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The International Foundation for Electoral Systems (IFES) is an international democracy and human rights organization that meaningfully partners with OPDs and disability rights advocates, integrates disability rights throughout its programming, and has a team focused on disability inclusion, led by Virginia Atkinson, a woman with a disability who was recognized on Forbes’ inaugural Accessibility 100 list in June 2025. Guided by the third pillar of IFES’ strategic plan, "All people can meaningfully participate in political and public life on an equal basis," IFES has worked with OPDs in more than 70 countries on systemic change and legal reform. In 2011, IFES received the InterAction Disability Inclusion Award and the Zero Project Innovative Practice awards in 2015, 2019, and 2023.

IFES works to strengthen political inclusion by:
· Providing technical assistance to electoral management bodies, human rights commissions, legislators, and other national and regional government stakeholders on how to implement international standards such as the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities;
· Supporting persons with disabilities, OPDs, and civil society organizations to advocate for equal rights and meaningful participation; and
· Assisting citizen-led efforts to define best practices through the development of global tools.

One out of seven people in the world have a disability, yet persons with disabilities remain underrepresented in political and public life, and especially as candidates and elected officials. The engagement of persons with disabilities in the electoral process provides the basis for mainstreaming their inclusion in all aspects of society, and when persons with disabilities serve as elected representatives, they are more effective at breaking down social stigmas and increasing government accountability. 

The below submission will outline some of the barriers persons with disabilities face when serving in political leadership positions, including contesting elections and serving as elected officials, and give good practice examples of mitigating those barriers. There are suggestions for commitments that states can make related to Article 29 on page 5 of the submission.

In addition to the barriers outlined below, OPDs have been hit by global funding cuts to international development, impacting their ability to implement political leadership training courses. According to a recent IFES survey of 60 OPDs around the world, 85% of OPDs have lost funding over the last nine months. 

Barriers	Comment by Virginia Atkinson: Cite USG, FCDO, and other funding cuts, general climate of hostility to inclusion and democracy.
Legal framework and regulations
Solution: modify campaign finance regulations
In the UK, an Access to Elected Office Fund was created to support expenses that candidates with disabilities might incur directly related to reasonable accommodations. For example, it might cover a sign language interpreter for a candidate who is Deaf or provision of Braille documents or electronic format for a candidate who is blind. 

Solution: establish disability quotas for elected office 
Some State parties have established specific measures to enhance the inclusion of persons with disabilities in their legislatures. These specific measures include establishing specific legal frameworks and/or quotas to ensure that persons with disabilities have parliamentary representation, as is the case in Kenya, Rwanda, Uganda, and Zimbabwe. Other countries give inducements, such as a reduced party registration fee, if party lists include persons with disabilities. Quotas are controversial and depending on the electoral system and structure of the legislature, they might not be effective. Any discussion on quotas should happen with meaningful consultation of OPDs to determine if it is something that the community supports or not. 

Inaccessible polling stations, government buildings, political party offices and other environments
Solution: involve OPDs in polling station and political debate venue selection
In 2017, the EMB in North Macedonia established a multi-stakeholder working group of government and civil society stakeholders, to conduct the first nationwide polling station accessibility audit. Data on polling station accessibility from the audit was made available online through an app, enabling voters with disabilities in North Macedonia to check their name on the voters’ list as well as the accessibility of their assigned polling station. The audit findings were published in a report along with policy recommendations for government and civil society stakeholders to improve access to the electoral process for persons with disabilities.

Stigma and stereotypes
Solution: involve OPDs in election observation
Inclusive election observations provide opportunities for persons with disabilities to lead efforts in making their democracies more inclusive. Observer groups often do not hire people with disabilities to serve as observers and only include basic, if any, questions on access for people with disabilities in their checklists; election observers with disabilities can ensure accessibility is more mainstreamed into missions and the subsequent observation report. OPD partners conducted an election access observation in Indonesia in 2014 and it pointed to several challenges to disability inclusion and provided recommendations for increasing access. The observation assessed access of voters with disabilities in five areas: voter education, voter registration, polling stations, voting process, and voter turnout. 

The election access observation mission found that attitudinal barriers in Indonesia are one of the primary challenges to increasing disability inclusion in political life. Stigma against the disability community, which discourages persons with disabilities from claiming their rights, is pervasive among family members and government officials. Families of persons with disabilities are also often discriminated against, causing them to discourage family members with disabilities from voting or running for office. The observation mission directly challenged misconceptions about what persons with disabilities can and cannot do. The participation of observers with disabilities showed that they are equal members of the community, with skills and knowledge to contribute. Based on the mission’s report, the EMB has taken steps to ensure more inclusive future elections.

Solution: design advocacy programs to support women with disabilities
Women with disabilities face both ableism and sexism. To address these barriers, and to support women in having a meaningful voice in dialogue and advocacy on public policy, IFES developed the Power to Persuade methodology which provides tools and good practice examples for women with disabilities from all communities to advocate with policymakers, political parties, and other political powerbrokers for reform. Power to Persuade strengthens women with disabilities’ skills to influence policy and decision-making at national and local levels, including access to decision-making, self-determination and leadership, equality in legal frameworks, and disassembling entrenched cultural beliefs. 
Inaccessible civic and voter education
Solution: develop leadership training programs, especially those that focus on young people with disabilities. 
IFES’ Engaging a New Generation for Accessible Governance and Elections (ENGAGE) methodology is a political leadership course targeting young people with disabilities that builds their skills to continue to be leaders in their communities while providing hands-on community engagement experience through networking opportunities, internships, and community action projects. The training is unique as it is designed specifically for young persons with disabilities, who often experience a combination of ageism and ableism when engaging in political life, and whose participation as young people can help instill lifelong engagement in democratic processes. ENGAGE alumni have gone on to run for office, serve on municipal councils, serve as poll workers, and be hired as permanent staff at EMBs.

Solution: inclusion in political parties to facilitate successful candidates
The meaningful inclusion of persons with disabilities into political parties can increase their access to information and help them run for elected office. In Kenya, the constitution requires representation of persons with disabilities via a quota for elected officials. Some political parties, in collaboration with OPDs and CSOs, took the additional step of outlining standards for inclusion of persons with disabilities in political parties. 

Solution: using new technology to deliver voter education and candidate information in accessible formats
Collaborating with the Central Electoral Commission of Armenia, We Can NGO designed an app called “My Right to Choose” for persons with intellectual disabilities to more easily learn and access information about how to engage in Armenia’s political and electoral processes. The app was developed with by people with a diverse set of experiences and backgrounds including as local civic educators, local organizations of persons with disabilities, and the CEC, as well as digital expertise from local developers. It combines sound design with pictures and simplified explanations of laws, steps in voting, and other educational materials about the Armenian government. The EMB and political actors regularly use video and television to share information with the public. 

Barrier: lack of information on good practices
Solution: widely sharing comparable international experience, linking Article 29 and Article 32 
IFES and its OPD partners have found that disability inclusion is often left to the goodwill of allies within an election commission rather than being included as a policy commitment or integrated into strategic planning. Developing a Disability Inclusion Policy: A Strategic Planning and Implementation Guide for Election Management Bodies provides necessary tools and strategies for EMBs to codify inclusion of people with disabilities across their policies and procedures.

Drawing upon IFES’ experience conducting dozens of election access observations with OPDs in countries around the world and international and regional standards for inclusive elections, the Election Access Observation Toolkit provides OPDs and election observer groups with the background and tools to effectively incorporate a disability rights perspective into domestic and international observation missions. The toolkit gathers lessons learned from election access observations conducted by IFES and OPDs in a wide range of country contexts, including Indonesia, Haiti and Kosovo.

Article 32 of the CRPD recognizes the importance of international cooperation to fully realize the objectives of the CRPD. In line with this principle, below are sample commitments states can make at the 2025 Global Disability Summit to help promote disability inclusion.
· Codify disability rights, such as by the creation of disability inclusion policies at election management bodies and appointing senior focal points on disability rights
· Establish consultative mechanisms between election management bodies, legislatures, and political parties with persons with disabilities and their representative organizations, including through working groups and establishment of MOUs
· Conduct training for election management body staff, legislatures, and political parties on disability rights
· Produce voter and civic education information in accessible formats such as audio, braille, easy-to-read, large print, sign language, and wordless formats
· Procure accessible election technology
· In consultation with disability rights advocates, develop reasonable accommodations, such as tactile ballot guides
· Establish mechanisms to facilitate access to elected office for persons with disabilities, such as quotas and/or Access to Elected Office Funds to support reasonable accommodation expenses for candidates with disabilities
· Audit existing legal and policy frameworks for disability inclusion
· Align legal frameworks for elections to the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities
· Eliminate legal capacity restrictions on the right to vote
· Support organizations of persons with disabilities to monitor elections and political party commitments
· Ensure all government websites and social media communications are accessible to people with disabilities
· Monitor and remove ableist hate speech online and include prohibitions on its use in political party code of conducts
· Commit to selecting accessible polling stations where possible and develop a plan for making all polling stations accessible in future
· Consider the unique experiences of persons with disabilities who are also women, young people, LGBTQI+ people, Indigenous Peoples, or ethnic or religious minorities, in the design and delivery of voter and civic education
· Ensure intersectional approaches are incorporated into legal and policy reform
· Develop civic education courses that are inclusive of and accessible to young persons with disabilities
· Proactively hire young persons with disabilities in government
· Identify and respond to impacts of electoral violence, particularly on women with disabilities and Indigenous persons with disabilities
· Establish mechanisms for inclusion of persons with disabilities in all legal reform initiatives
· Include disability rights-based reporting and language guidance in media codes of conduct
· Ensure persons with disabilities are meaningfully engaged in public policy on an equitable basis with others.
· Integrate targeted goals and indicators on disability-inclusive democracy and governance into the post-Sustainable Development Goals framework
· Promote disability-inclusive access to justice mechanisms
· Include persons with disabilities in peacebuilding processes and democratic transitions  
· Include political participation of persons with disabilities as a priority in international development strategies
· Measure and report on percentage of official development assistance (ODA) spent on disability rights
· Develop a guidance note for Embassy staff globally on meaningful engagement of persons with disabilities in democracy and governance development work and foreign policy
· Create regional and international networks to share good practices and lessons learned on disability inclusive democracy
· Support the implementation of democracy-related Global Disability Summit commitments
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