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IS “NOTHING ABOUT US

WITHOUT US”

Marthese Mugliette
President MFOPD

TRULY BEING ADOPTED BY ALL?

h recent years, the rallying

call “Nothing About Us With-

out Us” has echoed strongly
within the disability commu-
nity worldwide. It signifies a
fundamental principle: deci-
sions impacting persons with
disabilities must involve their
voices at every stage. While
progress has been made in the
last 55 years since the estab-
lishment of MFOPD, it is time to
reflect on whether this mantra
is genuinely being embraced
by all sectors in our society,
including government entities,
private institutions, and civil
society organizations.

At its core, this phrase em-
phasizes the right to participa-
tion, empowerment, and dignity.
It reminds us that people with
disabilities are the experts of
their own lived experiences. They
are not merely beneficiaries of
policies, programs, or initiatives
but active contributors to shap-
ing them. Yet, despite the wide-
spread acceptance of this prin-
ciple in rhetoric, its application
often falls short.

One key challenge lies in to-
kenism - situations where in-
dividuals with disabilities are

invited to discussions but lack
meaningful participation or de-
cision-making power.
often, their inclusion serves to

Far too

tick a box rather than genuinely
valuing their insights. True adop-
tion of “Nothing About Us With-
out Us" requires creating envi-
ronments where persons with
disabilities feel empowered to
contribute on equal footing with
others.

Another concern is represen-
tation. The disability community
is incredibly diverse, encompass-
ing a wide range of experiences,
conditions, and needs. If we aim
to uphold this principle, repre-
sentation must be intersectional,
inclusive of those from different
socioeconomic, cultural, and
gender backgrounds, as well as
those with varying disabilities.
Policies and platforms must re-
flect this rich diversity to avoid
marginalizing groups
within the community.

certain

Education and awareness are
also pivotal. Many decision-mak-
ers lack an adequate under-
standing of disability issues,
which can lead to unintentional
exclusion. Therefore, fostering
greater awareness and sensitivi-
ty is critical to creating collabora-

tive and inclusive systems. When

stakeholders are well-informed,
the gap between rhetoric and
reality begins to close.

Locally, Malta has made
strides in fostering inclusivity, yet
there remains room for improve-
ment. The establishment of plat-
forms like MFOPD demonstrates
commitment, but the question
remains: are all sectors fully em-
bracing the call for co-creation
and collaboration? True adher-
ence to “Nothing About Us With-
out Us" demands that persons
with disabilities not only have
a seat at the table but also an

equal say in shaping decisions.

Let us challenge ourselves as
a society to move beyond slo-
gans and make this principle a
living reality. Each of us - govern-
ments, NGOs, corporations, and
individuals - has a role to play. It
is only by working together, with
persons with disabilities leading
the charge, that we can build a
truly inclusive and equitable so-
ciety.

Thisis not just a goal; itisa ne-
cessity. “Nothing About Us With-
out Us"ismore than a phrase;itis
a call to action. The question we
must continually ask ourselvesiis:
are we doing enough to answer
that call?



MFOPD recalls the'Courtesy Visit to . |
H.E. MYRIAM SPITERI DEBONO

at Sant’Anton Palace in Attard
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s far as | remember, the Malta
AFederation of Organisations Per-
sons with Disability (MFOPD) always
had the President of Malta of the day
as its Patron.

As soon as the new President of Malta was
known, the Malta Federation sent its request,
via the President’s office, for Her Excellency
to consider becoming MFOPD’s new Patron
following her predecessor President Emeri-
tus George Vella. The reply was a positive one.
MFOPD asked for a courtesy visit to be made
possible so as for MFOPD to introduce itself
and its member organisations.

The courtesy visit to Her Excellency Myriam
Spiteri Debono took place on Thursday 4™ July
2024. The invitation was sent to all 41 MFOPD
member organisations and to its 11 individual
members. The 15 member NGOs who could
send a representative to attend this event were:

ADHD Malta, Arthritis & Rheumatism Asso-
ciation Malta, Autism Parents’ Association, Be
Positive Bipolar SelfHelp Group, Caritas Mal-
ta Epilepsy Association, Down Syndrome As-
sociation, Embrace Diversity, Equal Partners
Foundation, Fondazzjoni Nanniet Malta, Malta
Association of Supported Employment, ME,
CFS & Fibromyalgia Alliance, Moviment Favur
id-Drittijiet ta’ Persuni b'Dizabilita’, National
Parents’ Society of Persons with Disability, Na-



Marthese Mugliette |
‘ President MFOPD |

tional Association of Pensioners and Prisms.

The meeting started off with each represen-
tative introducing him/herself and the organi-
sation they represent. This opportunity was very
much appreciated by the member organisa-
tions. Two other topics on the agenda following
the introductions were Independent Living (ed-
ucation / employment / leisure / Personal Assis-
tance) and ‘Nothing About Us Without Us'.

Her Excellency heard with interest what each
had to say on the topics and asked questions
and clarifications on the subjects. Among oth-
ers, the topics mentioned by the MFOPD mem-
bers in attendance were the present education
system, which is failing most persons with dis-
abilities, the hurdles persons with disabilities are

facing to find a job, the barriers persons with
disabilities are facing on a daily basis through-
out their lives and the lack of participation of
NGOs on all that relates to the disability sector
and this at all levels of the discussions.

Her Excellency gave herviews and thoughts.
She asked to know more about the situation
of persons with disabilities in Malta and Gozo
and requested us to keep her informed about
all. Heartfully, she said she will do what is in
her power to support MFOPD in its mission to
bring about the right changes for all persons
with disabilities in Malta and Gozo to have and
enjoy a better life.

The meeting concluded with a group photo
with Her Excellency.
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SUPPORTED EMPLOYMENT
FOR PERSONS WITH
DISABILITIES IN MALTA &
GOZO TOWARDS INCLUSIVE
EMPLOYMENT

Dr Lara Bezzina

(PhD, Durham)

Independent Expert
(disability, international development,
participatory reaserch)

Such services are being also provided in Malta.
The current supported employment services
for persons with disabilities are provided
by the Lino Spiteri Foundation (LSF), a social
purpose foundation dedicated to supporting
sustainable employment of persons with dis-

abilities. Alongside these services, people with
Introduction disabilities can also benefit from pre-employ-

ment training (e.g. the Sheltered Employment
Supported employment (SE) has been suc- Training (SET) at Jobsplus and other training

cessfully used for decades as personalised offered by both Jobsplus, LSF, and Agenzija
support for people with significant disabili- Sapport, among others.

ties to obtain and retain employment.! The

. . obsplus also offers schemes and incentives
Association for Supported Employment Eu- J P

rope (ASEE) defines supported employment targeted at employers and people with dis-

. . . abilities to promote the latter's employmentin
as “the provision of support to persons with P ploy

disabilities or other disadvantaged groups to the open labour market. The Disability Quota

secure and maintain paid employmentin the also obliges employers who have more than

open labour market.” 20 persons in their employment to have and

maintain a minimum of a 2% quota of em-

ployees with disabilities. Employers who fail

BASE. What is Supported Employment? https://www. to adhere to the quota are obliged to make

base-uk.org/what-supported-employment an annual contribution for every person with

ASEE. 2013. Defining Supported Employment. https:// disability they should be employing. Contribu-
adse.eu/about-se/defining-supported-employment tions are partly used to finance the LSF.



To date, however, the rate of employment of
persons with disabilities in Malta and Gozo
continues to be lower than that of the rest of
the population, and of persons with disabili-
ties across the EU.? Further, very little research
has looked specifically at how SE is actually
supporting persons with disabilities in seek-
ing, obtaining and retaining employment.

It is in this context that the Malta Association
of Supported Employment (MASE) commis-
sioned Dr Lara Bezzina to conduct a study on
supported employment for people with disabil-
ities in Malta and Gozo. This research aimed to
delve deeper into the supported employment
scenario in Malta, with the aim of gauging:

» the type of supported employment
being currently provided, how and to
whom;

» whether the current supported employ-
ment services are reaching their aim in
enabling persons with disabilities in ac-
cessing the open labour market; and

3 Gauci, V., Callus, A-M. and Camilleri Zahra, A. (EDE).
2021. European Semester 2020-2021 country fiche on
disability equality — Malta. https://ec.europa.eu/so-
cial/BlobServlet?docld=23939&langld=en

» whether the current supported em-

ployment services can be improved and
in what manner.

The research study was conducted during
2024. It employed a qualitative approach and
consisted mainly of:

» Desk research of relevant documents

» 58 Key informant interviews with peo-
ple with disabilities and their caregivers
(Where necessary), service providers,
employers, organisations of persons
with disabilities, and NGOs working in
the field

» 2 Validation workshops to discuss and
validate the recommendations emerg-
ing from the study with all relevant
stakeholders

Recommendations

Based on the findings of this research as well
as invaluable inputs from interviewees them-
selves the following recormmendations for the
improvement of the supported employment
and related services and incentives in Malta
and Gozo emerged:
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Working with Employers
and Staff

There is scope for more knowledge-sharing
among employers and more awareness of
employer success stories / best practices to
enable other employers to believe in inclu-
sive workplaces and realising that the pres-
ence of a person with disability in a work-
place is not just about including that person,
but about making the whole workplace
more inclusive. Such show-casing could be

-

done through the Malta Business Disability
Forum and employers’ organisations.

This could also lead to fostering more hu-
mane ways of working: enabling employers
to find a way to make money while being
inclusive. Again, good practices from com-
panies who are already doing this could be
beneficial. These stories could also be used
by the LSF in their marketing campaigns.

Employers and staff need to be trained (not
in a blanket approach), but specifically on
understanding the challenges the person
with disability may encounter and how
best to support them.

o,
£

In supporting jobseekers with disabilities,
employers need to be made aware and sup-
ported in providing accommodations in the
recruitment process, such as on-the-job in-
terviews rather than sending a written cur-
riculum vitae and having a verbal interview.
This is already being done by some employ-
ers, but needs to become a more common
practice, as evidenced by the quote below.
Other accommodations can also be put in

i

place such as ensuring that interview ques-
tions are sent to the jobseeker in advance
to persons who have anxiety; there is no
more than one interviewer interviewing a
person with ASD.

Fiscal incentives and other schemes
aimed at employers should also be tar-
geted at the upward mobility of persons
with disabilities, not simply at employ-
ing them. Tax incentives should not be
a fixed amount but proportionate to the

salary of the employee with disability.

Besides fiscal and other financial in-
centives, employers can be encouraged
through other means such as being giv-

en more points upon proving that they




are equal opportunities employers and
employ persons with disabilities in public

procurement.

Employers need to be made aware of other
schemes such as the Work Accessibility Tax
Deduction Scheme - managed by the CRPD
Malta - enabling employers who employ
a person with a disability who is registered
with the Commission to make the necessary
changes for their employees with disabili-
ties. The costs eligible for tax deduction un-
der the Scheme include those incurred for:
installation / modification of physical struc-
tures of equipment; removal of architectural

and physical barriers; acquisition of devices;
and work training of employees with disabil-
ities. The maximum deduction that can be
claimed is €20,000.* However, very little use
has been made of the scheme, denoting the
need for more publicity. A similar initiative is
the Facilitating Work Life for Individuals with
Disability Scheme, managed by the Mal-
ta Enterprise,® the economic development
agency. Through the scheme, employers and
self-employed persons can apply for a grant
towards the cost of adapting / making the
workplace more accessible for employees
with disabilities. The aid under this scheme is
awarded in the form of a grant covering 90%
of incurred eligible costs, up to a maximum
of €10,000.

Global research - carried out with almost
6000 employees with disabilities and over
1700 executives in 28 countries — highlights a
perception gap between what leaders think
is happening and what employees with dis-
abilities think is the reality. The research un-
covered eight factors that strengthen inclu-
sion and that really matter to employees. The
factors include: clear role models; employee
resource groups (voluntary, employee-led
groups aiming to foster a diverse and inclu-
sive workplace); fair and transparent pay;
training; freedom to innovate; and mental
wellbeing policies.®

CRPD Malta. 2021. Work Access Tax Scheme. https://
www.crpd.org.mt/resources/workplace-accessibili-
ty-tax-deduction-scheme

https://maltaenterprise.com

Accenture. 2020. Enabling Change. Getting to Equal
2020: Disability Inclusion. https://www.accenture.
com/content/dam/accenture/final/a-com-migration/
pdf/pdf-142/Accenture-Enabling-Change-Getting-
Equal-2020-Disability-Inclusion-Report.pdf
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Increasing Inclusivity

There is a marked need to bring on
board and meaningfully include per-
sons with disabilities - particularly
those with lived experiences of support-
ed employment - and their organisa-
tions in decision-making in supported
employment services. Persons with
disabilities can be part of the LSF Board
and where necessary - such as when
persons have profound disabilities and
cannot articulate clearly their ideas -
their legal guirdians should make up
at least 50% - and/or hold consultancy/
advisory posts, advising the Foundation
on various aspects of supported em-
ployment, including the challenges /
needs of people with particular types of
disabilities, the best way to support ser-
vice users and what accommodations
can be made in a workplace, among
others.

A best practice example in this field is
the Office of Cognitive Accessibility and
Easy Readingin the Extremadura region
in Spain, a public office which employs
persons with intellectual disabilities,
whose work is essential in identifying
what cognitive barriers exist in a par-
ticular environment, and in proposing

solutions to overcome these barriers.”

Moving beyond Segregation

Training needs to be on the job rather
than in sheltered environments, unless
the service users have multiple and
complex disabilities which make it ex-
tremely difficult for them to work in the
open labour market.

7 Inclusion Europe. 2020. Reasonable accommodation —
My talents For diversity. https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=czpb3iBxWsE
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A cooperative or social enterprise -
where the focus would not be on mak-
ing profit but on providing an inclusive
workplace and creating employment
opportunities for persons with disabil-
ities could help mitigate some of the
challenges mentioned throughout this
report. A social cooperative — owning
and managing a cafeteria, for example
- could provide both training for those
who need it, and paid employment for
others. In this manner, all persons with
disabilities, depending on their skillset,
needs and preferences, can reach their
potential and be productive through
work which they enjoy, as the enterprise
would be set up by persons with disabil-
ities and their caregivers, with support
from NGOs / other organisations work-
ing in the field. Setting up such an en-
terprise, however, is currently hampered
by the lack of legislation addressing so-
cial enterprises in Malta: the Social En-
terprise Act of 2022 has not yet come
into force. Meanwhile, cooperatives can
make use of existing support to set off,
such as TAKEOFF at the UoM, the Malta
Co-Operative Federation and Koperat-
tivi Malta.

Improving Effectiveness

o,
£
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The LSF needs to work more closely
with caregivers where the person with
disability wants and needs their sup-
port, and the caregiver wants to be in-
volved. Caregivers can support their
child throughout the SE process in
unigue ways.

Job coaches working with people with
severe mental health difficulties need
to have the right background and expe-
rience in working with such jobseekers,
in order to give them the support they






* who is being supporting
(types of disabilities)

* how they are being sup-
ported

* the duration of support

* how people on the waiting
list are prioritised

* how long people wait to
find a job.

Furthermore, there needs to be a bud-
get for Monitoring & Evaluation of SE ser-
vices.

< Within
coaches could be provided by

large companies, job

the employer themselves. Where
needed, employers can be finan-
cially supported in this by the
funding coming from the disabil-
ity quota contributions paid by
employers who do not reach the
quota. Such an approach could
also help mitigate the shortage of
job coaches.

<% The contributions made by em-
ployers who do not meet the 2%
quota can also be put to better
use in terms of supporting people
with disabilities who wish to work
in the open labour market, such as
using it to fund further transport
services for those who are unable
to use public transport.

External Coherence

< There is a need to strengthen the
collaboration and information
sharing between the education

and employment spheres to better

prepare persons with disability for work
and provide the necessary support and
services during the transition from for-
mal education to employment.

As mentioned in the beginning of the
report, supported employment and em-
ployment-related services do not exist in
a vacuum. If persons with disability are to
be properly supported in job finding and
retainment, as well as in career develop-
ment, they need to be adequately sup-
ported in other areas of their lives:

e There is an urgent need for the
Protection of Adults in Situa-
tions of Vulnerability Act and
the Personal Autonomy Act to
come into force.

* Personal assistance for persons
with disabilities — which is cur-
rently under reform - could mit-
igate some of the challenges
persons with disabilities find in
working in the open labour mar-
ket, such as in using transport.

e Taking a lifelong approach in
supporting a person with dis-
ability through assigning a “key
worker”, first to the family of the
child with disability, then eventu-
ally to the person with disability
themselves, can help guide and
support the person in accessing
the necessary and relevant ser-
vices at different stages of their
lives. Agenzija Sapport's profes-
sional support workers do similar
work with persons with disabil-
ities who do not need a social
worker, thus this service could
be expanded to meet the criteria
laid out in this recommendation.
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There is an
urgent need for
the Protection
of Adults in
Situations of
Vulnerability Act
and the Personal
Autonomy Act to
come into force. 99




THE JUNE 2024 ELECTIONS:

EXPERIENCES OF VOTERS
WITH DOWN SYNDROME

he June 2024 elec-

tions were a signifi-

cant event for many
citizens, including those
with Down syndrome.
One of the most notable
positive aspects was the
increased accessibility
at polling stations. Many
facilities were equipped
with ramps, wide door-
ways, and clear sighage,
making navigation easier
for those with physical
and cognitive disabilities.
Furthermore, accessible
transportation was pro-
vided to reach the voting
sites, ensuring all voters
could access the polling
stations.

However, there were also
challenges and areas for im-
provement. One significant is-
sue was the lack of adequate
support in the polling stations.
Some voters with Down syn-
drome encountered officials
who were unsure how to as-
sist them effectively, leading to
confusion and exclusion. More-
over, the ballot design posed a
barrier. Simplified ballots with
larger and specific fonts would
be more accessible for voters
with Down syndrome to nav-
igate independently, catering
to various levels of cognitive
ability.

Lastly, it is important to

implement voter education

programs tailored for people

with intellectual disabilities
like Down syndrome involving
also the electoral commission-
ers. These programs should
use simple language, visual
aids, and hands-on activities
to explain the voting process,
empowering individuals with
Down syndrome. This will in-
crease both the electoral com-
missioners’ and the people
with intellectual disability un-
derstanding, and boost their
confidence in participating in
the electoral process.

It is imperative to continue
addressing these issues to en-
sure that every citizen, regard-
less of ability, can fully partici-
pate in the democratic process
as society moves forward.



ELECTIONS AND DYSLEXIA:

PROS AND CONS

lections bring signifi-
cant attention to the
needs of individuals

with dyslexia, fostering a
more inclusive society. This
awareness can lead to bet-
ter support systems and ac-
commodations, such as ac-
cessible voting materials. As
awareness drows, election
organisers are more likely to
implement dyslexia-friendly
measures. These can include
simplified language on bal-
lots, audio guides, and larger
fonts to make reading easier
for dyslexic voters. Participa-
tion in elections empowers
individuals with dyslexia, giv-
ing them a voice in the politi-
cal process, which can lead to
greater representation of their
needs and interests in govern-
ment policies.

However, the complexity of
ballots can be a significant bar-
rier for dyslexic voters. Dense

text, complicated instructions,
and technical jargon can make
it difficult for them to under-
stand and accurately complete
their ballots. Not all polling sta-
tions have resources to assist
dyslexic voters, such as audio
guides, easy-to-read materials,
and other necessary accom-
modations such as using the
ReaderPen, which can disen-
franchise these individuals.
Additionally, the voting pro-
cess can be stressful for indi-
viduals with dyslexia, who may
worry about making mistakes
or being unable to understand
the ballot. This anxiety can de-
ter them from participating in
elections altogether. The op-
tion to give your vote in front
of a group of people is also dis-
empowering.

Incorporating pictures and
symbols on ballots helps dys-
lexic voters understand their
choices better. For instance,

candidate photos beside their
names can reduce confusion
and improve clarity. Using larg-
er fonts can significantly en-
hance readability for voters with
dyslexia. Clear, bold text mini-
mises the strain of deciphering
small print and can make the
voting experience more acces-
sible and less stressful.

While efforts to make elec-
tions more inclusive for dys-
lexic individuals are com-
mendable, there is still a long
way to go. Election authorities
need to prioritise accessibili-
ty by adopting universal de-
sign principles. This includes
creating ballots that are not
only easy to read but also easy
to understand. Additionally,
providing training for polling
station staff on assisting vot-
ers with dyslexia can ensure
that these individuals receive
the support they need. Refer-
ring to experts is always wise.
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RESIDENTIAL HOMES

DAR IL-WENS & DAR ARKA

It is up to the relatives to
take the person with disability
to vote. The Foundation is
aware that some relatives
opt not to take the persons
with disability to vote and
this mainly due to the lack
of secrecy and also to the
fact that the persons with
disability had
training and were never given

never any

any information with regards.

DAR TAL-PROVIDENZA,
SIGGIEWI

Those eligible to vote and
wanted to vote were taken to
the polling station by family
members or staff. No prob-
lems were encountered at the
polling station.

The same feedback was
given by the Community Res-
idences - Zernieq at Siggiewi,
Shalom at Zurrieq, Dar Pirot-

ta at B’Kara - which fall under

Dar tal-Providenza.

The feedback from Akk-
warell Qawra whose residents
are physically disabled and
which fall under Dat tal-Prov-
idenza was that the residents
went on their own and asked
for assistance which was giv-
en.



FEEDBACK RE ELECTIONS FROM THE

Autism Parents’

Association

ersons on the autism

spectrum, like all individuals,

have the right to participate in
the electoral process. However, they
may face unique challenges that can
affect their ability to vote. Following
the MEP and local councils’ elections
held earlier this year, this feedback
was gathered from members of the

Autism Parents’ Association:

1. Those persons who were
supported and taught at
home about the voting pro-
cedures did not encounter
any problems to vote.

2. Some did not vote as they
never had the training for
this and according to their
family cannot take an in-
formed decision about who
to vote.

3. Two persons referred that
the persons who supported
them from the electoral
commission’s end barely
knew English, the language
the two persons are more
fluentin.

4. Some persons on the
autism spectrum found

themselves in difficulty due
to the surroundings....they
were not used to have the
doors closed behind them
and this had a negative
effect on them.

. A parent referred “We tried

once at home on a ballot
paper and the numbers
written touched the out-
line box. When | told him/
her that he cannot touch
the outline box s/he start-
ed getting frustrated. So |
told him/her s/he can get
help and others will do it for
him/her and s/he preferred
it that way”.

. “My daughter/son voted.

First, we practiced the
numbers with various

photocopy of ballots, since

I managed to get sample
ballot for her/him. S/he did
her/his preferences on it,
took it in with her/him and
Jjust copied her/him prefer-
ence”.

Since 2 elections were be-
ing held at the same time,
the MEPs and the local
councils', | asked for her/
him to be given one ballot
at a time...s/he casts her/
his vote and then s/he does
the second one. Otherwise
it would have been a chaos
for her/him.

“My daughter/son doesn'’t
vote as yet but s/he was
surely affected by the
words used on billboards”



VOTING

he point of departure

remains always the

unjust nature of the
system in so far as visually im-
paired persons are concerned.
I say so, because the right to
vote should be free, indepen-
dent and above all secret. As
things stand in Malta, a visu-
ally impaired person has to
disclose his or her choice to
the officers in charge at the
polling booth, in order to vote.
Even more humiliating is the
fact that such person has to
take the oath that he or she
is unable to vote on his or her
own and hence that he or she
is visually impaired.

And yet, visually impaired
persons are unable to vote
alone not because of their dis-
ability, but the system, which
is old-fashioned and does not
take into account today's facili-
ties and the abilities of persons
with disability. | remain a sup-
porter of the need for modifi-
cations to the voting system,
mainly that it is brought in
line with today’s reality and

that electronic voting is made
available. The means to pro-
vide a safe system are there
(see for example the banking
system, where people even
entrust all their money). The
trusted friend is also an option
that should be offered. Not
everybody is well-versed with
technology, and this could be
a good option for certain peo-
ple, even if not the ideal, since
it does not offer full secrecy.
Political Parties and the
Electoral Commission should
stop playing the role of Big
Brother in so far as votes are
concerned. My vote does not
belong to them, but to me. So,
if these entities have con-
cerns on how | am to cast the
vote, they should leave it up
to me and this, both where |
have to use some electronic
means and also where | have
to choose a trusted friend. The
trusted person is and should
be a person of my choice and
| should have the right to
carry the responsibility for my
choice. If the ability of certain
persons with disability to carry
such responsibility is ques-
tioned, mechanisms should be
put in place to guarantee this.
| find other systems such

The experience of
DR KEVIN CUTAJAR,
a visually impaired person
with regards to:

as voting with the aid of a
template not good. This is so,
because a visually impaired
person is expected to cast the
vote by writing the numbers
himself or herself. The risk of
writing the number unclearly
and hence of invalidating the
vote is too big.

CONTESTING

| also had the opportunity
of experiencing the election as
a candidate and on a number
of times too. There is no level
playing-field there. Visually
impaired candidates are ex-
pected to do exactly the same
things as other non-disabled
candidates and with the same
means, if not less means too.
Presently, the visually impaired
candidate must often incur
into extra expenses to seek
that extra help to make good
for his or her impairment. This
can become quite a burden.

A classic example of the
unfairness of the system is
the electoral campaign. A lot
of running around is required
(door to door, meetings, TV
and radio shows etc ...) With-
out assistance, this running



around becomes very diffi-
cult. This adds on the natural
disadvantage that the visual
impairment brings along
with it. Clearly, the use of the
sight sometimes also gives
the upper hand to he who
has it. So, to compensate for
all these disadvantages, after
all to bring all candidates on a
level playing-field, the system
should offer to the visually
impaired candidate financial
assistance to employ an assis-
tant of his or her choice. This
should be even more so when

a disabled candidate is elected

to a body such as Parliament
One other suggestion is
that Political Parties, before
throwing a disabled candi-
date in the arena, should see
that he or she has the right
skills, training and above all
assistance. Why shouldn't

Parties offer assistance to their

disabled candidates? Such as-
sistance should be a right and
not something that someone
offers voluntarily.

If in Malta we really want
visually impaired and other
disabled candidates to be
successful, we must invest in
financial and human resourc-
es. We cannot pretend suc-
cess without investment but
unfortunately, the situation
at present is that there is little
or no investment in disabled
candidates with the natural
consequence being little or
no success for them. Without
disabled candidates, there is
little possibility that our agen-
da goes up high and that it is
addressed.

Another experience from
another visually impaired per-
son from Gozo :

1) |don't like taking an oath
that because | am visually
impaired, | need help to vote
as | cannot do so on my own.

2) |don't even like the fact that
the room where we vote is
emptied so as for me to then
enter the room and for the
Electoral Commmission offi-
cials to vote on my behalf. My
desire is to have the possibili-
ty to vote with the assistance
of a person of my trust and
choice; for this person to
enter the room with me and
votes according to what | tell
him/her.

3) Under the present system,

| don't even like the fact that
the officials of the Electoral
Commission who vote on my
behalf do not identify them-
selves. Although | am visually
impaired, | wish to know who
I'm talking to. Unlike other vot-
ers, | will not be in a position
to read their names written on
their name tags.

| also regret that in our coun-
try we still cannot vote online
like is done in other countries.
This should be introduced
immediately. If on line voting
is possible, persons such as
visually impaired will be able
to vote alone and in secrecy
like the rest of the people.
Today thanks to the technolo-
gy, we can use computers and
mobile phones to vote.



LET'S TALK

ACCESSIBLE
VOTING

Written by:

ow can we make voting !
Bryanna Saliba

more accessible for local
voters with disability in
Malta and Gozo? One can only
answer this question if we look
at the problems disabled voters
face and possible solutions. | will
be sharing from my own personal
experience, as a disabled person, a
few issues encountered by disabled
voters when it comes to voting.
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A major issue is the lack of knowledge
electoral commissioners and other offi-
cials have of how to relate and commu-
nicate with disabled people. Therefore,
training addressed towards all officials
involved should be conducted prior to
the voting date, acquiring the necessary
knowledge and making them aware of
the voters’ different accessible needs.
Another major issue is certainly the lack
of physical access to the built environ-
ment.

All buildings intended to be trans-
formed into polling stations should be
fully accessible for people with limit-
ed mobility (including elderly people).
Therefore, inaccessible entrances of vot-
ing premises, corridors leading to polling
stations and the polling station itself
should be provided with the necessary
adaptations such as, ramps and/or plat-
form lifts. Furthermore, polling stations
should be free from any obstacles and
with enough space for wheelchair users
to comfortably manoeuvre, allowing
them to cast their vote without much
effort. Yet, what is more important for
many disabled voters is, acknowledging
their right to vote in secrecy.

The safeguarding of disabled voters’
confidentiality has now been a concern
for quite a long time. Many suggest that
electronic voting can be a solution in
ensuring and allowing the individual to
vote privately and independently. Elec-
tronic voting with adaptive software and
hardware is an asset especially, for indi-
viduals with limited to no motor func-
tion, people with visual impairments and
those with learning difficulties. For some
people who have low vision and people

with an intellectual disability, voting
ballot papers in accessible formats, such
as, large print, colour coding, visual im-
ages and easy-to-read, may offer anoth-
er solution. However, the most agreed
method amongst the disabled commu-
nity is the ‘trusted friend'.

What exactly is the trusted friend
method? It is assigning a trusted person
of your choice to assist you while voting.
This method of voting is far less compli-
cated and carries no financial burden.
There is only one problem regarding this
method of voting - the political parties
do not agree with this method. Surely,
they have their reasons, and they may
be good reasons. However, what is not
being mentioned that we have many
disabled people that do not vote to avoid
experiencing the frustration and humil-
iation of voting in front of the electoral
commissioners. This is our right we are
talking about. The right that is being de-
nied, the right to vote on an equal level
with non-disabled voters.

We have now been waiting far too
long for an alternative method of vot-
ing. We have been waiting far too long
for our right to vote in secrecy, without
disclosing our voting preferences. We
are tired of making ourselves heard on
an issue which after all is our right. It is
unacceptable at a time, when the world
is experiencing huge technological ad-
vancements and a solution of providing
an accessible voting method has not yet
been found. | hope that all those respon-
sible will come together and resolve this
issue without delay and recognise the
right of safeguarding disabled voters’
confidentiality.



Tribute to

DR. ADOLF RATZKA

1943 - 2024

r. Adolf Ratzka
Dstands asa
beacon of hope and
progress in the global
disability rights move-
ment. His unwaver-

ing commitment to

enhancing the lives

of people with dis-

abilities has inspired
countless individuals
and sparked signifi-

cant societal change.

Born in 1943, Dr. Ratzka's
journey as an advocate be-
gan with his own experiences
of disability. After contract-
ing polio at a young age, he
faced firsthand the barriers
and challenges that society
often imposes on people with
disabilities. Rather than being
deterred, these experiences
fuelled his resolve to fight for
a world where everyone, re-
gardless of ability, can live in-
dependently and with dignity.

MARTHESE MUGLIETTE
President, MFOPD

Dr. Ratzka's academic
achievements are as impres-
sive as his advocacy. He holds
a Ph.D. in Social Sciences from
Stockholm University, where
his research focused on the
socioeconomic aspects of dis-
ability. His scholarly work has
provided valuable insights into
the intersection of disability,
economics, and social policy,
furthering the understanding
of how to create more inclusive
communities.




Throughout
his career,
Dr. Ratzka
has received

nuMerous
accolades in
recognition
of his contri-
butions.

One of Dr. Ratzka's most
significant  contributions s
the concept of Independent
Living. Recognizing that true
independence extends be-
yond mere physical mobility,
he championed the idea that
people with disabilities should
have control over their own
lives. This philosophy under-
pins the Independent Living
movement, which emphasizes
personal autonomy, self-deter-

mination, and the right to par-

ticipate fully in society.

In 1983, Dr. Ratzka founded
the Independent Living Insti-
tute (ILI), a non-profit organi-
zation dedicated to promoting
the rights and opportunities of
people with disabilities. Under
his leadership, the ILI has de-
veloped numerous initiatives
aimed at improving accessibili-
ty, advocating for policy chang-
es, and providing resources for
individuals to lead indepen-
dent lives. The Institute's work
has had a lasting impact, influ-
encing legislation and shaping
public attitudes towards dis-
ability.

Dr. Ratzka's advocacy ex-
tends beyond institutional ef-
forts. He has been a vocal and
influential presence in inter-
national forums, contribut-
ing to the development of the
United Nations Convention on
the Rights of Persons with Dis-
abilities (CRPD). His work has
helped to enshrine the princi-
ples of accessibility, equality,
and non-discrimination into
international law, benefiting

millions worldwide.

Throughout his career, Dr.
Ratzka has received numer-
ous accolades in recognition
of his contributions. His tire-
less efforts have earned him
the respect and admiration of
peers, policymakers, and activ-
ists alike. However, his greatest
legacy lies in the lives he has

touched and the doors he has
opened for future generations.

Dr. Adolf Ratzka's life is a
testament to the power of per-
severance, compassion, and
visionary leadership. His con-
tributions have not only im-
proved the lives of people with
disabilities but have also en-
riched our collective humanity.
As we continue to strive for a
more inclusive and equitable
world, we owe a debt of grati-
tude to pioneers like Dr. Ratzka,
whose work reminds us that
true progress is measured by
the opportunities we create for
all members of society.

At national level, Dr Ratzka
was the person who inces-
santly helped MFOPD take,
and keep its stand on Per-
sonal Assistance for persons
with disabilities and make
the necessary pressure to in-
troduce a professional PA
system here in Malta. He was
MFOPD's strength and vision
in this journey. He even gave
his input to the study commis-
sioned by MFOPD on Person-
al Assistance for Persons with
Disabilities in Malta. MFOPD
assured he received a copy of
the research as from day one,
his intention was to walk side
by side with MFOPD to finally
introduce the best PA system
here in Malta. MFOPD and all
persons with disabilities here
in Malta and Gozo, owe Dr
Ratzka a lot.
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he Directorate for Service, which services
Lifelong Learning are available to persons
and Employability aged 15+. Underpinned

(DLE) aims by the National Lifelong

to contribute towards Learning Strategy 2023-
developing skilled, resilient, 2030, the DLE’s operations
and fulfilled citizens. This adopt an inclusive vision,
aim is operationalised welcoming persons of all
both through the DLE’s backgrounds and abilities
course offering and and striving to better reach

through its Guidance underrepresented cohorts.




It'S never

too late
to learn

The course offering of the Di-
rectorate for Lifelong Learning
and Employability focuses on
facilitating second chance edu-
cational pathways.The essential
skills courses offer literacy, nu-
meracy, and digital skills which
are essential to gain more au-
tonomy in everyday life. Other
courses aim to improve people’s
academic credentials, pegged
from Level 1 to Level 4 of the
Malta
work, in a range of subjects.

Qualifications Frame-

Courses in creative expression

aim to develop people's skills
in handcrafts and decorative
arts. All the courses offered by
the Directorate ultimately aim
to develop people’s skills, con-
tributing to greater personal
and professional fulfilment and
opportunities. Courses are de-
livered at the Lifelong Learning
Centre in Msida and in various
locations around Malta and
Gozo. Information about the Di-
rectorate’s course provision, in-
cluding open applications, are
available through www.lifelong-
learning.gov.mt.  Applications
are open in January and in the

summer months.

GUIDANCE SERVICE

The DLE's Guidance Service
supports adults with under-
standing their strengths, iden-
tifying their
setting their goals and making

learning needs,

informed learning and career
choices. The Guidance Service
often supports people who are
thinking about taking a course
but are apprehensive about
returning to education after a
long time away; persons who
are uncertain of which course
to choose, or unsure whether a
course is the right level for them;
persons who need help with
managing education alongside

Maltese version

other responsibilities; and per-

el
English version

sons who wish to write their first
CV or improve their current CV.

Guidance sessions involve
one-to-one meetings with a
guidance  professional, and
meetings can be held physical-
ly or online, depending on the
adult’'s preference. The guid-
ance professional's support is
continuous depending on the
adult’'s needs and aspirations.
Appointments can be made in
person or online, either by the
individual or by organisations
that support them. Walk-ins are
also possible either to set an ap-
pointment or discuss queries
and/or difficulties ad hoc. One
can set an appointment by fol-
lowing this link https://forms.of-

fice.com/e/KbD14at1SO0 .

STAKEHOLDER LIAISON

The DLE strives to improve its
services according to the chang-
ing needs of the community.
Adulthood is multi-faceted and
brings its complexities to which
the various stakeholders must
be sensitive enough to respond
to these ever-changing needs.

The Directorate for Lifelong
Learning and Employability,
through the DLE Guidance Ser-
vice, aims to take a collaborative

stance with local entities who
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Develop and
seek recognition
for courses
aimed at
teaching skills
for independent
living and
employment
where gaps

in the current
available offer

exist. ,,

have regular contact with
prospective learners to im-
prove its service provision
and bridge any gaps for the
benefit of all the adult learn-
ers. Working with organisa-
tions helps to understand
the learning needs of specific
cohorts with a view to inform
the development of courses
that meet these needs. In-
formation meetings are also
held with the entity's service
users to provide information
about the course offering,
course objectives and en-
rollment requisites and how
each course can support the
potential learner.

Entities working with po-
tential learners can directly
refer individuals to the DLE's
Guidance Service through
an online referral form. While
clients use the Guidance Ser-
vice independently, submit-

ting a referral triggers a work-
ing relationship between the
Guidance Service and the
professional submitting the
referral, starting with a brief
meeting about the adult and
maintaining communication
during the entire period that
the individual uses the Guid-
ance Service.

Strategic Measure 5, with-
in the first pillar of the Life-
long Learning Strategy 2023-
2030, states that it aims to
“Improve the accessibility
of lifelong learning course
provision to persons with
chronic disabling condi-
tions or problems” (National
Lifelong Learning Strategy
2023-2030, p.17). One of the
deliverables of this strategic
measure is to “Develop and
seek recognition for courses
aimed at teaching skills for

independent living and em-

’

ployment where gaps in the
current available offer exist.”
As part of the preparatory
work related to exploring the
needs and feasibility of de-
veloping courses that meet
this deliverable, the Direc-
torate for Lifelong Learning
and Employability is seeking
feedback from persons with
disabilities and persons and
organisations that work with
persons with disabilities. To
this end, we would like to in-
vite readers to complete this
online form by the barcodes
and or links provided by the
end of 16th March 2025.

Link to request a guidance session form:
https://forms.office.com/r/yzhmBXUiUi

Link to form for interest in possible
courses in English: https://forms.office.
com/e/KbD14at1S0

Link to form for interest in possible
courses in Maltese: https://forms.office.
com/e/1SeBAs289y
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Boras (Sweden), Cartagena (Spain),

Nuremberg (Germany) and Vienna (Austria)
FINALISTS FOR 2025 ACCESS CITY AWARD

hese cities have dem-

onstrated best practice

and highlighted their
commitment to ensure acces-
sibility to urban life for per-
sons with disabilities, includ-
ing for built environment and
public spaces (such as build-
ings, roads or parks), public
transport, facilities and servic-
es, as well as information and
communhnication technologies.

Boras (Sweden), Cartagena
(Spain), Nuremberg (Germany)
and Vienna (Austria), have
been selected as finalists for
the 2025 Access City Award.

European Commissioner
for Equality, Helena Dalli, said:
“Cities must be accessible for
persons with disabilities to
exercise their fundamental
rights and fully participate
in society just like everyone
else. The European Commis-
sion supports pioneer cities
that truly leave no one be-
hind. because accessibility is
a cornerstone of inclusion. It
is essential for the more than
100 million EU citizens with
disabilities, and it improves life
for all.”

This year’s edition is par-
ticularly important as it marks

the 15th anniversary of the
Access City Award. It has also
received the highest number
of applications in the last dec-
ade: 57 cities applied for the
award, of which 33 candidates
were pre-selected by national
experts. The four finalists were
then shortlisted by an EU jury.
Following the spirit of the
2024 Olympic and Paralym-
pic Games, the Commission
will award this year a Special
Mention for “Accessible Sports
Infrastructure”.

The 2025 Access City Award
winners will be announced
at an award ceremony on 29
November 2024 during the
European Day of Persons with
Disabilities conference, organ-
ised jointly by the European
Commission and the Europe-
an Disability Forum. Journal-
ists can register to attend in
person. The ceremony, start-
ing at 9.30, will be broadcast
live, with international sign in-
terpretation, audio-description
and English captioning.

Background

Accessible spaces, both
physical and digital, are a cru-
cial first step towards achiev-
ing equality. More than 100
million people in the EU have

a disability. If persons with dis-
abilities cannot access trans-
port, shops, parks, or websites,
they cannot make their own
choices and take control of
their lives.

Since 2010, the Access City
Award celebrates cities that
make accessibility their prior-
ity. The Award is also part of
the Strategy for the rights of
persons with disabilities 2021-
2030 to build a Europe with-
out barriers.

The Award is given to the
city that has demonstrably
improved accessibility in fun-
damental aspects of city living,
and that has concrete plans
for further improvements.

Winners of the previous
awards: 2024, San Cristébal
de La Laguna (Spain); 2023,
Skellefted (Sweden); 2022, Lux-
embourg City (Luxembourg);
2021, J6nkdping (Sweden);
2020, Warsaw (Poland); 2019,
Breda (The Netherlands); 2018,
Lyon (France); 2017, Chester
(United Kingdom); 2016, Milan
(Italy); 2015, Boras (Sweden);
2014, Gothenburg (Sweden);
2013, Berlin (Germany); 2012,
Salzburg (Austria); 2011, Avila
(Spain).
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