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Introduction
Among persons with disabilities in Bangladesh, women with disabilities are especially vulnerable to rights violations. Even in a society marked by deep inequities between men in women on all levels, the poverty and marginalization of women living in rural areas stand out in sharp relief. Where literacy rates are low, myths about disabilities arise and divisions between men and women increase. Not only are these women with disabilities living in rural areas subject to multiple forms of discrimination, but the forms of discrimination often times seem intensified, even as the coping mechanisms to overcome discrimination are few.
There are not resources or awareness commensurate to the direness of the situation. Aside from notable exceptions, the National Council of Disabled Women and the Women with Disabilities Development Foundations, there are few organizations formed around the rights violations faced by women with disabilities in a teeming sea of civil society organizations working on disability-related issues. Moreover, there is a dearth of documentation of the particular violations they face despite widespread awareness within the disability community of the vulnerability of women with disabilities.
Against the background of limited information, Shuchi Karim’s report on “Sexual Violence against Women with Disabilities: Risks and Rights” is a useful resource. She paints a broad picture of the marginalization of women with disabilities, identifying key themes, many of which are supported by this report. She discusses how women with disabilities are disadvantaged by seemingly contradictory myths regarding their sexuality. Some view these women as asexual. Since sexuality, and by extension fertility, plays such a central role in Bangladeshi societal expectations, the womanhood of these women is diminished and they are treated accordingly. On the other hand, women with disabilities are sometimes viewed as likely sexual objects because of the sensory or communicative impairments that limit their ability to tell others about instances of violence. Again dehumanized, again mistreated.
Karim also touches on how women with disabilities may internalize the inequality that surrounds them. To some degree illustrated by this report, women with disabilities not only have fewer available means for addressing instances of violence, they also in some cases have less motivation to seek redress. Second class treatment on the part of the family seems to generate lack of self-confidence on the part of the victim. It creates a vicious cycle where some women with disabilities are pressured to fulfill their diminished womanhood through conjugal life both by their families and also by themselves. The pressure that stems from negative attitudes in turn leads women with disabilities into situations when discretion yields and they make decisions that leave them vulnerable to exploitation, violence, and abuse. 
While there may be some general trends among women with disabilities and the factors that influence their vulnerability (and perceptions of their vulnerability), the story of each disabled woman victimized by violence is complex and unique. Myriad factors come into play in each case study that forms the basis of this report. The purpose of this report, therefore, is to present some of these case studies and to begin to trace both how and why women with disabilities become victims of violence and also how and why they are systematically excluded from legal remedies in the aftermath of these violations.  

Methodology
The objective of this project was to identify the barriers inhibiting abused disabled women from accessing legal justice in Bangladesh. In order to formally recognize what these challenges were, thirty victimized women were interviewed in four districts throughout the country. These semi-structured interviews, which would usually last for an hour, consisted of a series of questions designed to get an understanding of the victim's situation: her home-life, her experience with lawyers and police officers, details of the criminal activity, the history of her disability, etc. In the case in which her impairment prevented her from responding, a family member (most likely her mother) would reply on her behalf. 

In three of the four districts (Natore, Faridpur and Dhaka) in which such interviews had taken place, a local female Action against Disability and Development (ADD) affiliate had traveled to the sites and served as a facilitator during the interactions. ADD is an international development organization based in the United Kingdom, aimed at combating legal discrimination against disabled individuals. Given the facilitator's familiarity with the women participating in the research and her fluency in Bengali, she also served as an aid in the communication process. In the fourth district (Rajshahi), a female university student translator fulfilled this role instead.

The women occupied homes in a wide variety of environmental settings, ranging from slum dwellings in Dhaka to isolated agrarian villages in Faridpur. Dhaka aside, which is positioned in a relatively central region of the country, the remaining sites were located in more rural areas of west/ northwest Bangladesh. Twenty-four of the 30 interviews were done in the women's homes, during which there was interaction with her family and community members. The remaining six interviews were held in more private settings within local ADD offices close to the women’s homes. 

The observations within the home provided a unique perspective into the type of environment to which the woman is exposed and the dynamics of her family and community members . Oftentimes her relatives served as the main voice of communication during the interviews, likely filtering the victims' thoughts, concerns and experiences. In almost all of these cases in which such visits were possible, it was noted that the victim had very little (if any) control over her life and the decisions that were made regarding it. In fact, during these home-interviews, there were fewer sentiments and emotions expressed by the victims, in comparison to the private office-interviews which were conducive to more open discourse.  When they were alone, the women appeared much more comfortable with sharing their experiences, but in the presence of their family, they were much more reserved. 


On a final note, it is worthwhile to be aware of certain weaknesses in the methodology. 

Although there was always either a facilitator or translator aiding in the communication process, there was still a strong language barrier, which could potentially have led to some miscommunication during the interviews. Not only would it be possible to have lost some of the meanings in translation,  there is no way of retreiving a recorded version of the interviews in order to go back and check. This report is not intended to be a comprehensive one. There were only 30 women interviewed, a very small sample size, from which to make any general, all-inclusive conclusions pertaining to the larger demographic. One should also bear in mind that the responses are representative of only four of the 64 districts of Bangladesh, which already had National Council of Disabled Women (NCDW) facilities to which the women could report their incidents. NCDW is an all-female organization intended to provide various forms of support to women, legal or otherwise, in order to make them more independent individuals. It is more than likely that thousands of other cases have gone unreported as a result of the lack of such institutionalized resources, so those that are included in this report comprise a very limited sample. 






































Case Study Analysis 

1. Lack of Decision-Making Power

From the observations made during the at-home interviews, it was realized that many of these women had little power to govern their own lives. On several occasions, it was noted that the women would be scorned by a relative prior to the interview process beginning, warning her to answer the questions appropriately. During a few of these interviews, the family members would provide most of the responses, even if her disability did not necessarily serve a barrier to communicating. The replies to the questions indicated that the women rarely had any agency in deciding what legal steps to take following the incident of victimization and while many of the families were extremely supportive of the female's needs and wants, there were instances that illustrated how this might not have necessarily been their priority. Consider Ruby’s case:

Ruby lives in a small close-knit village where everyone knows her story. The homes are made of straw and tin, crowded around a nearby pond, in the midst of miles of greenery. On the way there, few people appeared to occupy the barely-paved roads, but once word of a visitor, the crowds quickly gathered

Quiet and shy, Ruby is in her late teens. She sits still on the bed, glaring at the floor, while extended family and members of the community gather around. Her relatives recall her as having been happy-go-lucky and outgoing before the incident, but she has hardly cracked a smile for the past hour.  

Ruby is mute, so a male relative speaks on her behalf, while the rest of her family is gathers around in the back of the small room. After he diligently answers the questions, some of the other women in the room urge Ruby to reenact the incident. Despite how uncomfortable it might make her, they insist her ability to illustrate the event will prove that it did indeed occur. 

A few months ago, Ruby had left her house to use the bathroom at the pond. It was then, that a perpetrator had crept up from behind and raped her. There were witnesses who had seen the crime taking place, as it was in broad daylight, including a young boy who and run and reported the incident to his mother. 

Immediately after her family had been informed about the event, they reported it to local village leaders who documented details of the incident for the community's records. However, the victim's family did not take legal action because the perpetrator’s family had offered to pay Tk. 80,000 taka in efforts to settle the situation outside the courtroom.(See section 10. Bribery) 

Thinking to take him up on the offer, they waited for his payment. By the time they realized he would not keep his word, the family decided to take file a case. Since they had waited for a month and 18 days since the actual rape had taken place, it was too late to prove anything with a medical test. 
Unfortunately, it took much time to get the case pushed to the higher courts because initially the local leaders had refused to provide a copy of the report to the victim's family, making it difficult to provide proof to lawyers who were working on the case. When the family reported this to the police, they arrested the local leader, but only to let him out on bail a day later. Also, although the police came to interrogate the family about the incident, they did not take the perpetrator into custody. His wealthy family, which is also affiliated with the BNP government party, is suspected of having bribed these officials to prevent the case from being pushed. (See section 9. Coercion) 

Today the case is still pending because the whereabouts of the perpetrator are unknown. He is suspected of hiding out in Dhaka, for fear of being jailed for this rape, and other previously similar incidents. Ruby is in a poor mental state and the family is worried that she will not get married.

Even though Ruby is mute, she wasn't allowed an opportunity to communicate her account of the event in any other way, shape or form. In fact, she was derided for not being willing to reenact how she had been raped. Her visible discomfort with the situation did not even appear to be of the slightest concern to anyone. In fact, the family's decision to accept the money the perpetrator was offering was indicative of her limited decision-making power. Despite the corruption within the local level of their village, had they sought appropriate legal action in a timely matter, perhaps they would have had a better chance at attaining justice. However, monetary desire appears to have taken priority over legal justice, and thus Ruby is left in such a predicament. 

Clearly, Ruby had no agency in controlling any of the events that took place. Even her speech impairment does limit her ability to communicate with her family members, especially because no one in her family knows sign language, her family’s demeaning attitudes add new dimensions to her powerlessness. Whether or not the actions taken following her victimization were to her benefit, Ruby was at the will of her family's decisions all along. Her powerlessness may extend into the legal system, but the root of it begins within her home. 

Ruby's case is not a unique one either. While many of the women interviewed are able to express themselves with a greater degree of freedom and to take a vital role in making decisions that shaped their cases, the collective family unit seems to have much more agency in actually determining such events. It seems to be that the individual voices of these women often go unheard. 
2. Pressures to Fulfill Gendered Expectations
(a) Perception of Diminished Womanhood 

Other related but distinct barriers to these women's access to justice are myths about the impact of disability on womanhood. It seems evident through conversations with the women that there are expectations for her to marry and raise a family in order to fulfill a pervasive ideal of womanhood defined by the cultural context. It becomes obligatory to meet these standards because they affect the family's socio-economic position and factors into their greater social acceptability. Therefore, in the case that a woman is disabled, she is seen as having less of a chance in fulfilling her expected domestic duties. In more than one of the cases examined during this research, family members exhibit an evident desperation in their desire to marry the disabled woman off to the first man who makes an offer. Making such uninformed decisions can place the disabled woman in threatening situations. Such is what happens to Nela:

Nela and her mother reside together in small one-bedroom home. They live next door to Nela’s brothers and sister, all of whom are grown and some with families of their own. 

Nela is expedient with chores around the house. She is polite in offering foods and drinks, and although she moves around by “walking” with her hands, she is able to easily lift herself up, onto and off of the bed and nearby seat. 

The electricity goes off quite frequently in their neighborhoods and when the fans are no longer working, the home grows quite warm in the smoldering heat. 

Nela tells about the man to whom she is still legally married. He had wanted to marry her and her family had willingly agreed to allow for this, but in hasty efforts to make this happen, they did not get any formal identification for the man. 

He had left after a couple months without telling to where or why he was leaving. In fact, when he left that afternoon, she was under the impression that he was running a small errand, and that he would return later in the day. 

ADD became involved in pushing the case in court, but because the father had recently been beaten, so he consequently decided to drop the case. (See section 9.)

The perpetrator currently lives in a nearby district and no longer tries to make contact with the victim’s family. 

Although her family agrees to the marriage, Sheena is blamed for her husband's abandonment, her disability seen as a causal factor. Now, her brothers beat her on a daily basis demonstrating that they have less value for her than they would a fully-able family member. The pressure to hand her off as a responsibility to someone else led her family to make a rash decision that Sheena continues to pay for, both in physical and psychological torture.   

(b) Self-imposed Pressure to Fulfill Womanhood 

These cultural ideals give way to internal pressures as well. It is not only the expectation of the family, but the greater Bangladeshi society as well, that a “normal” female will fill her domestic shoes. Several interviewed women have taken it upon themselves to prove their worth, placing themselves in dangerous predicaments in order they acquire the status of “normalcy.” 

Muna, her mother, and her son live in a small, quiet neighborhood close to a busy town. Her mother, old and sick, lies on a table before the entrance of their home, pleading for someone to look after her daughter as visitors come in.

Muna is a seamstress. She works at home to make the money that supports her family. In 2006, she had been abandoned by her husband three months after their wedding. When they were together, he would beat Muna and steal her jewelry to sell for money. His disappearance was unexpected, according to Muna, and now his current whereabouts are unknown. 

A year after he left, ADD officers filed a case against him on the account of assault and theft. Because Muna had been unable to contact someone prior to that time and because she did not have ample financial support to take on this legal endeavor on her own, there was a significant time delay. 

Although the case is currently pending, Muna only wants her husband to return so they can resume their life together. She does not mind the abuse, but she is concerned about her financial well being, believing that once her mother passes away, she will no longer have any support. 

Muna's in-laws are currently offering to take her in if they are paid Tk. 50,000. Muna says that if she had enough money to do so, she would have taken them up on the offer.

In Muna's case, although family pressures initially put her in this situation, her desires to fit the norm of domestic female prevent her from progressing forward. Although she is already raising a child, she so desperately wants her ex-husband to return to her. It is not even as though she wants to be a wife again. Rather, it is the idea of being able to maintain and play the roles of mother and wife within the family that appeals to her. This is the only “normalcy” she believes she can attain and is willing to endure abuse, hardship and further financial exploitation for. 

Likewise, there have been a number of other victimized women who wanted to marry the men that raped them, believing that only such an act would redeem their inabilities and provide them with the only possibility of happiness... a route to “normalcy.” While there is a general societal pressure for Bangladeshi women to create a certain type of life for themselves, this entire scenario is illustrative of how this demand is heightened for a disabled woman. In order to counteract the social stigmatizations that these disabled women are subjected to, they endure great extremes that place them into dangerous situations, all in efforts to maintain an image of acceptability.

3. Lack of Reproductive Health Knowledge

The lack of sexual education among the disabled female population presents a significant challenge that inhibits their access to justice. Because sexuality is something of a taboo within Bangladeshi culture, it is neither a common nor an encouraged subject addressed within even the most intimate family settings. The absence of this knowledge makes these disabled women much more vulnerable to not only to the crime, but the legal system as well. 

Out of the 30 interviews of the women, there have been a number of instances in which the victim had not even been able to recognize that the perpetrator’s behavior as sexual misconduct. In those cases, she did not know that the forceful acts had been a violation of her body and that such acts were punishable by law. Under such circumstances, the victim is left confused and scared, and whether out of fear or embarrassment, she may hesitate to inform a trusted individual of the incident. This in turn, will most often delay the pursuit of justice. Consider the case of Neesha:

Neesha lives in rural village in one of the four districts visited. Her mud home, which has been rebuilt within the past year, is being renovated to include more rooms. Her mother and father own several domestic animals, from cows to chickens and goats, and the whole family works to sustain this lifestyle in their agrarian community. Despite the smoldering heat of the summer day, they are hospitable and welcoming, hastily preparing a meal for the visitors. Neesha, the oldest of her sisters, is especially diligent in insisting the guests to eat.  

The perpetrator’s family lives next door to Neesha. They pass by her home everyday. When individuals from the outside community visit to discuss legal matters related to the incident (which occurred two years ago), they gather around in large congregations to listen to what is being said.

On her way to school every morning, she would run into her next-door neighbor who would tease her and even go so far as to write her love letters that professed his feelings for her. Although she would consistently reject him (he was already married), it would not curb his efforts to win her affection.   

Then, one night, when her relatives were out of town for the night, he broke into Neesha’s house and raped her. 

Partly out of embarrassment and partly out of not knowing what to make of the event, Neesha had not reported details of the incident to anyone. However, after her menstruation cycle had stopped for two months, she confided in an aunt. 

It was then (three months and 15 days later) that the family had reported the incident to ADD and a case was filed. There was  no medical test done to prove she had been raped, and ADD had paid for a DNA test which indicated that the perpetrator was indeed the father (even though he has continued to deny it since the baby has been born). The case had been pending for a year and a half before the final hearing in June 2010, which sentenced the perpetrator to 31 years in jail and awarded Neesha and her family 5,000 taka. 

Before being raped, Neesha talked about how much she loved going to school with her friends and learning in the classroom setting. As a result of having the baby, she now has discontinued her schooling and will not be able to pursue a college career. This is a huge cause of pain for the victim.

Because Neesha had never received any form of sexual education before, she was not able realize that her next-door neighbor had sexually violated her and that such an act puts her at risk for getting pregnant. Ultimately, this lack of informational awareness prevented her from reporting the rape in a timely manner so that effective measures could be taken to strengthen her case in the courtroom. 

Neesha’s parents were supportive of her academic endeavors all along, so it is not as though they discriminated against her because of her disability. The problem in this case, which is representative of many others, is that Neesha had just never been educated on the matters of health/ reproductive knowledge and the effects of male and female physical interactions. 

Furthermore, in one particular case, the parents did not even feel the need to ever have to educate their daughter on the matter because they not see it as an issue that would ever affect them. Therefore, when she was raped, she was not able to fully understand what was happening. 

Shinjini is a small, fifteen-year old, living with her parents in their home, in the middle of fields of sugarcane. When visitors arrive, she is quick to help prepare snacks for them. As she runs around, she stops for a moment to check up on the baby lying in bed. 
Months ago, when Hashee had taken her goats out for grazing, a male neighbor had crept up from behind and quietly raped her, making sure they were far enough and that one else had been around to witness the event.  At the time, Hashee was not sure of what had happened. She had not been exposed to any discourse related to intercourse, forced or otherwise, and therefore, she was unable to fully grasp the consequence of the incident. 
Embarrassed and unsure, she had not talked about the events of that day until five months into her pregnancy, when her father had filed a case for child rape. The case is currently pending, but it is speculated that the neighbor, who was a financially influential man in their community is paying money to discourage the case from being fairly processed.  

One could argue that others may view her as being asexual because of her disability. It was never a priority for her to become educated on the matters of reproductive health, as it would have been with perhaps a fully abled female of her age. However, her case illustrates this kind of mentality is disastrous because it perpetuates a way of thinking that dismisses real concerns and situations that she may potentially encounter. 

4. Stigmatization within Society at Large
Mistreatment by lawyers and police officers was also seen as barrier to justice. Many of the victims commented on their difficulty dealing with these professionals for either lack of being taken seriously or being heard at all. Some rationalized this treatment by claiming that the low socio-economic status of the victim’s family made them less of a priority for lawyers, but many more also attributed it to the stigmas held against disabled individuals, as in the case of Reshma:

At six years of age, Reshma had fallen ill with typhoid fever and become intellectually disabled. Since then, her parents had invested more than Tk. 10,000 to send her to a mental clinic, to buy her medication, even to put her to sleep, but nothing was successful. Instead, they decided to keep her close by them all day so they could keep a close eye on her. 

But one day Reshma wandered off to a nearby shop without any of her relatives knowing. There, a local boy offered her cookies, and lured her to his house where he took advantage of her. Later that afternoon, her mother found her in a frazzled state, and although Reshma wasn't able to communicate verbally the details of the incident, she reenacted the events of the rape to demonstrate what had happened. A medical test was taken five days later, results were positive.

Shalish (a traditional form of extra-judicial mediation, illegal in the case of rape) was held five days after the rape. Village leaders attempted to set up a compromise between the families, by offering to pay Reshma’s family Tk. 288  in return for them dropping the case. Despite the pressures, they refused and chose to take legal action instead. 

ADD filed the case on behalf of Reshma’s parents. They had a very difficult time in getting the case filed. The police commissioner was most reluctant in believing Reshma because she was disabled and he was not able to understand her. Ultimately however, ADD was able to push the case through because had the office failed to file it, the members affiliated with the department would have been fired.

The case had been pending for six years when the most recent hearing took place on December 6, 2009. Offender's family is required to pay Tk. 10,000 for every six months he does not show up to serve his time. The perpetrator is still missing, but his family does not pay the requested amount.(See section 8. Weak Rule of Law)

Lawyers and police play the intermediate role in bringing the victim’s story to the courts. Therefore, when there are preconceived ideas and prejudices against their clients, this creates a problem in the fight for justice and weakens the voice of the victim, as demonstrated in the above example. An explicit barrier in Reshma's situation was due to ineffective interactions with the police commissoner. The stigmatization within the society at large led to a compromise of the case and reinforced the notion that justice is unattainable. The discriminatory ideas held against disabled women in general, especially when held by professionals who are supposed to fight for them, present a challenge that specifically hindered Reshma’s access to legal justice.

5. Lack of Legal Education

Not knowing where to begin the process of pursuing justice is sometimes the first and foremost inhibiting factor. Although one does not need to have intricate background knowledge of the legal system, it does help to be informed of facilities that can provide assistance. There are specific non-profit, non-governmental organizations in some districts designed to provide legal assistance with women with disabilities. However, the lack of awareness of these resources is indicative of a greater informational barrier to accessing justice. 

Noreen and her family gathered on the front porch, enjoying nighttime snacks with one another. Bright-eyed and smiling, she is hearing/speech impaired, but tries her best to communicate her story, with the help of her sister and mother, her father praying next to them. 

When Noreen was 13 years old, she was wedded to her 16-year old husband, who was also married to a 40-year old woman at the time. While they were together, he had abused her and after three months he had left because Noreen was unable to respond/ communicate (as a result of her medical condition). He had left the baby boy he had with Shahanaz to marry another woman, with whom he today is raising a daughter. It is speculated that the only reason for the boy wanted to engage in a relationship with Shahanaz in the first place was so that he could secure Tk. 15,000 dowry from her.

There has been no case filed in this matter, because the family was not only unaware of how to take legal action: they believed that at the time, there were not any laws in place to assist disabled women.

Today, Noreen is raising her son with the help of her nuclear family. Supportive though they are, she still wishes her husband would return to her, so they could be a normal family again. Despite the abuse she had to endure when they were together, she is willing to take the risk. 

In such situations, the fault lies does not actually lie with the family for refraining from taking legal action into their own hands, especially when they do not have formal training or knowledge in the matter. Instead, the problem can be identified as being in the lack of communication and the failure to raise awareness of existing local, district and national disability and/ or women’s rights groups that can facilitate the victim’s access into the legal system.

Noreen's parents may have falsely believed there were no legal facilities that could have aided her in the past, but it is likely there are families that were not contacted through this research that may be under this impression now. There is a significant lack of communication between those who provide the resources and those who could potentially benefit from them. The absence of this type of knowledge makes it almost impossible for many women in this similar situation to seek timely assistance. 

6. Lack of Faith in Justice System

For others, the prospect of pursuing justice is far too expensive and not worth the investment. 

The idea of investing any amount of money in attempting to seek access to legal justice was a strong enough deterrent inhibiting their pursuit of it. Their presumption that engagement in the legal process will require time, money and effort that will not reap sufficient benefits, is a reluctant enough attitude to serve as a barrier to the victim attaining justice. 

Shena’s mother comes into the room, carrying her daughter in her arms—both women wearing great smiles. Shena’s father is a rickshaw driver and her mother spends caring for her, so they cannot scrape up enough money to purchase a wheelchair. Quite frequently, Shena has to be carried in order to get around. 

Before the medical mistreatment, Shena had been in a healthy young woman. Married with a child, she worked at a garments factory and helped support her family. However, four years after she had given birth, she fell sick and one day collapsed while she was at work. When she visited the doctor, he prescribed her the wrong medication, to which her body had a negative reaction,  that left her paralyzed and mute. 

Two months after the incident, Shena’s husband had disappeared. Without legally divorcing her or providing any type of financial support for their daughter, he had abandoned them both. 

Following this incident, Shena moved back in with her parents, and since then, they have helped her raise her child. Because Shena’s medical treatment expenses are so great, Shena’s they were too reluctant to file a case, believing that doing so would not only put a strain on financial resources, but also require an immense amount of time and effort that would not result in a benefit worthwhile.

Before seeking alternative routes to engage in the legal process, they may already be under the impression that it will require more time, money, energy, effort, etc. than they can afford. This may be true in some cases but certainly not all. In fact, the resource facilities that were mentioned earlier are intended to alleviate some of the stress and tension of engaging in this process, but of course one would have to be aware of their existence in order to take advantage of them. Such barriers, in addition to other ones mentioned in this report can explain why there may be such a lack of faith in the justice system. Some of the challenges may seem insurmountable to an individual who is entering into the legal world, from a victim's point of view. 

7. Weak Rule of Law

On the other hand, the weak rule of law seems to justify families’ lack of faith in the justice system. Sometimes the fault lies within the court system itself. The length of procedures, the inability of the courts to make people appear, the lack of enforcing payments – all these are problems that can arise through the process. In cases that would have otherwise been successful, the inability of the legal system can serve to perpetuate the message that people with disabilities will undoubtedly have to struggle in the battle for justice. 

At first it had seemed like another ordinary evening. Prema had been sitting alone, when her adoptive mother moved out of sight and a local boy from her town approached her. Offering her a handful of chanachoor, he quickly won her over. They talked for a few minutes and he told her to follow him to the train tracks near her home, where they could find privacy. Moved by his friendly gestures, Prema willingly agreed. As they continued their conversations, the boy unexpectedly interjected with a promise to marry Prema, telling her they’d be together forever, as long as he could sleep with her—right then and there. Taking his words for truth, Prema let him have sex with her. On four separate occasions.

Because Prema had not been aware that such sexual conduct was criminal, because she did not know what rape was, she was not able to realize the significance of being violated in such a way. Scared and confused, she had not told anyone about the incident, just as she had promised the boy. However, five months later, physical signs of pregnancy became evident, and her mother began to piece together the pieces of the puzzle, realizing only too late the unfortunate event to which her daughter had been a victim. 

Prema’s mother didn’t file a case. At that point in time, a medical test would not have proven anything. Prema’s child was put up for adoption and while the perpetrator initially denied having anything to do with the victim, community pressures eventually forced him to admit that he had been the father of the child. However, shortly after taking responsibility for his behavior, he left town, not having to pay a price for what he had done.

There are very few holes in Prema’s case, as far as the actions her parents took following the incident of victimization and assistance ADD provided to push the case. Although the verdict is charging the perpetrator to pay a monetary fee, the courts have not been able to enforce this, nor have they been able to jail him. Prema has not achieved justice, despite the familial and organizational support she has received, and yet her victimizer has been spared from any form of punishment at all. In Prema, the shortcomings of the Bangladesh legal system not only result in an indivdual’s deprivation of justice, but may also deter other victims familiar with the story of Prema or others like her from seeking redress through the formal justice system.

8. Coercion

It is not uncommon for victims of a low socio-economic status to have their social position taken advantage of. The influence of money, power and political affiliations can often be a significant force that alters the outcome of a case. Those families that have few resources or tools at their disposal, in terms of financial assets, manpower, assistance from organization, etc. are the most vulnerable to being coerced, as was Shelly.  

Shelly is a bright-eyed nine-year old girl living in a small one-bedroom tin home with her mother and father in a slum community. There are many little children running around freely outside her home, all of various ages. Most of the adults are either at outside bazaars, or inside their homes watching soaps or spending time with their families. 

Shelly’s father isn’t home at the time, and while her mother was able to fill in on the details of the event that remained unclear.

On a particular afternoon two years ago, when Shelly’s mother had left to go grocery shopping for a few hours, two middle-aged men came into her home and raped her. Because Shelly has speech and intellectual impairments, she was unable to explain what had happened with the men when they had broken in. As she was returning home, her mother had noticed the men coming out and had a medical test done the next day. The results returned positive and Shelly’s father had filed a case soon afterwards (no exact date given). 

ADD had become involved in pushing the case in court, but because the father had recently been beaten by the perpetrator who threatened his life if he continued to push the case, he decided to drop it. 

The family knows that the perpetrator lives in a nearby district and no longer tries to make contact with the victim's family. 

There have been at least seven cases throughout this research, in which the perpetrator had been and influential male who used his powers to prevent the cases from being heard, or even at the very least, from being filed. Although her father reached out to several self-help non-profit organizations and got the case to be pushed in court (which is a feat in itself), the power and influence of the perpetrator's threats were enough to negate it his efforts. Shelly did not have a strong force behind him to counteract the perpetrator's move, losing all momentum in his mission to acquire legal justice for his daughter. 

9. Bribery
Then, there are those cases in which the perpetrator takes advantage of the victim's socio-economic status through financial exploitation, knowing full well that her family will not have the resources or abilities to fight back. 

Saira is a tall slender woman in her 40's. There is no light or electricity in her house, so everyone sits outside on small chairs. Her parents had passed away years ago, so she technically doesn't have any legal guardians. Although she is deaf and mute, it is her sister-in-law who speaks for her. As she begins, spectators gather around – one of them is the perpetrator's mother. 

After 10 years of being married, Saira's husband had left her for another woman. During their marriage, he would consistently beat her and refuse to pay the expenses to raise their children. 

Once ADD was contacted, it filed a case against her husband for not paying child support or other expenses to care for Saira. The case had been pending for five to six years, but recently had to be closed because neither Saira nor ADD could pay to keep it open. In fact, it was later revealed that Saira’s husband's family had paid Tk. 20,000 to have the case closed. 

In the end, the victim was not able to receive any form of serious help and today she is raising her children as a single-mother. She receives assistance from neither her extended family nor her in-laws, while her husband has remarried and relocated to another city. 

Not only did Saira have a financial source, she did not have much familial support either. Although her relatives through marriage lived nearby, they were not able to defend or provide for her, in any way, shape or form. The little organizational support she did have was not enough to provide enough assistance to help her move forward, or even keep her case open.

10. Societal Pressures to Maintain the Status Quo

Pursuing legal justice for disabled female victims of abuse introduces an idea that challenges the status quo, and there is an apparent unwillingness to do so. The particular group of women who participated in the research were not politically powerful or financially influential. They are obviously many already-instituted barriers they would have to overcome in order to do so, such as the pressures to engage in salish. 

Wearing a light-weight cotton salwar kameez and a pixie haircut, Rosha spends her days lying on the soft dirt floor surrounding her house, thinking back to the days of her marriage. 

Before Rosha was married, she was in healthy a physical and mental state. After she and her husband had her third child, he began to beat her and intentionally provided her gave her wrong medication, hoping it would kill their baby. Not only did Rosha have a miscarriage, she ended up becoming physically and mentally disabled as a result. Four years later, her husband abandoned the family, and they have been fending for themselves ever since.

Following the incident, Rosha's mother filed a case against her son-in-law for abuse. However, local community members urged her to drop the case by promising to settle the dispute through salish. However, even though the victim’s mother kept her end of the bargain, there was no salish that had taken place, and there has not been another case filed for matter. There were no police officers or lawyers consulted either. 

Today, Rosha has brought her children to live in her mother's home with her brother. Her husband is rumored to have remarried and moved to Dhaka. 

Rosha's case illustrates how certain external influences within her community have inhibited her from accessing justice. Shalish promises to establish a just ruling that benefits victims, but in reality, it is an institutionalized method of perpetuating their current status. In other cases that were looked at, salish had been able to procure the perpetrator into providing some type of relief for the victim, even though the compensation would be far from adequate, given the new position she would find herself in as a result of the incident. However, in Rosha's instance, it had failed to do even that. Shalish is just one of the barriers, along with other cultural challenges, that intend to preserve the current social order that is in place, one in which disabled female  victims of abuse are underrepresented, undervalued, and unfairly prevented from accessing justice. 

Violence and Justice in the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities
The UN Convention on Rights for Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) was adopted by the General Assembly on December 31st, 2006, and ratified by the Government of Bangladesh in November 2007. The CRPD boldly sets forth an agenda for protecting and promoting the rights of all persons with disabilities. From the Preamble forward, the CRPD in numerous ways declares in no uncertain terms the equality of women with disabilities among the larger disabled population and calls to attention numerous key issues that especially affect women with disabilities.  

In Article 3, the CRPD sets forth “equality between men and women” as a general principle. In Article 6, “Women with Disabilities,” the CRPD recognizes and prohibits the multiple forms of discrimination faced by women with disabilities. Moreover, it obligates States Parties “to ensure the full development, advancement and empowerment of women.” Article 6 is one of five cross-cutting articles, or articles of general application. This means that these five articles apply and must be read with Articles 10-30, which are regarded as specific articles. Thus, for example, measures adopted in order to implement Article 26, “Work and Employment,” such as ensuring healthy work conditions, must be inclusive of women with disabilities even if the language of Article 26 does not explicitly mention them.
The case studies above provide a chilling testimony as to the systematic exclusion of disabled victims of violence from the justice system and effective legal remedies. Among Article 10-30, there are several articles that have especial importance for women with disabilities. Their importance is magnified when considered together with these case studies. For instance, Article 12, “Equal recognition before the law,” contains strong language requiring that individuals will be treated by administrators of justice on an “equal basis” and that despite their impairments, they will be able to “enjoy” and “exercise their legal capacity.” The barriers created by the police officers whom Reshma, who has an intellectual disability, encounters clearly illustrate the relevance of legal capacity protections for persons, especially women, with intellectual disabilities. (See section (4) above.) 
Article 13, “Access to justice,” complements equal recognition before the law in obvious ways. It obligates States to ensure that all persons with disabilities can participate fully and equally in the justice system, beginning with the very preliminary stages of investigation. As evident in the cases studies in section 2, the Bangladesh justice system does adequately not protect women’s right to access to justice. Nela’s father drops her case after he is coerced by the accused. Muna is waiting for more than four years for a judgment, her case pending due to procedural inefficiencies. For both these women, denial to access to justice not only quashes any hope for compensation or support from the accused parties, it also sidelines them from normal life experiences and renders them financially dependent on their families.  
Perhaps the most obviously applicable section of the CRPD is Article 16, “Freedom from exploitation, violence and abuse.” Herein, States Parties are obligated to provide affordable legal services to victims, to disseminate information on how to avoid violence, to monitor and report on instances of violence, to promote the rehabilitation and reintegration of victims into society, and to adopt policies and laws that allow for the effective protection against violence and its swift prosecution should it occur. The case studies here demonstrate how women with disabilities not only are especially vulnerable to becoming victims of violence, but they are also especially vulnerable to barriers to justice. States Parties are obligated to undertake preemptive measures to prevent violence, reactive measures to discourage future violations and to provide swift remedies, and post factum measures that facilitate victims’ mental and physical recovery. 
In this way, the CRPD lays out a roadmap to mitigating the kinds of instances experienced by the victims’ whose stories are recorded in these case studies. The CRPD can be used as a tool by supporters, activists, and policy-makers on local and national levels alike to fight against violence against women with disabilities. There is not a single victim interviewed who would not have benefited from implementation of these articles; instead, their victimization and suffering is compounded by severe gaps in protection, redress, and recovery. Not only does the CRPD prove instrumental in identifying ways to counteract violence against women with disabilities, it also provides an invaluable reference and guide for those who are documenting and studying such instances of violence.   
Further Research 

As far as organizational support goes, those who are in remote villages do not have the physical capability to reach these locations because of the lack of accessible vehicles and infrastructural support within their buildings. The needs of these women are not being looked at within the legal system as well because discrimination appears to be pervasive from the home community to the court room. Although this is an obvious problem being investigated in this report, it is even more shocking to realize that this stigmatization begins within the home. The pressures to meet cultural expectations forces the families as well as the woman herself, to take risky chances that could lead her in haphazard situations. The negative views on this demographic of women is one that spreads from the root of the family structure, into the legal system. If these women were given a fairer chance within the public and private realms of their daily lives, they would be able to prove their capabilities. However, the narrow-minded presumptions that are ingrained within the more traditional mindset prevent this from happening. Therefore, it may also be worth looking into investing resources that allow these women access to education and/ or to jobs from which they will be able to acquire their financial independence. 

The informational, institutional and informational barriers that have been described in this report are illustrative of the challenges to these women from accessing justice, all evidencing cases in which the agreement that Bangladesh has made to abide by conditions of the CRPD has been breached. Victims' families continue to be victims of financial exploitation, social coercion, and of low priority in the court system. Even when the verdict finds the perpetrator guilty but the courts cannot enforce the punishments, it is a reflection of the odds against these women. Understandably, it makes sense that some victims would have lack of faith in the system because all these factors continue to preserve their status as the marginalized group in society.  

The current legal system falls short of meeting the requirements listed within the convention, unwilling to challenge the current social order. However, Bangladesh's agreement to the CRPD is the first step to bringing about positive change. As it stands right now, Articles 6, 12, and 13 have been seriously violated by the system, all the aforementioned factors contributing to them. Perhaps though, with the clearer recognition of the actual barriers to accessing justice, the challenge may seem less insurmountable.
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