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INTRODUCTION.
LEARNING FROM 

THE WOMEN WITH 

DISABILITIES MOVEMENT 

IN CAMBODIA, TANZANIA 
AND UGANDA .

Women and girls with disabilities face 
‘double discrimination’ from negative 
stereotypes and assumptions linked to 
both their gender and impairments - 
and this can be further compounded by 
age-based discrimination. 

This makes women and girls with 
disabilities disadvantaged in all areas 
of life, at all stages of the lifecycle, 
and highly vulnerable to violence and 
safeguarding abuses. It can also mean 
that they are often ‘left behind’ in 
mainstream programmes. Even within the 
disability movement women continue to 
be underrepresented at leadership level, 
their voices are marginalised and their 
issues are frequently overlooked.  

ADD International’s experience in 
Cambodia, Tanzania and Uganda is 
showing how targeted support from allies 
can help disability movements to be more 
inclusive, representative and responsive 
to the concerns of women and girls with 
disabilities, so that they can lead action to 
tackle the discrimination and other issues 
they face because of the combination of 
their gender and disability status. 



In Cambodia, ADD International worked with women and girls with 
disabilities to address the violence they experience by ensuring that 
their lived experience and their active engagement were at the heart 
of both prevention and service response strategies. Women with 
disabilities in 8 communes across 5 provinces were encouraged to 
either join or form their own new self-help groups and OPDs as a 
channel for tackling violence. ADD International worked closely with 
these organisations to help them strengthen women’s membership, 
voice and leadership, while technical capacity was strengthened 
through training and day to day mentoring with the active involvement 
of women with disabilities as trainers and resource persons. Through 
this approach OPDs strengthened their understanding of the roots of 
violence and discrimination related to gender and disability; knowledge 
of rights under Cambodian laws, policies and service standards; skills 
needed to advise individuals experiencing violence and refer them 
for support; and public speaking skills. ADD International also helped 
OPDs to boost their networking and advocacy capacity by making 
introductions and convening spaces for engagement with government 
and service providers, in order to make prevention and support services 
more inclusive of women and girls with disabilities.  

In Tanzania, we supported the creation of a core group of 21 activist 
women with disabilities at national level, linked to 53 activists at 
district level, to strengthen the voice and activism of women within 
the disability movement, and to advocate for change for women and 
girls with disabilities in society more widely. The activists registered 
a new national organisation for women with disabilities (MoDWD) 
and created a new national platform for women with disabilities, and 
7 platforms at district level, through which they worked together to 
develop a joint advocacy strategy. They engaged with the mainstream 
women’s movement, communities, local police and service providers 
to increase visibility of women with disabilities and recognition of their 
unique issues. The activists also participated in consultation processes 
with powerholders through channels such as the COVID-19 committees. 
ADD International worked to bring different groupings together and to 
foster collaborative ways of working. We provided workshop facilitation, 
technical training and advice as the group developed and carried out 
their plans, and timely provision of key inputs such as mobile phones 
and social media training allowed the group to be effective during the 
COVID pandemic.  

In Uganda, we are developing and testing approaches to improve 
disability inclusion in the work of gender-based violence response 
and support providers. We are working with 2 local providers, Uganda 
Network on Law Ethics & HIV/AIDS (UGANET) and Uganda Association 
of Women Lawyers (FIDA), to improve women and girls with disabilities’ 
access to and inclusion in their services, through a combination of 
disability inclusion auditing, monitoring, training and coaching, as well 
as facilitating links with OPDs. In parallel, we are working with OPDs to 
help young women and men with disabilities to know their rights, to act 
as effective advocates on issues related to safeguarding and violence, 
and to strengthen organisational capacity to respond to reports of 
safeguarding and violence issues. The learning and practical tools 
developed by the project will be used to inform future programmes 
with key government and non-government GBV service providers. 

OUR APPROACH.

CAMBODIA

TANZANIA

UGANDA



Investing in organisational development of OPDs in Cambodia has boosted the leadership of 
women with disabilities, including survivors of violence. This has allowed them to challenge 
stereotypes about their abilities, to develop their own unique voice, and to shift narratives around 
violence within the community. They are now providing direct peer support to other women and 
girls with disabilities experiencing violence by helping them to report incidents, access health and 
social services, seek justice and prevent recurrence by engaging with families and perpetrators. 
Through their OPDs, women with disabilities have been able to engage with community and local 
government leaders, and build strong relationships with local government and service providers, 
leading to improved disability inclusion in mainstream gender-based violence prevention and 
response systems. OPDs now receive assistance from local authorities to address violence, which 
in turn makes local authorities more likely to consider disability issues in other areas of their work.  

In Tanzania the increased confidence, solidarity, visibility and advocacy skills of women with 
disabilities have led to local level ‘wins’ on helping women with disabilities to access economic 
opportunities and health services, and on addressing violence against women with disabilities. 
Through the national platform the views and concerns of women and girls with disabilities are now 
being represented in national budgeting and policy making processes, and women with disabilities 
are now engaging effectively with the mainstream women’s movement. Training provided has 
helped activists to strengthen their fund-raising skills and they have secured new resources for 
projects on environment conservation and reproductive health, and to support the launch of new 
disability platforms in 4 regions. Activists report that they are experiencing more respect in their 
homes and communities, and national government decision makers are increasingly making space 
in formal meetings to hear from women with disabilities, including a meeting of the activists with 
the president in 2021. 

“We were amazed by their [women with disabilities] advocacy skills… Men with disabilities 
are now acknowledging that women with disabilities are well versed to take leadership 
positions.” Male OPD leader, Tanzania 

Our work in Uganda is still in the early stages, but already we are seeing women with disabilities 
advocates engaging more with powerholders, and using video campaigns to share their personal 
experience of gender-based violence (GBV). Actors working on GBV have created a new working 
group on violence against women and girls with disabilities, and they are sharing experience and 
information which is now being used for advocacy to strengthen GBV service referral pathways so 
that they are accessible for women and girls with disabilities.  Mainstream organisations involved 
are beginning to take active steps towards improving disability inclusion in their work - one has 
introduced disability inclusion trainings for their staff and new board members.  

DID IT WORK?



If engagement with OPDs is to be truly 
meaningful, support is needed to strengthen 
the voice and activism of women and 
girls with disabilities within disability 
movements.  

Powerholders and allies should not assume 
that work to support OPDs will automatically 
reach women and girls with disabilities – 
specific efforts are needed to ensure that 
women with disabilities are supported to 
organise and actively engage in the disability 
movement. Women with disabilities have 
their own identities, needs and potential 
to bring change, and we must seek out 
ways of tapping into this. This could mean 
supporting women to join or form their own 
organisations, or helping women-led OPDs to 
come together at local and national level to 
build mutual understanding, identify shared 
goals, and to think and act as movement 
actors. 

Allies should seek opportunities to listen 
to the diverse experience of women with 
disabilities in order to understand the 
complex barriers they face. In particular 
we should not underestimate the levels of 
violence experienced by women and girls 
with disabilities, or the impact of this on their 
daily lives – and the hidden impact this has on 
other development and rights outcomes. 

Playing an effective support role in 
strengthening women’s representation within 
the disability movement requires a long-term, 
responsive, participatory and multi-layered 
approach: Allies should advocate for changes 
in funding structures to support this kind of 
approach.

IMPLICATIONS 
FOR MEANINGFUL 
ENGAGEMENT. 



ADD International is a disability rights 
organisation. We partner with organisations of 
disability activists in Africa and Asia and help 
them access the tools, resources and support 
they need to build powerful movements for 
change.
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