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 The “Right to Choose: Inclusion of People with 
Disabilities in the Electoral and Political Processes of the 
Dominican Republic” project sought to motivate key public 
officials to create and strengthen conditions for political 
participation of people with disabilities in the Dominican 
Republic.

The project emerged from the context of the May 2012 
presidential elections thanks to the coordination of 
organizations such as the International Foundation for 
Electoral Systems (IFES), the Ibero-American Network 
of Organizations of People with Disabilities (La Red), and 
the Dominican Republic Central Electoral Board (JCE). 
Similarly, it is important to highlight the support and 
collaboration offered by the National Council on Disability 
(CONADIS), with the implementation of sensitization 
activities.

Civil society organizations such as the Association of People 
with Physical-Motor Disabilities (ASODIFIMO), the 
National Federation of Dominicans with Disabilities 
(FENADID), and the Circle of Women with 

Disabilities (CIMUDIS) played an 
important role in the project, and 
through their participation, helped 

to achieve the projects success in 
defending the rights of people with 
disabilities. 





Background 
Information
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Low Level of Participation of Persons 
with Disabilities in Political and 

Electoral Processes

 The reality of life for people with disabilities in the 
Dominican Republic, as it mirrors the Latin American context, 
needs to be assessed from various perspectives and dimensions.

Over a billion people are estimated to live with some form 
of disability. This corresponds to about 15% of the world’s 
population.1 In the Dominican Republic, the most recent 
statistics comes from the 2010 National Census. The census 
counted 1,160,847 people with some form of disability, 
representing 12.3% of the national population.

The difficulties presented by the lack of current and reliable 
data on the number of people with disabilities, and their socio-
demographic reality, are issues faced in regards to political 

representation.2

In the Dominican Republic, people with 
disabilities face different types of barriers 
towards social integration. Barriers may 
include obstacles in the person with a 

disability being allowed 
to participate or exercise 

their rights. In addition, inclusion may also 
be hindered due to discrimination and stigma 
towards people with disabilities.

There are different types of barriers arising faced by people with 
certain types of disabilities, such as mobility, cognitive, sensory, 
psychosocial, as well as communications and information 
barriers.

1 <http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs352/en/index.html>

2 These comments were obtained by the multipliers during the awareness-
raising days conducted during of the project.
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Of the people with disabilities surveyed during the project, 80%3  
expressed motivation to vote as result of their participation in the 
political rights workshops. However, they also recognized that there 
are still barriers within the electoral process.

Below are comments about the difficulties faced by people with 
disabilities when exercising their right to vote:

3 Total number of participants: 292 (159 women and 136 men).

“My family treated me badly, telling me 
why a person who isn’t important is going 
to vote. But after the awareness talk on 

the rights of people with disabilities, 
I learned and felt that everybody 
is important, and now I am going 
to vote for my favorite candidate.”

“I do not 
intend to vote 

because I 
am not sure 

whether 
someone like 

me may vote.”

BEFORE:

“I feel 
motivated.”

AFTER:
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These testimonies help us see some of the causes why people 
with disabilities do not exercise their rights to vote. These 
reasons may be:

“Some people did not 
want to vote because 

they didn’t believe in the 
politicians, but now they 
will go because they are 

convinced of their right to 
choose and be chosen.” 

Family members

Reasons 
why people 

with disabilities do not 
exercise their right to 

vote.
Lack of information 
about their RIGHTS

Accessibility

Lack of trust 
in politicians

Low self-esteem
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 The legal framework in the Dominican 
Republic attempts to look after the rights 
of people with disabilities; since the 
responsibility as a State is to guarantee 
their rights as the legal framework 
evolves. 

Electoral Law No. 275-97. In article 121, about electors 
with disabilities voting without assistance, the law states: “When 
an elector is unable to vote without help, s/he could, with the 
authorization of the Electoral College’s president, avail him/
herself of an individual of his/her trust to accompany him/her 
to the booth or compartment, or to a closed room and have that 
person prepare his/her ballot, without permitting any other 
person to be too close to see or hear whatever is done or said while 
the ballot is being prepared.”

National Law on People with Disabilities No. 05-2013. 
Article No.23, establishes the legal capacity of people with 
disabilities as being that “The State has the obligation to ensure 
that people with disabilities enjoy and experience legal capacity 
in equal conditions as the rest of the individuals in all aspects of 
life; ensure that measures relating to the exercise of this ability 
provide appropriate safeguards to prevent abuse effectively in 
accordance with the provisions of the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights, the Inter-American Convention on the Elimination 
of All Forms of Discrimination Against Persons with Disabilities, 
the Declaration of the Decade of the Americas for the Rights and 
Dignity of Persons with Disabilities 2006-2016, the Convention 
on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, the Constitution of the 
Dominican Republic and any other correlative law, both national 
or international, adopted by the country.”

People with Disabilities and 
the Dominican Republic Legal 

Framework
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Plan of the Decade of the Americas for the Rights and 
Dignity of Persons with Disabilities in the Dominican 
Republic (2006-2016). As for political participation, this 
plan establishes the responsibility of States to ensure the 
recognition and exercise of the civil and political rights of people 
with disabilities in all matters of interest to the community. 
The document is much more conclusive in indicating the 
responsibility of States to guarantee that persons with disabilities 
“are protagonists of the processes of consultation and decision 
making of the issues that concern them.”4

The Dominican Republic ratified the Convention on 
the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (August 2009). 
In this regard, the convention strengthened the regulatory 
framework for inclusion within the social context. Also, civil 
society organizations, which represented the collective, began to 
prioritize the defense of their autonomy and treatment as 
citizens with full rights.

4 <http://www.conadis.gob.do/phocadownload/plan%20del%20
decenio%20discapacidad%20rd.pdf>. Translation of this portion of 
the document from Spanish to English by the translator.

The Dominican Republic’s Constitution (2010). Article 
No. 39 states: “All people are born free and equal before the 
law; receive the same protection and treatment of institutions, 
authorities and others; enjoy the same rights, freedoms and 
opportunities, without any discrimination on grounds of gender, 
color, age, disability, nationality, family ties, language, religion, 
political or philosophical opinion, social or personal status.”

Article 57 of the Fundamental Law indicates that public 
authorities shall promote conditions in which the liberty 
and equality of the people be real and effective, such as the 
fundamental rights and responsibilities of the Dominicans. 
Article 60 of the Constitution establishes “everyone has the 
right to social security.”

In spite of these initiatives implemented by the Dominican 
Republic, barriers still main for people with disabilities to 
exercise their civil and political rights.





Inclusion of People with Disabilities in Electoral and Political 
Processes in the Dominican Republic

Description of the 
Project:

“RIGHT TO CHOOSE”
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Political parties have been 
sensitized on the importance 
of including in their agendas 

the issue of political 
participation of 
people with 
disabilities in 

electoral process.

 The 18-month project began in April 2012. The main 
objective was to improve the participation of people with 
disabilities in the electoral process. 

The three main outcomes of the project were:

The key and most important of all the activities has been 
the NATIONAL OBSERVATORY for the inclusion of people 
with disabilities in the electoral and political processes. The 
Observatory was created at the beginning of the project with 
the vision to assess and oversee the inclusion of people with 
disabilities in the political processes.

The Observatory was created as a new platform to oversee 
and monitor best practices and lessons learned from the 
electoral process. The aforementioned Observatory included 
a team of 20 community leaders, belonging to 10 provinces 
in the country (representing the macro-regions where La Red 
conducts its work). The community leaders received training 
on the rights of people with disabilities and the importance 

Participants, who are 
people with disabilities, 
have improved their 
knowledge on voting 

rights.

 

Best practices and lessons learned 
on inclusion in the electoral process 

have been documented.
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of political participation. After the training, the leaders (who 
were also persons with disabilities) carried out sensitization 
talks, orientation and awareness visits in their communities, 
addressing people with disabilities and their families.

During the monitoring and assessment of the electoral process, 
the following observations were made by the project program 
and technical teams and electoral observers: 

• Lack of informational and orientation material for people with 
visual and auditory disabilities, barrier to access polling 
stations and centers (ex: polling stations located on second 
and third floors, stairs, and/or lack of ramps);

• Low motivation of people with disabilities to be involved in 
the electoral process (working in polling stations and centers), 
in an official manner (with the JCE), or to represent political 
parties;

• Out of the six government plans from the presidential 
candidates, only two took into consideration issues facing 
people with disabilities;

• By other people telling them who to vote for, people with 
intellectual disabilities were being used as a means to obtain 
an additional vote, rather than exercising their right to vote 
and being respected for their participation;

• The JCE incorporated sign language in their citizen’s 
information and orientation television programs;

• While assisted voting is included in the electoral law, there 
is still unawareness of this right for people with disabilities, 
their families and polling station workers;

• Lack of knowledge of auxiliary templates for people who 
are blind or with low vision, as well as family members and 
polling station workers;

• Low training and information on the use and existence of the 
auxiliary templates for people who are blind or with low vision.



Best Pract ices 
and Lessons 

Learned
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 This manual considers the process of gathering best 
practices and lessons learned an important element of the 
program, as best practices help those involved strengthen 
such practices in the future. Lessons learned also give new 
perspectives towards improving further programming.

We present a synthesis of the best practices and the lessons 
learned. 

Best Practices

Best Practice 1: Design interventions by people with 
disabilities, for people with disabilities

Since La Red, is comprised of entities in favor 
of the rights of people with disabilities, and 

a majority of the staff are people with 
disabilities, there was an opportunity 
to increase the number of people to 
participate in the activities.

The project hired more than 40 people 
(12 men and 28 women) with physical, 
sensory and intellectual disabilities to be 
lecture facilitators, electoral observers and 

technical staff.

Best Practice 2. National Scope Project’s 
Implementation 

In the case of the Dominican Republic, there is a 
high intervention and institutional concentration 
directed at people with disabilities in the province 

of Santo Domingo. However, there is little 
coordination and information among the 
institutions to achieve the inclusion of people 
with disabilities in all spheres of life.
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Thanks to the institutional platform created by La Red (and 
the hubs created by the entities of FENADID, CIMUDIS and 
ASODIFIMO) at the national level, 20 people with disabilities 
participated in “RIGHT TO CHOOSE” project. The participants, 
who were leaders in their hubs, came from 10 macro-regions and 
participated in a three-day instruction session. Various topics 
included the importance of political participation by people with 
disabilities, communication and self-esteem. The participants 
then returned to their communities and shared their new 
knowledge through awareness lectures and home visits. On 
elections day, they participated in the electoral observation and 
identified the accessibility of various polling stations.

Best Practice 3. Create opportunities for 
participation
 
Creating opportunities to promote participation 

and informing people with disabilities and 
their families is an important step in changing 

perceptions and behaviors towards political 
participation. Throughout the project, these 
reflection and participation opportunities 
have been generated by awareness lectures, 
meetings with organizations, and forums with 

political candidates, visits to political parties and diffusion 
materials. Spaces already established by the JCE have also been 
utilized in order to give visibility to people with disabilities in 
campaigns such as Verifícate5.

During the awareness campaign, people with disabilities detailed 
how the lack of information has affected their lives. Some of the 
following phrases illustrate comments made:

5 JCE-created campaign implanted in universities for citizens to verify their 
status in the voting process, and identify their voting center location.
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Best Practice 4. Unify interagency efforts to 
achieve a commitment to expansion in the 
full inclusion of people with disabilities

In efforts to bolter sustainability, it is important 
to advocate and establish agreements with 
government organizations which regulate 

or influence the processes of participation. 
Sustainability becomes more important in the case 

of attaining visibility for people with disabilities in all 
State policies and initiatives. In the framework of this project, 
an institutional agreement was signed between JCE, IFES 
and 16 disabled persons organizations, having CONADIS as a 
witness in its role as a government entity. This unprecedented 
unification of agency efforts was a milestone for future actions 
with disabled persons organizations.

“I am very pleased with the 
workshop because I used to feel 

intimidated in other electoral 
processes, and now I know that I 
have the same rights as others.”

“A blind participant in the 
lecture expressed that 
he did not think of 

voting, because in the past he was not allowed to enter 
the polls with his companion. Now that he knows the 
articles, which enable his right to enter with 
a person of his choice, and use a template to 
help him vote independently. He will vote in the 
future, and will do it with the template.”

“I want to 
assert my 

vote.”
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Through the project, the technical team and the sector have 
been able to publicly advocate for the JCE to include information 
on people with disabilities in the “2012 Election Instructions” 
manual. The JCE also included sign language in informative 
programs that aired on TV, thus providing access to information 
for people who are deaf or hard of hearing. 

Best Practice 5. Information Campaigns in Accessible 
Formats

A call for participation and inclusion of 
people with disabilities in the media was 
achieved through:

a) A television spot6  on the voting rights of 
people with disabilities, and

b) The participation of several people with 
disabilities in radio and television programs.

With this the following was achieved:

• People with disabilities became visible to the public,

• People with disabilities were encouraged to participate in the 
electoral process and exercise their right to vote,

• The general public was instructed that all people have an 
equal right to participation and integration in social 

and political life.

Best Practice 6. General Population’s 
Awareness and the Awakening of the Sector’s 
Political Participation

Bringing awareness to election workers was another 
important lesson learned from the project. For the 2012 
elections, IFES and La Red worked with the JCE in order 
to raised awareness of poll workers, such as carrying out a 
Verificate program activity.

6 Spot televisivo “Derecho a Elegir,” ver: http://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=ZojfAqP8K_U
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Best Practice 7. Systematization and Base 
Line Establishment

The systematization of data and baseline creation 
is very important in documenting the extent of 
political participation by people with disabilities in 

the Dominican Republic. Throughout the process of 
the “RIGHT TO CHOOSE” project, regional and 

national inputs have been built to broaden the 
studies and data on the reality of people with 
disabilities, which was previously lacking. 
These studies not only serve to measure the 

impact of the project, but also as a reference for 
future interventions.

“A blind person from Los Mameyes told me that he 
was prevented from voting in the past elections, 
and he told the polling station worker that he 
had the right to vote. He stated ‘Law 275 
allows me to vote with a person of my choice, 
and sent his son to find the brochure [from La 
Red], presented it, and was able to vote.’”
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Having a reliable census for people 
with disabilities would encourage 

government entities to focus on needed 
resources to ensure the rights of people 

with disabilities

The current census does not capture the various 
demographic traits of people with disabilities, including 
certain types of disabilities.

Having a census helps orient the projects and activities in 
the areas where there is a higher concentration of people 
with disabilities. A census would also help identify the 
types of disabilities in order to focus on the most urgent 
needs facing a disproportionate number of people with 
disabilities. Additionally, the census would serve as a tool so 
that government entities can introduce measures destined 
to promote the rights and improve the living conditions of 
people with disabilities in a more efficient way.

Lessons Learned

1
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Political inclusion activities must be 
implemented prior to election year

It is important to consider actions which lead to 
the integration of people with disabilities in political 

participation prior to the electoral campaign period. This 
would allow for better coordination and planning with 
the JCE in logging activities, voter education, polling 
workers sensitization (during the training offered by the 
JCE on managing the vote of persons with disabilities), and 
developing informational material in accessible formats, 
thus obtaining greater impact.

However, the project’s development in the pre-electoral 
period generated suspicions and rejections among 
some beneficiaries (potential voters). Some people 
misunderstood that this was a partisan initiative. In the 
context of the Dominican Republic, the population often 
confused intervention actions with the intention to “buying 
the vote” for a political party, which is a common practice. 

2
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Understanding context limitations

The operating context in developing countries 
presents unique challenges in terms of 

implementing political participation projects.

In the case of Dominican Republic the following limitations 
are found:

- The political system in the Dominican Republic still has 
very paternalistic elements, in that sense, accessibility 
methods tend to focus on specific aspects, such as ramps, 
rather than looking at the entire aspect of inclusion, 
which would help guarantee the full enjoyment of the 
rights of people with disabilities.

- There is a high percentage of people with disabilities 
without identity documents (identification cards and 
birth certificate), making it difficult for legal recognition 
and registration in the electoral roll.

- The lack of information and education means that 
many families discriminate and stigmatize people with 
disabilities.

3
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Erroneous perceptions on the 
involvement of public agencies in this 

type of projects

Historically and socially in the Dominican 
Republic, it is generally believed that there is no awareness 
or interest on the part of public entities to include 
marginalized groups on issues such as those addressed by 
the RIGHT TO CHOOSE project.

In the meetings and work conducted jointly with the 
JCE, the technical team perceived the JCE’s interest and 
commitment to improve the conditions of people with 
disabilities to vote on equal terms. However, the JCE still 
needs to improve certain inclusion processes.

4
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Adaptation or creating instruments 
to facilitate the vote of people with 

disabilities do not always lead to 
independent voting

Even though one of the achievements of the project 
was the incorporation and challenge to implement the 
auxiliary template for independent voting, the following 
needs have been identified:

• Although the template is a step forward, people who 
are blind or have low vision still need the assistance 
of another person of their choice to fold the template 
and identify the correct sides. Therefore, even with the 
existence of this advancement, they run the risk of losing 
confidentiality and autonomy. Also, the template does 
not have a tactile method such as Braille, or a sign to 
identify the order or location in which the candidate 
is placed in the ballot, nor the correct position of 
the auxiliary template- all which present additional 
barriers. To improve this instrument, the assistance of 
people with disabilities could be required in order to 
assess the functionality of the template and its redesign. 
Additionally, Electoral College workers should be 
informed and educated on the existence and use of the 
template, and the JCE should distribute it to all stations.

In the case of people who are deaf or hard of hearing:

• It is important to take into consideration the fact that 
they are not easily identified in the polling stations 
and/or electoral colleges. Therefore, polling station 
workers must be trained to offer assistance, ideally, 
communicating in non-verbal cues, and it is advised to 
also recruit people who are deaf or hard of hearing. 

• It is important to design explanatory signs that make it 
possible for people with disabilities to vote independently.  

5
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The need to focus on the voting 
rights of people with intellectual and 

psychosocial disabilities

The project entailed the inclusion of people with all 
types of disabilities in the electoral and political processes, 
on the basis of each type of disability requiring a number 
of adapted tools to facilitate free and independent 
participation. There is however, a need to focus on including 
people with intellectual or psychosocial disabilities.

Although there is no official position in the country in 
regards to the ability for people with intellectual disabilities 
to choose how they vote, the Dominican Republic ratified 
the international Convention on the Rights of Persons 
with Disabilities. As a result, the country is committed to 
recognize, promote and protect the equal rights of people 
with intellectual disabilities.

“A young deaf woman explained that her 
family did not want her to vote 

because they were worried that if 
any violence took place in her polling 
station, she would not be able to hear 

what was happening.” 

6
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CONCLUSION

The right to vote is a universal right, and is considered 
a pillar of democracy. However, in the preparation of 
the electoral process in the Dominican Republic, the 
work is not done in a conscious, generalized manner to 
guarantee the accessibility of voting for citizens with 
disabilities.

With this experience, the organizations involved 
have learned that the electoral rights of people with 
disabilities may be recognized and guaranteed if their 
participation is fostered in the pre-election processes, 
and the spaces are created for reflection, debate and 
proposal generation in the defense of their civil rights.

The inclusion and political participation of people 
with disabilities must go further: from representative 
democracy to vote admission. The lack of awareness on 
the rights of citizens to vote without limitations also 
needs to be taken into consideration. 
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Participation is a right; it is also 
a responsibility of the people with 
disabilities to participate in the 
political process as volunteers, 
poll-workers and lobbying.

General Recommendations

1. Respecting the dignity of people with disabilities, from the 
perspective of human rights and universal accessibility, 
are the basic principles to promote citizens participation.

2. Carry out education and awareness campaigns on the 
rights of people with disabilities. It is important that 
the population receive adequate information and all 
the facilities necessary to be able to communicate their 
electoral preferences.

Recommendations
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Recommendations for Disabled
Persons Organizations

1. To build alliances with the JCE, political parties and 
government agencies, in order to implement an inclusion 
initiative.

2. To promote the participation and incorporation of people 
with disabilities in the democratic life.

3. To establish a National Observatory that would have the 
necessary structure to identify and denounce human 
rights violations, and contribute to strengthening the 
capacity to exercise these rights.

4. To promote the management of birth certificate recognition 
and identification.

5. To establish participatory forums within the organizations 
of and for people with disabilities; promoting a democratic 
policy in their organizations.

6. Monitoring the correct implementation of law 05-13, and 
to continue advocating publicly in the policymaking to 
guarantee the adequate regulatory framework.

7. To design programs for and from the institutions, so that 
they assume the necessary leading role to achieve the 
proposed objectives.

8. To revise the institutional arguments of disabled persons 
organizations to denounce and defend their rights.

9. To promote citizen participation in the political life, as 
electors or candidates, so that it becomes a crosscutting 
theme on a daily basis, rather than only during the 
national electoral processes.
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10. To assess decision-makers and individuals responsible 
is fundamental to eliminate legal dispositions, which 
perpetuates stereotypes and treats people with 
disabilities as second-class citizens.

11. To create mechanisms of self-management so that 
the projects may be sustainable over time. Once the 
international funding organizations’ initiatives emerge, 
it is important that the activities prevail far beyond the 
time established for the implementation of the project.
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Recommendations  for the Central
Electoral Board (JCE)

1. To include people with disabilities in promotional 
voting education campaigns, and portray people with 
disabilities in educational posters or illustrations; 
develop material in Braille; continue utilizing sign 
language interpreters in all JCE programs, and  
include people with disabilities in decision-making for 
procedures which affect people with disabilities. 

2. To recruit people with disabilities as polling station 
workers, as to demonstrate their ability to occupy 
leadership positions.

3. To assess the electoral booth’s height and carry out the 
applicable accommodations so that wheelchair users 
and little people may vote privately.

4. To redesign the auxiliary template so that it becomes 
a comprehensive tool in providing a confidential vote, 
and is available in all locations. Similarly, training the 
electoral station’s workers on the templates use and 
availability for voters who are blind or with low vision.

5. To conduct alternative procedures to facilitate access 
to voting, such as mobile ballots in hospitals, among 
others.

6. To implement inclusive practical strategies which 
promote full and equal participation in political life, and 
so that future actions can occur in favor of people with 
disabilities.
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7. To map out the electoral locations in order to identify 
easy-access buildings; place polling stations where 
people with disabilities can vote at the ground level 
floors (in order to eliminate architectural barriers), 
allow ballots to be transferred to the ground level floors, 
and locate ramps in the facilities.

8. To create alliances with the Ministry of Education and/
or Public Works so that public schools can be made 
accessible to students with disabilities.

9. To conduct periodic and open consultations with the 
organizations that work with and for the service of 
people with disabilities, such as sharing opinions in the 
designing of programs, materials and selection criteria 
for the voting stations.

10. To develop or adapt administrative and legal rules to 
ensure electors with disabilities can participate in the 
electoral process. Careful planning on the methods and 
places utilized to share information targeting electors 
with disabilities will ensure they are able to vote.

11. To address gender inequality, as women with disabilities 
are more likely to be illiterate, unemployed or under-
employed, compared to women without disabilities, or 
men with disabilities. It is recommended that gender 
equality becomes an element within the inclusion of 
people in all the interventions, and as a crosscutting 
theme in any training or awareness session developed 
by the organization.
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