductive health services devoid of discrimination for PWD especially women. [5:  United Nations Populations Fund, Reproductive Rights are Human Rights: A Handbook for National Human Rights Institutions 2014 p 18]  [6:  MJ Roseman and L Reichenbach ‘Global Reproductive Health Rights: Reflecting on ICPD’ in L Reinenbach and MJ Roseman, Reproductive Health and Human Rights: The Way Forward (University of Pennsylvania Press: Philadelphia, 2009) p 9 ]  [7:  Erebi Ndoni ‘Reproductive Health Rights of Persons with Disabilities: A Legal or Cultural Flaw’ in Adelakun O and Ndoni E Reproductive Health and Assisted Reproductive Technologies in Sub-Saharan Africa: Issues and Challenges 2023 Palgrave Macmillan]  [8:  United Nations, Sustainable Development Goal 5]  [9:  Article 27(K) African Disability Protocol] 

Notwithstanding, WWD face compounded restrictions and frequently grapple with societal misjudgements, which attach cultural taboos to their merely pursuing family planning or other reproductive options.  
These rights are poorly understood and prevailing attitudes often ignore or vilify their reproductive autonomy. Initiatives to address such barriers rarely appreciate the nuanced requirements that WWD face, deepening inequalities in this respect.  
One substantial barrier to combating exclusionary practices in Nigeria arises from the inadequacy of data collection mechanisms[footnoteRef:10]. The lack of detailed, accurate, and complete data on PWD broadly—especially on intersecting forms of marginalization faced by WWD—hampers efforts to build impactful policies. This deficiency also limits the ability to monitor existing frameworks or tailor initiatives to the realities of structurally disadvantaged groups. Comprehensive, well-organized demographic and needs-based data is pivotal not just to equitable policy but also to ensuring that programs reach the people they are designed to serve.  [10:  United Nations Nigeria Situational Analysis of the Rights of Persons with Disabilities in Nigeria 2025] 

The Disability Act in Nigeria signifies crucial advancements in recognizing the rights of persons with disabilities (PWD). Nevertheless, it falls short of fully aligning with the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD). While the Act heavily emphasizes physical disabilities and accessibility, its provisions often lack clarity and precise definitions, which could hinder effective implementation. Moreover, the Act does not adequately address intersectionality, notably the unique challenges faced by women with disabilities (WWD), who are particularly vulnerable due to ingrained gender inequalities. For the Act to successfully protect and promote the rights of all PWD and especially WWD, it should embrace a more comprehensive approach by incorporating clearer guidelines, a focus on intersectionality, and adherence to global standards.
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