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Decision makers to promote the equality of persons with disabilities and recognize their meaningful contribution to society
In an interview between the Union of the Blind of Montenegro and Darko Brajović, Democratization Acting Programme Manager in the OSCE Mission to Montenegro, he told us that the participation of persons with disabilities in public and political life is a challenge, both for persons with disabilities and state institutions which do not work enough in this field.
Such a situation is a merely the result of the fact that persons with disabilities do not have equal access to information, ways of obtaining information and participation in public and political life,” Brajović pointed out. 
He reminded that all states, particularly those that had ratified the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, should ensure the participation of persons with disabilities in public and political life on an equal basis with others, as set out in Article 29 of the CRPD. 
He also noted that the participating States of the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) committed themselves take steps to ensure the equal opportunity of persons with disabilities to participate fully in the life of their society, and to promote the participation of PWDs in decision-making in fields concerning them. These commitments are enshrined in Moscow 1991 Document.
While talking about the progress which was made with regard to accessibility of polling stations, requirements for independent, secret and voting by with dignity by PWDs in elections, and our interlocutor pointed out that tangible progress was noticeable, but there was still room for additional improvement. 
“There is a progress in terms of better elections accessibility in Montenegro, although I cannot say that it is enough. Most common irregularities refer to information inaccessibility, a lack of expertise of electoral management bodies, independent and secret voting and inaccessibility of polling stations. 
Recent recommendations addressed to municipal election commissions adopted by the State Election Commission, as well as the cooperation of the State Election Commission and non-governmental organizations working on improvement of the position of PWDs, will help to make each following election process more accessible”, believes Brajović. 
He highlighted that the guidelines related to Election Day and polling stations have been developed in cooperation with non-governmental organizations.
“However, election process begins much earlier and it is important that persons with disabilities can be informed about candidates in the elections, and the ways they can exercise they voting rights – when and how they can vote. Advocating for their greater participation, not only as voters but as candidates too is of equal importance”, Brajović pointed out.
When asked if he would support the candidacy of a person with a disability to performing public function, our interlocutor answered in the affirmative. 
“Equality is the baseline of any progress. The state needs to recognize and provide opportunities for persons with disabilities who want to contribute to the society they live in. However, to make this possible, it is up to us to provide equal conditions for their participation in political life”, said Brajović. 
When asked what most common stereotypes are, according to his opinion, which are the reason that we do not have formal representatives of PWDs performing important state and other public functions, Brajović pointed out it seemed that many people believe how persons with disabilities have special needs for constant care. 
“It is widely believed that persons with disabilitoes cannot be as productive as persons without disabilities, which presents a stereotype saying that such a belief exists“, said Brajović.
In this context, Brajović particularly emphasized the importance of disability representation in the media. 
“I believe it is necessary to introduce some changes in the media and public attitudes aimed at evoking sympathy and pity for persons with disabilities, and the society shall show greater respect for the inherent dignity of persons with disabilities”, said Brajović. 
“In order to achieve significant progress in this field, decision makers shall show they really care about equality in the society”, highlighted Brajović.
“Persons with disabilities often lack self-confidence when it comes to participation in the public and political life, which is a result of discrimination. Whether it is about polling boards that should enable independent voting and secrecy of the ballot, or about equal employment opportunities, I believe that all citizens entrusted with public functions have moral responsibility to promote equality of persons with disabilities. In order to do that, we need to recognize success achieved by persons with disabilities and their contribution to our society”, concluded Brajović. 
This interview was done as part of the “I choose to choose” project, which is carried out by the Union of the Blind of Montenegro, is supported through the programme “CSOs in Montenegro – from basic services to policy formulation – M’BASE” implemented by the Center for Civic Education (CGO), Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung (FES), the Center for Protection and Study of Birds of Montenegro (CZIP) and Politicon network. The project is financed by the European Union and co-financed by the Ministry of Public Administration. 
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