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Greetings to you all women of Victoria,

It is great to be here celebrating women’s right to freedom and our reclaiming of the night as a place where women can be safe. 
When I think of what we need to be free I think we can’t really go past Aretha Franklin’s idea of what we need.
We just need respect. 
Respect for all women regardless of our race, our sexuality, whether we are rich or poor, and whether we walk straight or are wobbly on our feet; have perfect vision or not much at all, can think at razor speed or are a bit more slow and steady.   

I am here representing the women of Victoria who have a disability. The Victorian Women with Disabilities Network is an organization run by women with disabilities, for women with disabilities. Our vision is a world where all women are respected and can fully experience life and our modus operandi is ‘Nothing about us without us’. We are women with diverse experiences, backgrounds, living arrangements, ages, sexuality and disabilities. We are single, married, partnered, mothers, child free, pensioners, volunteers, paid workers, students. We represent the full diversity of womanhood. 

I’m here talking to you tonight because ..
· Women with disabilities are more likely to experience violence than any other sector of the community. We experience sexual assault, physical violence, economic exploitation and psychological abuse at significantly high levels. Up to 87% of Women with intellectual disabilities will experience sexual assault in their lifetime.
· Women in group homes and special residential services are particularly vulnerable to violence
· Women with disabilities experience high levels of abuse in their own homes from partners and personal assistants and on the street  from hate crimes and in taxis from taxi drivers
· Women with disabilities who experience violence cannot access the help they need from support services
· Women with disabilities who experience violence are often not believed by police

· Women with disabilities who experience violence are not seen as credible witnesses in court

· Women who are sexually assaulted in mental health facilities are not always believed by mental health workers 

· Women with a disability are largely invisible to the community.

International context

Reclaim the Night is about an international sisterhood recognizing our right to be free of violence wherever we are however we dress: around the world women with disabilities fare worse than others.
Disability and poverty go hand in hand in the Global South/ Majority World. The World Bank estimates that 20% of the world’s poorest are disabled (New Internationalist 2005).

(Meekosha, http://www.wwda.org.au/meekosha2008.pdf)

In Kenya a disability activist writes that Kenyan society perceives disabled women as a bad omen. Men who cohabit with disabled women usually come home late and leave early in the morning so that they are not seen with them. “They (women with disabilities) are not allowed to inherit property because of their disabilities and this leaves them destitute and poor”. 

Why is it that women with disabilities are so demeaned the world over and experience so much violence?

Firstly, Invisibility in ordinary community life:
We live in a disabling environment with disabling systems.
The many physical, social and educational barriers to participation in society ensure that as women with a disability we remain invisible. 
Let me illustrate one small example from this week.  

The implication of this is that it is much harder to move around the city and the community.

And if we don’t see women with disabilities taking active roles in the community, we are not made aware of their existence or their ongoing struggles and challenges. Out of sight is out of mind. And we know that when people are made invisible they are stripped of their self esteem and ability to assert their rights. 

All of this means that it is extremely difficult to get structural change and to remove discriminatory and oppressive practices. 
Secondly, Poverty and social disadvantage:
We  know that women as a population group have less access to the world’s assets, good jobs and superannuation, and - as victims of violence - have traditionally been disregarded or disbelieved. If we put disability and gender together we have a heady cocktail. 
So it is hardly surprising that women with disabilities are financially poorer, less educated and less likely to have access to appropriate services and housing than either men with disabilities or other women. 
The third contributor to vulnerability is Protective attitudes: 
Services provided to people with disabilities have traditionally taken a protective approach and even with changes in our philosophies and models of care, a move to acknowledging rights as citizens, protective and paternalistic attitudes can still prevail.  the tendency to protect us, to think on our behalf, to imagine that disability experts, doctors,  family members, or someone providing care knows better than me what I need is totally disempowering and dehumanizing. It leaves me vulnerable to being disrespected and abused. 

The final contributor to violence is Demeaning attitudes such as the view that women with disabilities are asexual. Most of us as women do not have perfect bodies although the glossy magazines and TV and YouTube and every other media form tell us we are all supposed to aspire to them. For many women with disabilities becoming the so called ‘ideal’ of beauty is never going to happen, and the constant harassment to be somebody else’s idea of gorgeous is an insult to our dignity and to our true beauty.  
These attitudes give women with disabilities a strong message. 

And they also give perpetrators of abuse a strong message about vulnerability. 
Women tell us of their experiences of being targeted by taxi drivers wanting to have sex in the back of the taxi, of harassment on trains and of being taken advantage of by men in all sorts of ways. 

Disadvantage and marginalisation breed the conditions for violence.  It is this daily lived experience of disempowerment, poverty, poor education, dependence on a carer or living in an institutional residence that creates the conditions for many women with disabilities to be physically abused, sexually assaulted, psychologically taunted and financially exploited.

How can we ensure that violence against the most vulnerable sector of our community ceases?  
Despite this these women do make a significant contribution to making a better place - as workers in all spheres, as mothers successfully parenting the next generation, as volunteers all around the community. We must recognise and support the right of women with disabilities: 
· to be acknowledged
· to experience respectful relationships and
· to live full and meaningful lives free from violence
· we must have legal and social structures that empower all women and enforce their right to be free from violence and abuse
· we must recognise that violence against the most vulnerable is unacceptable - a failure to take action demeans us all
· we must address the barriers to living the sort of meaningful life we should be able to take for granted.  

Why should we all be concerned about violence against women with disabilities? 

Wendy Harcourt talks of women’s bodies as a site of power and political conflict where cultural, social and economic realities and struggles are played out.  In this context I think the bodies of women with disabilities are the frontline.  

If we can make the world safe for women with disabilities we make it safe for all women.
But tonight we are celebrating our own ideas of beauty together and no one else is going to tell us what’s beautiful and what’s not - and we are demanding respect for who we are – and aint that something worth celebrating!
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