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Disability and the Increased Risk of Vulnerability

Mary Kenny
Mary Kenny is a Queenslander who grew up in a country town where she was acknowledged and appreciated as a member of a family and a community.  She has experienced hearing impairment since birth, and more recently has become severely hearing impaired.  She has worked in the public service and private enterprise and during the last thirteen years she has worked in advocacy for people with disability in Queensland.  She completed a study tour of Citizen Advocacy programs in the USA in 1996 and came back convinced that we have much work to do if we are to truly include people with disability in our communities and acknowledge their contributions as citizens of our society.

“In June this year, the second ad hoc United Nations Committee on a Comprehensive and Integral International Convention on Protection and Promotion of the Rights and Dignity of Persons with Disabilities took place in New York where they deliberated on a UN Convention to promote disabled rights.  This convention, adopted in draft form by the UN General Assembly in November 2002, would commit governments to developing inclusive and appropriate government policies in order to enforce the rights of people living with disabilities and encourage their inclusion into mainstream society.

At last, the rights of people living with physical and mental disabilities have been firmly placed on the broader human rights agenda.  This is an incredibly significant step because it places disabled rights squarely within the human rights monitoring and advocacy framework.  It further reflects a shift in mindset that moves away from seeing people living with disabilities as objects of pity or special care, and moves towards embracing citizens who happen to be physically challenged as fully-fledged members of society.  It means that people living with disabilities cannot be deprived of their rights to vote, own property, access jobs and education, and participate fully in their communities.  Although people living with disabilities are afforded protection by the Universal Declaration of Human Rights these rights are often neglected or abused, especially in countries with few resources.” 

Kumi Naidoo President of Civicus, a worldwide organisation promoting citizenship throughout the world. 

If we think about the words of Kumi Naidoo, we are right to be concerned about issues surrounding the lives of people with disability in Queensland.  When we experience ourselves being treated as commodities, products and outcomes, the odds are stacked against us being treated as human beings worthy of dreams, vision, hope, dignity and respect.  We are at the mercy of the goodwill of others, surrounded by a maze of conditions and regulations that bind us to live lives that are less than satisfactory.  We do rely on the goodwill of others. 

Despite its name, I had hoped that the Disability Services Act would make a leap beyond services and focus on the person.  As we review the Disability Services Act, I’d like to propose some alternative indicators to ensure people with disability retain their autonomy and gain adequate support to live their lives in a participative and enriching way.  

So let's start with the key indicator of “relationships”.  Relationships are integral to who we are and how we identify ourselves as human beings: as a person, as a person of worth; and as a person of dream and vision.  It's very important that we have family relationships, but families need support; they need so many more people in the community to be there with them if they are going to be there for their sons and daughters with disability. 

Those family relationships need to be supported and encouraged and backed up by freely given relationships with people in their community.  Some of us have the capacity to approach someone and say “G’Day”, so that they can see, “Look, I am worth knowing”. But some of us need people to move towards us first, and to embrace us as part of the community.  

We also need a place to come home to.  We also need a sense of belonging to a group, being included in the local community, more than just being placed in a local community.  We need access to the many sites where everyday life happens.  We need opportunities to engage in and explore spirituality, even to belong to religious or spiritual traditions, as this is where life happens for a lot of people in our community. Our education needs to provide us with opportunities and to have high expectations of us. It needs to be focussed on gifts and the ability to help us to be good at one or more things. 

We need opportunities to engage in meaningful activities.  This may be work or it might be other activities that involve the use of a person’s gifts and skills.  We need to be able to have a sense of reasonable safety and security and we need some assurance or insurance to get all four things happening.  Given my life's work, I know that it's really essential to have very strong independent advocacy in a whole range of ways, present within the system and outside the system, to enable people to receive the support and the hope that they are entitled to. 

We also have the right and the expectation that we will be viewed as human and treated with respect and dignity by everyone.  We are also entitled to be dealt with honestly, to be treated fairly and not be taken advantage of. We need to be treated as an individual.  We need to have a say in important decisions, and to have significant family or others who are in freely given relationships be with us to assist in that decision-making. 

We need to be able to contribute and have that contribution acknowledged and appreciated by the community.  We need to be treated as more than a consumer or a user of services.  There needs to be an acknowledgment that the person with a disability is a citizen and a participant in the evolution of society.  

Kumi Naidoo sums up the situation so well when he writes:

“It is all very well for me, as an able-bodied person, to write about disability rights.  Citizens living with disabilities must take the lead in this debate through the organisations that support and advocate for them.  Indeed they are doing so with increasing effectiveness, professionalism and strategic skill.  Civil society organisations representing people living with disabilities must set the agenda, and then work in partnership with broader civil society and government institutions to protect and enhance disabled rights and ensure greater levels of acceptance and inclusion for citizens in all countries.”

