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Chair opened the last meeting before the summer break by welcoming the participants.
He thanked the guest speakers, Ana Peleaz of EDF, Eva-Britt Svensson, Chair of FEMM Committee and Ekmel Cizmecioglu of the European Commission DG JUST. 

The theme of the meeting is Violence against Women with Disabilities. The Intergroup has been looking at the issue for some time, and in 2010, Mme Figueiredo, Intergroup Vice-President, suggested we present the issue at a public meeting. The Intergroup would be pleased to take up this issue in the future. 

Ana Pelaez, Chair of EDF Women’s Committee and Board member of the European Women’s Lobby presented the civil society’s concerns relating to the growing rate of violence against women with disabilities in the European Union. This is the first time that the Disability Intergroup spends discussing the issue of women with disabilities, and this should be done more often, as 58 % of persons with disabilities are women. However, this issue is not visible in either disability or gender policies. 

Women and girls with disabilities are subject to multiple discrimination in education, employment and access to goods and services – data exists to prove that. Access to women-specific health services (mammography, gynaecological examination) are difficult for women with motor disabilities because of inaccessible equipment.
Regarding violence, there is a lot of invisibility – virtually no studies or available data. The violence takes place in segregated and closed environments: rural areas, residences, hospitals, institutions, where there aren’t any protocols to monitor violence. Because of inaccessible environments and dependency on the perpetrator of violence, reporting of these crimes and access to social services is difficult. Communication barriers add to the burden and often make women with disabilities less credible in the eyes of the wider society than those without with disabilities.
Contrary to the UN CRPD, forced sterilisation and abortion of women, particularly with intellectual disabilities, is still very widespread in EU. Two factors are fundamental: regrettable social perception of women with disabilities by the dominant group (men) and social perception of one’s own disability. People’s perception of women with disabilities is that they are asexual and don’t have family life. 
Considerable steps forward have recently been made to advance both the disability and the gender policies, but these two are not yet applied coherently to protect women with disabilities. There is a lack of economic resources, of specific tools (although DAPHNE initiative does address it to some extent) and of legal resources. This aspect needs to be horizontally visible in the future Disability Strategy of the EU (that will be adopted in Fall 2010). 
Specific studies are needed on the subject of gender violence against women and girls with disabilities. Disability needs to be recognised as a cross-cutting issue, guaranteeing the principle of accessibility to shelters, care centres and social services. Positive action measures are very important. 
Four spheres of action have been identified: 

· Accessibility 

· Access to rights

· Research and studies

· Legislative actions

Full presentation of Ms Pelaez is available on the website of the Intergroup. 
Eva-Britt Svensson MEP, Chair of EP Committee on Women’s Rights, highlighted the priorities for her work in FEMM Committee: combating violence against women with disabilities. The interest for the issue stems from Ms Svensson’s involvement in the work on the rights of women and with persons with disabilities on the national level.
An opinion on the situation of women with disabilities in Europe was produced, calling for an action to avoid psychological, physical and sexual violence against women with disabilities, with every Member State taking measures against this phenomenon.

Up to 80 percent of women with disabilities experience violence in their lives, and sexual violence against women with disabilities is much more frequent than against women without disabilities.

Sweden has been looking at introducing legislation to combat violence, targeting specific vulnerable groups, incl disabled women. Civil society organisations have admitted that it’s not easy to raise the issue within the organisations of people with disabilities, who feel discriminated against in areas such as accessibility. 
In cases involving violence, getting witnesses is not easy. More research and training is required for people who work in the area (police, public prosecutor), who should know about the specific situations women with disabilities find themselves in.

Communication preferences of women with disabilities are often unfamiliar to the interviewing staff and the police. Very often, the perpetrators are people closest to the victim, which makes the problem even more difficult. 
Commission for Equality made a promise for a directive on gender-based violence. The EP has decided to write a report to highlight the problem, and now more concrete steps are to be taken. 

Discrimination against women in healthcare has already been subject to an EP report, which has also shed light on their situation.

Ekmel Cizmecioglu of DG JUST, European Commission admitted that violence against women is a widespread problem: as confirmed by a Council of Europe study, one out of four women faces violence at some point in her life. 

One of the main problems is unavailability of comparable data of good quality. The Commission is taking action to solve the problem. The Fundamental Rights Agency is now preparing a survey to obtain data. 

So far, the EU approach to the problem has been doing bits and pieces here and there. This is indeed an area of competence that is shared with Member States. However, the EU has acted on several fronts, usually acting in the framework of gender equality, trafficking, sexual exploitation, migration, asylum, public health and public relations. It is time to move towards a comprehensive framework. 
Stockholm Programme calls for a strategy against violence against women; the EPSCO Council conclusions of 8 March 2010 refer to the same need (and also call for creation of an observatory to monitor the situation); the Women’s charter adopted recently requests the same, as does the EP resolution from November 2009. 

Developing methodology for comparable statistics, adopting legislation whenever appropriate and collecting data are among the main advantages of tackling the issue on the European level. The EU could also play a role in joint establishment of priorities and funding projects (such as DAPHNE) and launching a Europe-wide awareness campaign. 
Prevention, protection and prosecution are the three pillars that the Commission bases its work on. Out of these, prevention is the crucial one and includes training and awareness.

There are two studies that the Commission is currently funding: one is on possibility of harmonisation of legislation throughout the EU (available in November 2010 and presented at a Commission conference) and on harmful practices (available in autumn).

The Commission has already started working on the Strategy and is now in the process of consulting the stakeholders. Hearings at the EP FEMM Committee are to be held in the near future. A Taskforce that is established within the Commission will be consulting the Member States in the framework of DAPHNE. An advisory committee in the framework of the Equal opportunities committee is working on the objectives and priorities of the future Strategy; their opinion will be ready in November. 
The Strategy will hopefully be launched in March 2011.

The Chair opened the floor for the debate. 

Cecilia Wikstrom MEP asked for more information about forced sterilisation of women with disabilities. Answering this, Mme Pelaez confirmed that this practice is happening every day in all countries of the EU, despite the information that EDF presented to the Member States on 25 November 2010 on the occasion of the International Day against Violence. In 2007, EDF produced a publication “Recognising the Rights of Women and Girls with Disabilities: an added value for future society” that is available on our website. This publication has a number of reports about forced sterilisation and abortion performed on women with disabilities in all countries. Often, this goes hand in hand with taking away legal capacity of women. Once the legal capacity has been removed, the family of the woman can take the decision on her reproductive rights, as well as on her rights to own a property, or to vote or decide who the woman should live with. This is in violation of Article 12 of UN CRPD. 
Gay Mitchell MEP asked for more information about forced abortion and infanticide. The proposal not to fund coercive abortion in developing countries has recently been defeated in DEVE Committee.  An illustration of this happening in developing countries can encourage the EP to move further on the issue. 
Rosa Estaras Ferragut MEP pointed out at the discrepancies in national legislation that is not harmonised Europe-wide. This was one of the reason the EU hasn’t been able to adopt the European Protection Order. The same lack of harmonisation is also present concerning disability status. There have been calls for a European disability card harmonising the disability definitions across the EU that would help women (and other people with disabilities). Hopefully, this initiative would be taken further. Mme Estaras also supported the idea of the European Accessibility Capital to raise awareness of the citizens. The lack of awareness about disability is the reason for many problems. 
Mme Svensson agreed with the previous speaker that the problem is very serious indeed. Harmonisation of disability classifications and minimum rights (which wouldn’t impede higher protection in individual states) across the EU should be the aim. Last month, the Gender Institute in Vilnius has been inaugurated, and it will help us carry out studies to understand the problem better. 

Mr Cizmecioglu added that sharing best practices and raising awareness about the existence of violence against women in general are indeed crucial.
Mme Pelaez concluded that equal opportunities for women with disabilities will never be achieved as long as these women do not have the strong voice that is heard. 
Chair emphasised that giving the voice to people with disabilities is the most important objective of the Intergroup. 

Due to lack of time, the discussions on the Work Programme of the Intergroup will have to be postponed. However, an important announcement still needs to be made, and the Chair invited Mme Wikstrom to make it. 

Mme Wikstrom announced the upcoming meeting of the Intergroup with organisers of the Freedom Drive by the European Network of Independent Living (ENIL). The meeting will be held on 22 September in Strasbourg, and it will aim to follow up on the 2009 Freedom Drive and organise the 2011 Drive. The objective is to ensure that the next time the Freedom Drivers come to Strasbourg, they should be given a more formal welcome in plenary. People with disabilities should be enabled to participate in the society fully. MEPs are strongly encouraged to participate in this meeting to support the initiative. 
Chair closed the meeting by announcing the upcoming events of the Intergroup for Fall 2010: the 22 September meeting with the Freedom Drivers and the 28 September meeting in Brussels with the Belgian Presidency. 
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