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Non-therapeutic sterilisation of women and girls with disabilities

Women with Disabilities Victoria is an organisation of women with disabilities supporting women with disabilities to achieve their rights in Victoria. Our vision is “a world where all women are respected and can fully experience life”. We are committed to women with disabilities being involved in all aspects of community life and to the planning, delivery and evaluation of all services of relevance to us. Our priority areas are prevention of violence and improving access to health care, with a secondary focus on both parenting rights and employment. 
Social and economic disadvantage, higher rates of domestic violence, limited access to health information and health promotion, and attitudinal barriers from health practitioners and the wider community prevent recognition of the sexual and reproductive rights of women and girls with disabilities. 
Violation of reproductive rights is seen most graphically with regard to the practice of non-therapeutic sterilisation of women and girls with disabilities. This practice continues to be undertaken in many countries, including Australia. However, more recently there are hopeful signs that the tide is turning against sterilisation of women with disabilities. Earlier this year, the International Federation of Gynaecologists and Obstetricians (FIGO) published guidelines on sterilisation of women and girls.   The World Medical Association in conjunction with the International Federation of Health and Human Rights Organizations issued a press release on 5 September 2011, calling for an end to forced sterilization. This press release can be found at http://www.wma.net/en/40news/20archives/2011/2011_17/index.html. 

In January 2011, the Australian government appeared before the UN Human Rights Council along with the other UN states to take part in a Universal periodic Review (UPR). The human rights record of each state is reviewed, and recommendations for improving their human rights are given. One recommendation put forward to Australia dealt with the issue of non-therapeutic sterilisation of women and girls with disabilities. Australia has only accepted this recommendation in part. 
Women with Disabilities Australia (WWDA) is conducting a national campaign to stop forced sterilizations of women and girls with disabilities, demanding that the Australian government develop national legislation prohibiting the forced sterilization of all young girls, and of adult women with disabilities, and that the Australian government act to address the cultural, social, and economic factors that underpin sterilisation. WWDA’s 'Submission to the United Nations Special Rapporteurs regarding forced sterilisation in Australia can be found at http://www.wwda.org.au/subs2011.htm. 

In response to WWDA advocacy Federal Disability and Sex Discrimination Commissioners Graeme Innes and Elizabeth Broderick have called on Australia’s Attorney General to ban the sterilisation of children–regardless of whether they have a disability–unless there is a compelling medical reason. The commissioners are also calling for a ban on the sterilisation of adults with physical or intellectual disabilities without their informed consent.

Women with Disabilities Victoria supports WWDA’s platform to address non-therapeutic sterilisation. The campaign has now gone global with the website Stop Torture in Health Care taking up the issue. You can support these efforts by sending a letter to the Attorney General via the Stop Torture in Health Care website http://www.stoptortureinhealthcare.org/content/tell-australia-stop-sterilizing-women-and-girls-disabilities. 
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