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Abstract  

The disability concept has recently entered the scope of the international development sphere 

as the link between disability and poverty is undeniable. Disabled people’s organisations are 

playing an important role in the development process for disabled people. This thesis studies a 

non-governmental and community based disabled people’s organisation in The Gambia called 

Gambia Federation of the Disabled. It aims to examine how the organisation operates in the 

development sphere in The Gambia, identifying its member organisations and the partnership 

between them. Furthermore, it aims to pinpoint the major challenges the disabled members of 

these organisations face today. 

This thesis is based on a fieldwork that took place in early 2016 over a period of five 

months. Qualitative research was conducted using participant observation, semi-structured, 

structured and unstructured interviews with directors, staff members, partners and the disabled 

members of the disabled people’s organisations. Additionally, this work is rooted in data 

collected from focus groups comprising of these members.  

 The results suggest that the role of the Gambia Federation of the Disabled, as an umbrella 

body for the disabled people’s organisations, is to coordinate and organise the efforts of its 

members. The member organisations differ in size, scale of operations and which group they 

serve and are therefore very diverse. The partnership between these organisations is 

instrumental to fill in gaps of service for disabled people in The Gambia where the government 

fails or is unable to address their needs and as such it is essential for the disability community. 

Although the partnership between the umbrella body and the diverse group of member 

organisations can be challenging, together they have managed to place disability on the 

development agenda in the country to some extent. 

Despite improvements in the disabled field in The Gambia there are still multiple issues 

affecting its disabled people in their daily life. People with disabilities are still excluded from 

most spheres of the Gambian community, while stigma and discrimination are common because 

the moral/religious model of disability is dominant. Nevertheless, the results indicate that 

advocacy and empowerment efforts have shown positive results in changing the community 

and the surroundings.   

 

Keywords: Development studies, disability studies, disability, disabled people’s organisations, 

community based organisations, advocacy, empowerment, social stigma   
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Úrdráttur  
Hugtakið fötlun hefur nýlega hlotið aukna athygli innan alþjóðlegra þróunarsamvinnu enda 

sterkt samband milli fötlunar og fátæktar. Hagsmunasamtök fatlaðra sinna því mikilvægu 

hlutverki þegar það kemur að efnahags- og félagslegri þróun fyrir þennan hóp. Í þessari 

rannsókn er fjallað um hagsmunasamtök fatlaðra í Gambíu, Gambia Federation of Disabled. 

Markmið rannsóknarinnar er að varpa ljósi á hvernig samtökin bera sig að innan þróunargeirans, 

skoða aðildarsamtök samtakanna og samvinnuna þeirra á milli. Einnig er leitast við að varpa 

ljósi á helstu vandamál sem steðja að samfélagi fatlaðra einstaklinga í þeirra daglegu lífi í 

Gambíu.  

Þessi rannsókn byggist á vetttvangsathugun sem átti sér stað í upphafi árs 2016 og stóð 

yfir fimm mánaða tímabil. Rannsóknin notast við eigindlegar rannsóknaraðferðir þar sem 

þátttökuathugun, og hálf opin, opin og lokuð viðtöl við stjórnendur, starfsfólk og meðlimi 

samtakanna. Einnig er notast við gögn frá rýnihópum þar sem þáttakendur voru meðlimir 

samtakanna.  

Niðurstaða rannsóknarinnar bendir til þess að þessi hagsmunasamtök fatlaðra gegni 

mikilvægu hlutverki þegar kemur að því að samrýma og skipuleggja vinnaðferðir fyrir 

aðildarsamtökin. Aðildarfélögin eru mismunandi hvað varðar stærð, vinnuframlag og hvaða 

hóp þau vinna fyrir og því mjög fjölbreytt. Samstarf þessara félaga er mikilvægt þegar kemur 

að því að fylla upp í skörð í þjónustu samfélags fatlaðra sem stjórnvöld sinna ekki eða hafa ekki 

bolmagn til að sinna. Þó samstarfið milli félagsamtakanna geti reynst erfitt er það veigamikið 

og saman hafa þau ná árangri að koma málefnum fatlaðra á dagskrá þróunarsamvinnu í landinu.  

Þrátt fyrir bætta stöðu steðja ýmis vandamál að Gambíönum með fötlun í daglegu lífi. 

Einstaklingar með fötlun eru enn útilokaðir frá mörgum sviðum samfélags landsins og fordómar 

og mismunun eru algeng þar sem siðfræðilegt/trúarlegt fötlunarlíkan er enn ríkjandi. Þó benda 

niðurstöður til þess að ráðgjöf og valdefling sýni jákvæðar niðurstöður og eru til grundavallar 

að breytu samfélagi og umhverfi. 

 

Lykilorð: Þróunarfræði, fötlunarfræði, fötlun, hagnsunasamtök fatlaðra, frjáls félagasamtök, 

ráðgjöf, valdefning, fordómar, mismunun 
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Introduction 

Since the social movement of disabled people began to take shape in the 1970s the landscape 

of disability rights has been transformed (Mji, Gcaza, Melling-Williams, & MacLachlan, 2009; 

Shakespeare, 1993; WHO, 2011). The campaign, formed by people with various disabilities, 

promoted their inclusion into the society (Campbell & Oliver, 1996; Shakespeare, 1993) and 

has influenced a global development that is still ongoing (WHO, 2011). The struggle was 

inspired by the feminist movement and influenced by an increasing number of young people 

who became disabled as a result of international conflicts. Tired of being ignored, the 

marginalised group started to develop strategies to change how people see and experience 

disability (Campbell & Oliver, 1996; Shakespeare, 1993). 

 Globally, the international community embraced this new-found voice of persons with 

disabilities and acted on their demands. The United Nations (UN) declared the year 1981 as the 

International Year of the Disabled Persons. The declaration encouraged disabled people to join 

together, and disabled people’s organisations were formed all over the world (Campbell & 

Oliver, 1996; Shakespeare, 1993; WHO, 2011). During this year, the World Programme of 

Action Concerning Disabled Persons was formulated as the first global strategy to secure 

inclusion and rehabilitation of persons with disabilities (United Nations General Assembly, 

1982). Following the Year of the Disabled Persons it was agreed to dedicate a whole decade to 

the cause, and the Decade of the Disabled Persons was declared for 1983-1993. In 1992, at the 

end of the decade, it was decided to dedicate 3 December each year as the International Day of 

Disabled Persons (WHO, 2011).   

 Disability has in recent years gained increased attention in development circles. 

Disabled people were not only seen as subjects to enjoy basic human rights but it also became 

evident that there was a link between socio-economic outcome and disability, which resulted in 

disability becoming an issue for developmental support (Mitra, 2017; Mji et al., 2009; WHO, 

2011). Although the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) for the period 2000-2015 aimed 

to work towards equity and increased living standards in the world without specifically 

addressing disability it became clear that to achieve the eight MDG goals disabled people 

needed to be mobilised and empowered (WHO, 2011). 

 In 2006, the UN introduced the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 

(CRPD). The convention aimed to change attitudes and approaches towards disability and view 

disabled people as full participants in society, with rights and obligations rather than a group 

subject to charity and protection (United Nations General Assembly, 2007). The Convention 
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has been ratified by 175 states all around the globe and is a landmark in securing the rights of 

the disability community (Mitra, 2017; United Nations, 2017). As a result of the MDGs and 

CRPD, the World Health Organisation (WHO) in collaboration with the World Bank published 

a World Report on Disability in 2011 aiming to provide programmes and policy guidelines to 

globally improve the life of people with disabilities (WHO, 2011). In 2015, at the termination 

of the MDGs, UN General Assembly adopted the new Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 

for the period 2016 to 2030 (United Nations General Assembly, 2015). Disability is referenced 

to in several of the goals, in particular goals related to inequality, education and employment 

(Mitra, 2017). Furthermore, the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) have 

emphasised on the inclusion of disabled people in their work in development, and how essential 

it is to include them in strategy planning. Griffiths, Mannan and MacLachlan (2009) argue that 

the Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers, documents required when requesting a debt relief for 

low-income countries, to be the most important development paper in development efforts in 

the short or medium term, thus an important document to address disability in debt-relief 

countries. The Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers have increasingly been including disability 

and taking the group into consideration. This development and momentum for the cause has 

resulted in more consultation with the disability community, including in preparation for 

conventions, goals or strategy papers (Mitra, 2017; Mji et al., 2009; WHO, 2011). 

 Evidently, globally more attention has been given to persons with disabilities and their 

needs in the last few decades. This raises the question of how this progress translates in a setting 

of a low-income sub-Saharan country. In this thesis, the situation in The Gambia will be in 

focus with particular attention given to a non-governmental and community based disabled 

people’s organisation called Gambia Federation of the Disabled. The overall aim is to examine 

how the organisation operates in relation to the development agenda and with a focus on 

member organisations and the partnership between the various member organisations. In 

particular, the aim is to identify major challenges the disability community in The Gambia faces 

today. 

 The thesis is divided into six main chapters. First, the theoretical framework is outlined 

and literature review is presented. Attention is given to disability and disability theories related 

to development. This is followed by description of the field setting in The Gambia; in particular 

the situation of people with disabilities will be discussed with focus on national laws, 

conventions and policies in place that relate to disability. The third chapter deals with the 

methodology, choice of topics and the field, data collection, data analyses and ethical issues. 

Chapter four outlines the results of the research based on participant observation, interviews 
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and focus groups. The final two chapters include discussion of the findings and suggestions for 

improvements.  
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1 Theoretical Framework and Literature Review  

In this chapter the theoretical framework and the literature review of the thesis will be discussed. 

This chapter will look at disability studies and related theories, disability in development, 

development factors encountered by the disability community and the disabled people’s 

organisations in low income countries as well as their main strengths/challenges and tools.  

 

1.1 Disability Studies 
Disability studies, an academic discipline exploring the meaning, influence and understanding 

of disability from social perspective, was born as an outcome of the disabled social movement 

that took the world by storm in the 1970s. As the movement challenged ongoing norms and 

visions on disability it sought to improve the social and political situation of disabled people 

(Campbell & Oliver, 1996; Mitra, 2017; Mji et al., 2009; Shakespeare, 1993; WHO, 2011). 

 The field of disability studies has grown considerably in the last 20 years and is taught 

in universities all over the world, either as a graduate degree or as independent disability 

courses. According to Davis (2013) disability studies has gone through two waves as a 

discipline. The first wave took place in the 1990s where scholars and disability activists sought 

to develop disability theories, construct a common identity for people with different 

impairments and document the history of disability and disabled people. The second wave 

began with the entry of younger scholars to the newly but already established field of disability, 

exploring, criticising and reforming the foundation of the discipline. Disability scholars are 

optimistic that these self-reflecting strategies will allow the field to grow and prosper in the 

future (Berghs, Atkin, Graham, Hatton, & Thomas, 2016; Davis, 2013; Linton, 2013; Siebers, 

2008). 

 It is important to acknowledge that academia has historically studied disability for 

decades. However, rather than looking at the social construction of the phenomena it has 

predominantly been looked at from the medical perspective (Campbell & Oliver, 1996; Mji et 

al., 2009). Therefore, with the rise of the disability movement and through disability activists 

and scholars’ new ideas, definitions and theories found a fertile field within the social 

perspective to re-explore the concept of disability.  

1.1.1 Disability Movement  

Until the 1970s, organisations for the disabled people run by non-disabled people were the ones 

consulted by the government or policy makers and, as a result, the voices of the disability 
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community ignored. The movement was therefore formed by disabled people who had come to 

realise the only way to be heard and demand changes was through joining together, forming 

organisations and taking control and power over their own lives (Campbell & Oliver, 1996; Mji 

et al., 2009; Shakespeare, 1993, 2013). This is in line with Yash Tandon’s (1995) opinion, but 

he argues that power cannot been shared or given but that “power has to be taken. It is through 

active struggle for rights that you secure those rights” (p. 33). The individuals forming the 

movement not only desired to improve their own lives but as well they sought to improve the 

conditions for all disabled people as a community (Campbell & Oliver, 1996).  

 According to Campbell & Oliver in their book Disability Politics: Understanding our 

past, Changing our Future (1996), different theories can be applied when looking at the reasons 

for the forming of the disability movement. The strain theory was developed by Merton (1938) 

and explains how collective action is created as a response to the gap between the goals of the 

group and their current situation. This group is therefore confronted with certain strains and 

rebels to change their status in the society. Siegel (2009) discusses this theory further and states 

that these strains are class dependant as it is harder for individuals from lower class to reach 

their goals. This theory is useful in understanding why the disability movement grew as a 

response to the inequality they faced and their desire for a better and more independent life. 

The mass society theory can also be applied to the forming of the social movement. According 

to Buechler (2013), isolated individuals who have been ignored are more vulnerable in adopting 

“extremist” ideas. Kornhauser (2008) explores the mass society theory in relation to social 

movements in his book The Politics of Mass Society where he states that mass society is created 

when “both elites and non-elites lack social insulation; that is, when elites are accessible to 

direct intervention by non-elites, and when non-elites are available for direct mobilisation by 

elites” (p. 43). As the disabled people tended to be isolated there were only a few members of 

the community who organised the movement and gathered the masses that needed to be heard 

(Campbell & Oliver, 1996).  

 Following the social disability movement disabled people’s organisations started to 

develop around the globe. The rise in number of these kinds of organisations is noteworthy for 

different reasons (Campbell & Oliver, 1996; WHO, 2011). First, they were usually underfunded 

and received limited assistance from national and international agencies even if they were 

supposed to support development. Secondly, the charity organisations that had been in charge 

of the disability issues before put up a resistance and often acted as an opposition to the disabled 

people’s organisations. In addition, the lack of support from politicians and policy makers was 

evident. Lastly, because of social barriers it proved difficult for people with disability to 
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organise themselves, conduct meetings and communications could be challenging. According 

to Campbell & Oliver (1996), the idea of having their own organisations carried a greater weight 

than the troubles that surfaced for the disability community and this held them together. 

 These organisations were often ignored and during the Conference of Rehabilitation 

International in Winnipeg held in 1980 the disabled delegates walked out as disabled people’s 

organisations were not included in the committee to organise the Year of the Disabled Person. 

This group action led to the participants deciding to group even more tightly and establish 

Disabled People International (DPI) as an international disabled people’s organisation 

(Campbell & Oliver, 1996). DPI is today the most prominent of the international disabled 

people’s organisations and its network has become very important and made some notable 

achievements (Mji et al., 2009). 

 According to Shakespeare (1993), the disabled social movement was significant for 

disabled people themselves as they got the opportunity to understand their own realities, 

identities and positions and share them with others, or as Shakespeare worded it: “in making 

personal troubles into public issues disabled people are affirming the validity and importance 

of their own identity, rejecting both victimising tendencies of society at large, and their own 

socialisation” (p. 263). 

 

The reconstruction of the core term disability was also a major part of the social movement as 

they rejected the prevailing definition and began exploring new ways of constructing their 

identity and defining themselves and their conditions (Linton, 2013; Shakespeare, 1993). 

1.1.2 Disability Definitions  

The term disability has been challenging to define and there does not exist a worldwide agreed 

definition. According to WHO (2011), this is due to disability being an umbrella term for 

limitations and different body functions and therefore a broad term. The Oxford Dictionaries 

(2017a) defines disability as “a physical or mental condition that limits a person’s movements, 

senses, or activities” and “a disadvantage or handicap, especially one imposed or recognised by 

the law.” According to Linton (2013), disability “appears to signify something material and 

concrete, a physical or psychological condition considered to have medical significance” (p. 

162). The social movement of disabled people did not agree with the definition based on the 

body and the individual but sought to explore it from the social perspective. The Union of the 

Physically Impaired Against Segregation (1976), an English union that was instrumental in 
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starting the disability social movement (Campbell & Oliver, 1996; Shakespeare, 1993, 2013), 

defined the term disability as:  

The disadvantage or restriction of activity caused by a contemporary social 

organisation which takes no or little account of people who have physical 

impairments and thus excludes them from participation in the mainstream of 

social activities. Physical disability is therefore a particular form of social 

oppression (p. 20). 

Disability as a term has been criticised by numerous scholars, activists and the disability 

community (Linton, 2013; Mitra, 2017). Linton (2013) stresses that the negative meaning which 

has been assigned to the term must be changed, by disability scholars and the disability rights 

movement, to mirror the shift from the medical model to the social. Mitra (2017) argues that 

the term is negative in its essence as it has the prefix dis is there to explain absence. Linton 

(2013) agrees and stresses that the prefix “connotes separation, taking apart, sundering in two” 

(p. 171) and therefore, according to Linton adds a lack of capabilities or effectiveness to the 

term.  

 The terms to describe people belonging to the disability community have changed since 

the rise of the disability social movement. According to Linton (2013), terms defining people 

by their disability like the disabled or the handicapped were replaced in the mid 1970s by terms 

consigning disability as a characteristic, such as, people with disabilities or men and woman 

with disabilities. The disability community in the West has though reclaimed the term disabled 

to highlight its issues and it is often used in disability studies or the disability rights movement 

by their own initiative. It has resulted in the use of the terms disabled people and disability 

community. For the purpose of this thesis the terms disabled people and disability community 

will be used, following the emphasis of the social model of disability, but people with 

disabilities will also be used as a variation when needed in the text.  

1.1.3 Disability Models  

1.1.3.1 Moral Model 

Historically disability was understood and explained as a punishment or a curse inflicted by 

supernatural beings or religious figures. This view of disability is referred as the moral model 

and is the least prevalent disability model today. However, according to Kaplan (2000) “there 

are still many cultures that associate disability with sin and shame” (p. 353). As this model 
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blames the disabled individual or someone close to him/her for the impairments this can have 

a significant negative impact on the disabled person. This model is associated with shame and 

has led to family members of a disabled person being shameful of their existence and even 

hiding them away from the society (Kaplan, 2000). In the post Enlightenment period these 

explanations shifted and disability was understood as a medical condition where the disabled 

people needed to be treated and rehabilitated (Shakespeare, 2013) and segregation policies kept 

being popular (WHO, 2011).  

1.1.3.2 Medical Model 

The medical model considered a disability to be a health issue and caused by diseases, defects 

or injuries. Disabled people are therefore seen as an “abnormal” person in contrast to a “normal” 

non-disabled person. As disability is treated as a health issue, the model uses interventions to 

prevent disability and medical treatments and rehabilitations as a response to disability (Berghs 

et al., 2016; Shakespeare, 2013; WHO, 2011). Shakespeare (2013) argues the medical model 

only focuses on disabled bodies on an individual level. Siebers (2013) agrees with Shakespeare 

and adds that this focus on the individual results in their isolation and treatment as an ill patient 

excluded from the society.  

 The main strength of the medical model according to Linton (2013) is that the emphasis 

on the medical aspect has improved rehabilitation, prevented diseases and impairments and 

enhanced health conditions of disabled people. As a consequence the model has been beneficial 

for the health of disabled people and has even saved lives.  

 The disadvantage of the model is greater than its strengths and it has been criticised 

heavily by scholars and disability activists for concentrating on the individual and ignoring the 

society factors and barriers (Berghs et al., 2016; Campbell & Oliver, 1996; Linton, 2013; 

Shakespeare, 2013; WHO, 2011). According to Campbell and Oliver, the focus on the 

individual has a considerable negative impact in the self-identity of a disabled person (1996).  

 Although the medical model was persistent and popular, disabled people realised that 

the model played a part creating and maintaining their suppressed situation in the society and 

started resisting and challenging it (Campbell & Oliver, 1996; Mji et al., 2009; Shakespeare, 

1993, 2013; WHO, 2011).  
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1.1.3.3 Social Model  

The social model arose from a radical group involved in the disability social movement. It 

rejects liberal and reformist ideas of more mainstream disability organisations and was inspired 

by Marxism thoughts. The group aimed to secure the total inclusion of the disabled people into 

the society, independent living and control over their own lives (Shakespeare, 2013). The social 

perspective argues that the medical view ignores the contribution of the community settings in 

disabling people and stressed that the social factor is even greater than the medical one. The 

core idea of the social model is that it distinguishes between “impairment” and “disability.” 

Disability is the social barriers caused by impairments and limitations resulting in consequences 

on an individual level. Disabled people’s organisations and numerous researchers have 

emphasised that the social role and physical barriers create disabilities (Berghs et al., 2016; 

Shakespeare, 2013; WHO, 2011). 

The social model was the first disability model developed by disabled people 

themselves and it is this connection to the grassroots movement that is considered one of its 

major strengths (Berghs et al., 2016; Campbell & Oliver, 1996; Shakespeare, 2013; WHO, 

2011). Linton (2013) stresses that it is also seen as the first model aiming to give the disabled 

people control over their own lives. Shakespeare (2013) argues that if disability is defined as a 

political/social concept all disabled people are grouped together by common social experiences, 

in contrast when the concept of disability has dominantly a medical meaning in which disabled 

people are identified as different groups based on the physical or mental conditions. According 

to Siebers (2013), the social model gives understanding in that disability is based on how the 

society experiences different kinds of bodies and prefers some bodies over others. Due to this 

view, there is a more urgent need for social changes rather than advances in medicine. 

Shakespeare (2013) believes the social model has three main strengths, that are political, 

instrumental and psychological. Politically the social model is easy to understand, can be 

applied on the social realities of the people with disabilities and outlines an agenda for a 

desirable social change. Instrumentally, as it identifies barriers that the disability community 

faces and places the lack of participation of disabled people, not on themselves, but on the 

society and its structure. Lastly, psychologically the social model has led to an increase in 

positive identity development for people with disabilities.  

Shakespeare (2013) identifies four major weaknesses of the model. Firstly, he argues 

that with the focus on the society the model ignores the fact that disabled people identify 

themselves based on their impairments because it is this that influences their everyday life and 
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that the model implies that impairment is not a problem. Secondly, the model assumes that 

disability is oppression leading to the end that all disabled people are oppressed. Thirdly, the 

model understands impairment and disability as separate terms while it is challenging to 

distinguish if the barriers disabled people confront are based on either term. Lastly, the idea of 

an environment that has removed all barriers for disabled people is hard to make into reality.  

The theory of disability social oppression is central in the social model of disability as 

the model was developed to fight the worldwide social oppression of disabled people 

(Shakespeare, 2013; WHO, 2011). In this model, disabled people are socially oppressed as they 

have been poor, powerless and stigmatised through history and still are today. Disability 

oppression is complex and multi-layered and has recently been undertaken by disability 

scholars and researchers to analyse and frame the systemic nature of this oppression (Charlton, 

2013). Charlton argues that oppression of disabled people can be understood as similar to the 

oppression of other marginalised groups, for example black people or women, as the oppression 

is political, social and based on a system of domination. Furthermore, he maintains that the 

relationship between disability and political economy is crucial in understanding the oppression 

of disabled people. Political economy looks at how the society is economically and politically 

constructed through class systems. As social relationships can influence a person’s economic 

status, class is not only structured through occupation or employment but also through family 

and the community. Therefore, it looks at the power of the individuals and power relations 

between people. As disabled people have little power or are powerless when it comes to their 

economic viability they are ignored and become outcasts in this class system.  

According to Charlton, culture and belief systems can influence the oppression of the 

disabled people. He argues that through customs, traditions, religions, and other acts that sustain 

a culture, disabled people are oppressed as they are seen as abnormal and pitiful. Furthermore, 

psychological internalisation is a part of the oppression as disabled people often have a shattered 

self-image and consider themselves inferior to non-disabled people. The last component that 

Charlton identifies of disability oppression is power and its relations with control. As the 

disabled people are often powerless they also lack control and are therefore controlled by 

whomever has that power.  

Academics and disability community have constructed the terms ableism to name the 

oppression people with disabilities experience. The term is defined in the Oxford Dictionaries 

as “discrimination in favour of able-bodied people” (Oxford Dictionaries, 2017b) but Linton 

(2013) argues that people with disabilities, similar to people of colour or women, are identified 

and determined by their disabilities and considered inferior to people that do not have any 
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disabilities. To change this public view on disability and disabled people, disability scholars 

have developed new models of disability that challenges and criticises the once dominant 

medical model. 

1.1.3.4 International Classification of Functioning Model 

According to the World Report on Disability (2011) published by the WHO there is a need to 

look at both social and medical factors that influence the life of disabled people. Therefore, 

WHO, in collaboration with the disability community and specialists, created the International 

Classification of Functioning model (ICF). The approach includes health factors but, 

additionally, personal and environmental factors as well and it’s known as a bio-psycho-social 

model (WHO, 2011). 

According to ICF model, disability is either based on “impairments, activity limitations 

or participation restrictions” (p. 5). The model considers all disabilities under the same 

conditions and does not group different 

disabilities into separate groups but rather 

tries to cover all human abilities or 

disabilities under the same hat. Although 

disabilities are all grouped together under 

the ICF model, it is stressed in the report 

that to be able to give service and make 

policies for the disability community it can 

be beneficial to group persons with 

disabilities after their impairments (WHO, 

2011).  

The strength of this model according to Shakespeare (2013) is that disability is 

understood as complex and multi-levelled and therefore needs different tools for analysing, 

intervening and researching using both social and medical approaches. Maria Berghs, Karl 

Atkin, Hilary Graham, Chris Hatton and Carol Thomas (2016) suggest in their report on 

different disability theories that the weakness of the model is that even as it tries to distance 

itself away from the medical model, it is unable to remove the connection completely (2016).  

 

1.2 Disability in Development  
In the WHO Disability Report published in 2011 it is estimated that 15% of the world 

population are already disabled and suggests that disability in the world will grow due to aging 

 Figure 1. ICF Model. From: World Report on Disability 
(WHO, 2011) 
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and increased global chronic health issues. It is believed the disability rate will increase even 

faster in poorer countries of the world (Mitra, 2017; WHO, 2011). 

 Disability studies and development studies have not been seen to have a lot of 

connection until recently. This is due to many reasons, but one of them is that most of the 

knowledge disability studies build on has been collected in wealthier countries and mirror the 

reality of the West. It is not until recently that researchers and specialists, policymakers and 

others working in the development field started to look at disability studies. Formerly, planning 

concerning development or humanitarian assistance of the poorest of the poor mostly ignored 

disabled people (MacLachlan & Swartz, 2009b). Furthermore, before research about disability 

and people with disabilities were usually conducted by non-disabled people who did not see the 

need to consult the specialists, the disabled people themselves. Fortunately, in recent years, 

these methods have changed and people with disabilities are most commonly a part of the 

researchers’ planning and implementation of the study, and their voices are heard (Swartz, 

2009).  

Data from developing countries, usually from national household studies or equivalent, 

is variable, but normally the number of disabled people is documented to be lower than in the 

Western world (Thomas, 2005). Therefore, disability prevalence in poorer countries is believed 

to be under-reported in many of the world’s poorer countries, but a number of reasons are 

believed to influence these inaccuracies. Firstly, these numbers are usually only based on people 

with severe impairment but excludes people with mild disabilities (Loeb, 2009). Secondly, the 

underestimation of disability in poorer countries is influenced by the strategies and methods 

used to collect data and quality of the data collected (Mitra, 2017). Eide and Loeb (2005) 

conducted a literature review based on disability statistics in low-income countries. They found 

there was little data on the topic and often when data was found it lacked quality and correct 

application of research methods. Thirdly, there is a lack of studies on disabled people in low 

income countries and a need for both quantitative and qualitative studies in the field (Mitra, 

2017). Thus, it is highly unlikely data from national studies in developing countries is reflective 

of the current situation, from a Western point of view. For this reason it is believed that the 

need for service is much more greater than can be estimated based on reports conducted by the 

countries themselves (Loeb, 2009). 

Studies have shown that there is a link between disability and education, employment, 

mobilisation and healthcare, where individuals who lack access to these fundamental 

institutions and services are more likely to be or become disabled (Eide & Øderud, 2009). An 

increasing amount of attention is now given to disability as a subject of international 
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development and numerous specialists and researchers have addressed this topic recently 

(MacLachlan & Swartz, 2009; Mitra, 2017). 

1.2.1 Disability and Poverty  

The WHO estimates that the prevalence of disability is higher in low income countries 

compared to wealthier states (WHO, 2011). Additionally, studies have shown that disability has 

greater effects on vulnerable populations and marginalised groups. Therefore it is clear that 

disability is both a human right and development issue even if it has been ignored as such until 

recently (Eide & Loeb, 2005; MacLachlan & Swartz, 2009b; Mitra, 2017). Disability in the 

global south is common and it is associated with social stigma, lower education level, lack of 

employment, lack of access to healthcare, and poverty (Mitra, 2017). The World Bank 

estimated that 20% of people living under the poverty line are disabled (Thomas, 2005) and 

disabled people are more vulnerable to bad health, malnutrition and are more likely to contract 

life threatening diseases (Hanass-Hancock & Nixon, 2009).  

Research has shown that disabled people are commonly poor and there exists a link 

between disability and poverty. The poor are more likely to become disabled and the disabled 

are more likely to be poor and additionally often have to pay a high cost for necessary services, 

medical treatment and rehabilitation (MacLachlan & Swartz, 2009b; Mitra, 2017; WHO, 2011). 

This has resulted in over-representation of disabled people in the group of the poorest people 

in the world and therefore they are receiving limited services and experiencing fewer 

opportunities (Loeb, 2009).  

 Access to education for children with disabilities has been limited and disabled people 

have a lower education level than the average population. Fewer of them are literate and fewer 

receive higher level education. According to Rohleder, Swartz and Philander (2009), this is due 

to a popular community belief that disabled children are unable to learn as other children or that 

the class would be disturbed if they were present. Therefore, poor parents are less inclined to 

send their non-disabled children to school as an investment. 

The access to healthcare for the disabled in global south has also been stated as 

inadequate (WHO, 2011). According to Eide and Øderud (2009), rehabilitation is not reaching 

the poorest; it is reported that only 1-2% of the disabled people in the poorest countries receive 

any rehabilitation and that priority of the healthcare services in these countries is on prevention 

rather than rehabilitation. The majority of the disabled in these countries have no or limited 

access to assistive technology and the supply is much lower than the demand (WHO, 2011). 

Wheelchairs are usually given second hand or mass produced and sent to the poor. These 
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wheelchairs are often made for indoor use and therefore it can be challenging to use them in 

rough everyday settings. The quality is often not sufficient and wheelchairs can be poorly fitted, 

which can lead to pressure sores and infections that can be fatal if not properly treated. It has 

been estimated that in many poor countries only 15% of the people who need assistant 

technology have access to it (Eide & Øderud, 2009).                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      

Furthermore, according to Loeb (2009), there is a link between countries that are 

considered failed states and disability as there is link between failed states and poverty and 

between poverty and disability. When the state is failing, many of its inhabitants migrate to 

another state, and the richer you are the further you go. People who are on the poverty line and 

with a disability have the least means of migrating if its state is failing. 

 

1.3 Disabled People’s Organisations  

As described above, disabled people’s organisations are organisations formed by disabled 

people themselves. They aim to secure and promote the human rights of the disability 

community and fight stigma and discrimination. Most commonly they are Non-Governmental 

Organisations (NGOs) that can operate on community, national or international level and differ 

greatly in size and function (Campbell & Oliver, 1996; MacLachlan & Swartz, 2009b; Mitra, 

2017; WHO, 2011).  

Disabled people’s organisations that work on a national level are usually also 

community based but work on a larger scale. Some are federations where their member 

organisations are the community based organisations. The main role of these federations is to 

coordinate the efforts of their member organisations and support them with funding, knowledge 

and strategies. These community organisations then often belong to bigger regional or 

international organisations (MacLachlan & Swartz, 2009b; WHO, 2011).  

The disabled people’s organisations that operate on community level are community 

based organisations with the primary aim of improving the lives of their members. These 

organisations concentrate usually on one specific type of disability or small group of disabled 

people. One organisation can have more than one branch in different settings but these branches 

also concentrate most of their efforts on their nearest community (WHO, 2011). 

Researchers have noted that it is admirable how people with disabilities in many of the 

poorest countries have grouped together and taken an active role in fighting for their rights 

themselves (MacLachlan & Swartz, 2009b). Most advocates for disabled rights in low income 

countries work within NGOs or disabled organisations sphere (Mitra, 2017). It has been argued 
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that disabled people’s organisations, among others, have not been recognized as they should be 

as an important partner and stakeholder in development and advocates for change. These 

organisations are effective in reaching disabled people and changing community attitudes 

(MacLachlan & Swartz, 2009b).  

Many countries have developed disability policy because of the effort of these groups 

but for the poor countries in the world that struggle with many other things, disability is often 

not seen as a priority (Mji et al., 2009). Disabled people’s organisations are often involved when 

it comes to collect data or conduct research concerning the disabled community. This is in 

agreement with the Disability Report (2011) where it is stated that it is important that states 

consult disabled people’s organisations when looking at laws and regulations, policies and 

programs involving or affecting people with disabilities (WHO, 2011). 

1.3.1 Community Based Disabled People’s Organisations  

According Ellis & Freeman (2004), NGOs play an important role in the development sector 

and their contribution to improvements for their members can be extensive. Community based 

organisations like disabled people’s organisations can impact a broad variety of development 

issues, namely economic, social, physical, health, infrastructure and polices (Abegunde, 2009; 

Hussain, Khattak, & Khan, 2008).  

 Community based disabled people’s organisations differ from other NGOs as they are 

embedded in their community and have a deep knowledge of the field. They understand the 

dominant language and culture in the society and have the advantage to be able to respond 

quickly to needs and gaps that develop in the community they serve (Abegunde, 2009). Further, 

community based organisations empower people in the community to try to better their own 

society through development and relying on the community resources (Manji & Naidoo, 2004).  

 As disabled people’s organisations are established by disabled people and for disabled 

people, these organisations rely heavily on their members to better their own situation by 

connecting and working together (Campbell & Oliver, 1996), resulting in improvement of the 

community because of new skills learning. These new skills are not lost after the development 

project terminates but stay in the community (Abegunde, 2009). Furthermore, the members of 

these organisations tend to have strong and clear voice that quite easily can influence the 

organisations’ strategies and policies. Their opinions are taken seriously and the structure of 

the organisations is often informal and egalitarian (Samuel & Thanikachalam, 2003). One of 

the most valuable documents for any community based organisation is the statue, often called 

the constitution of the organisation. The statue is used as a guideline in the organisations work 
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and is a core document in all its programs or projects. According to the results of a study 

concerning the statue of community based organisations in Southern Africa conducted by Manji 

and Naidoo (2004) almost all respondents - 97% - reported that they had viewed the statue of 

their organisations and 90% said they used it regularly conducting work for the organisation. 

Most community based organisations are funded my membership fees, funding activities 

organised by the organisations or get supported by local or international donors. These primary 

funding methods are designed to distance the organisations from ruling government and 

political influence and guarantee their independence (Abegunde, 2009; Hussain et al., 2008). 

 Community based organisations therefore have many strengths but there are also 

numerous weaknesses worth mentioning. Firstly, these organisations are highly dependent on 

the group they serve and their needs but often ignore the needs of the society as a whole (Barr, 

Dekker, & Fafchamps, 2015). This is in line with the conclusion of Barr and associates (2015) 

research on community based organisations membership conducted in 2012 in Senegal and 

Burkina Faso. There economic and ethnic factors were important and influenced how the people 

grouped together and formed an organisation. Also, financial independence desired by most 

community based organisations is not always guaranteed. All stakeholders and especially 

donors can influence the organisations’ decision-making or action and donors can threaten to 

withdraw funding if they feel that their voices or advice is ignored (Hearn, 2007). Additionally, 

funding is not always on a regular basis which can threaten the quality or even the continuation 

of the activities (Abegunde, 2009). Finally, the relationship between a community based 

organisation and ruling government can be complicated and hard to guarantee total 

independence of the organisation (Abegunde, 2009; Radley, 2008).  

1.3.2 Tools 

People with disabilities is a diverse group that commonly face discrimination and social stigma. 

Disabled people’s organisations thus use different tools to try to change the social realities of 

disabled people. Networking, advocacy and empowerment are the main tools and have shown 

positive results (Campbell & Oliver, 1996; McColl & Boyce, 2003; WHO, 2011). 

Organisations are often engaged in one or more of these strategies even if their main role is still 

to supply service to the disability community (Griffiths et al., 2009).  

1.3.2.1 Networking  

Networking is a complicated and diverse process that has been defined by the Oxford 

Dictionaries to mean to “interact with others to exchange information and develop professional 
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or social contacts” (2018a). For the disabled people’s organisations, networking has first and 

foremost proven to be a great tool in grouping individuals together to secure rights for the 

disability community. With disabled people establishing organisations on local, national and 

international level the group has developed a forum where their voices are heard and where 

they can work together as one in reaching their goals (Campbell & Oliver, 1996; Mji et al., 

2009). Networking is also useful in sharing resources and knowledge and has proven itself to 

be one of the most important tools in all disabled people’s organisations’ work (Mji et al., 2009).  

1.1.1.1 Empowerment  

From the early days, the disabled people’s organisations have strived towards empowerment of 

their members individually and collectively. Empowerment is an important tool in development 

but scholars have been quoted saying that it is a difficult concept to define as it can take different 

forms in different situations. In Oxford Dictionaries empowerment is defined as the “authority 

or power given to someone to do something” and “the process of becoming stronger and more 

confident, especially in controlling one's life and claiming one’s rights” (2018b). According to 

Campbell and Oliver (Campbell & Oliver, 1996) empowerment is a social process that disabled 

people or other marginalised groups use to have their voice heard and take control over their 

own lives. On the other hand, it has been argued that it is hard to identify empowerment but it 

is easy to notice when it is absent (Griffiths et al., 2009).  

To try to identify empowerment it is useful to look at theories about power. According 

to Fazil and associates (2004) there are two different approaches related to power, the structural 

approach and the human agency approach. The structural approach looks at the social structure 

and identifies the reasons of lack of power to be barriers created in the social, economic or 

institutional environment. The human agency approach looks more towards the individual and 

his own agency to change his own environment. It is believed that if empowerment is to be 

materialized there is a need for both of these approaches to work together (Griffiths et al., 2009).  

1.1.1.1 Advocacy 

According to Oxford dictionaries advocacy is the strategy to gain “public support for or 

recommendation of a particular cause or policy” (2018c). Similarly, WHO (1995) has described 

advocacy as a “combination of individual and social actions designed to gain political 

commitment, policy support, social acceptance and systems support for a particular health goal 

or programme.” Therefore, advocacy strategies have been a core tool in most disabled people’s 

organisations’ work. According to McColl and Boyce (2003) disabled people’s organisations 

tend to be either service providers or an advocacy group. Interestingly, some organisations can 
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develop and include increased advocacy work over time. It is relatively common that disabled 

people’s organisations are established to fill the service gap in their community and provide 

services but later develop into an advocacy group. 

Carlisle (2000) identifies four different types of advocacy in her article Health 

promotion, advocacy and health inequalities: a conceptual framework. Firstly, she describes 

representation advocacy where individual or a group is represented by a third party. Secondly 

she describes community development advocacy as a local level strategy where the advocates 

identify needs and gaps and seek empowerment and participation. Thirdly, community activism 

advocacy does not only identify the needs of the group but tries to challenge the cause on a 

structural level. Finally, Carlisle defines social policy reform advocacy as a strategy that intends 

to change the social structure or policy making to promote for their cause.    
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2 Setting: The Gambia 

The fieldwork setting is The Gambia. To contextualise it, the geography will be described 

followed by its history and socio-economic situation. Particular attention will be given to 

various international conventions and treaties The Gambia has signed with attention to those 

that relate to the rights of disabled people, and relevant legal and political frameworks in place 

in the country. 

 

2.1 Geography  
The Gambia, also known as Gambia, is a small country in West Africa on 13°N 16°W that 

shares borders with the Republic of Senegal and a coastline with the Atlantic Ocean. The 

Gambia is named after the Gambia 

River, one of the major rivers in 

West Africa which lies in the middle 

of the country and divides it 

horizontally. The capital Banjul is 

located on the south river bank on the 

coastline. The country is divided into 

eight different Local Government 

Areas that were known as divisions 

until 2007. These Local Government Areas are Banjul, Basse, Brikhama, Janjanbureh, 

Kanifing, Kerewan, Kuntaur and Mansakonko that are further divided into 43 smaller districts 

(Gambia Bureau of Statistics, 2013a).  

The climate in the country is tropical, with rainy season usually between June and 

October and dry season between November and the end of May. The Gambia’s vegetation is 

savanna and swamps with the savanna located in the upland of the country and the swamps 

alongside the Gambia River (Central Intelligence Agency, 2017; Gailey, Clark, & Forde, 2017).  

 

2.2 Historical Overview 

The history of The Gambia and neighbouring Senegal are closely tied together as they were 

often considered the same region until the 19th century, known as Senegambia. The region 

consisted of small kingdoms before the arrival of the Europeans with the Malinke, Wolof and 

Figure 2. Map of The Gambia and its location in West Africa. 
From: Wikipedia  
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Fulani as the main kingdoms. However, none of these kingdoms were powerful enough to 

control the whole Senegambia area (Gailey et al., 2017; Reeve, 1969).  

  It was the Portuguese explorer Alvise Cadamostro who was the first European to 

discover the region in 1455, followed by an establishment of trading stations and settlements 

on the river banks. These settlements never reached a significant size, but the communities 

existed until the 18th century. The settlers introduced Portuguese dresses, costumes and 

Christianity to the region. The Portuguese trade lasted until 1588 when the trading rights were 

sold to the British Empire (Colonial Reports Annual, 1938).  

In the beginning of the 17th century, the French, British and Portuguese were all present 

in the area intending to gain more influence and explore its wealth. Settlements were formed 

but outbreaks of tropical diseases were common and often had a severe impact on these 

populations. The British conducted numerous expeditions in the area in the mid-17th century 

but such explorations ceased because they were found to be financially unprofitable. Meanwhile 

the Dutch presence grew across the land and they took control of two strategic points in the 

region until the British regained interest in the area after rumours of gold began to spread. The 

French and the English fought over the trading rights of the region from the late 17th century 

and throughout the 18th century without the construction of lasting borders (Colonial Reports 

Annual, 1938; Reeve, 1969).  

The Senegambia area played a significant role in the trans-Atlantic slave trade. The 

majority of the slaves traded were captured by combatant African ethnic groups and sold as 

prisoners of intertribal wars. The number of slaves coming from The Gambia is unknown but 

according to writings of Francis Moore, an employee at the Royal African Company, he 

suggests the slave trade in The Gambia in 1730, at its highest peak, was estimated to be around 

a thousand people a year (Gamble, 2004). It is believed that the majority of the slaves were 

taken to the Americas to work on plantations. The slave trade was officially abolished in the 

British Empire in 1807 and this act reduced and later eliminated slave trade in the region.  

The Banjul and the surrounding area officially became a colony and part of the British 

Empire in 1821 and was followed by protectorate establishment in 1894 when the English 

imposed indirect rule and divided the country into different chiefdoms controlled locally by 

different chiefs. The borders of The Gambia, as the region is known today, were drawn in an 

agreement between Britain and French in a conference in Paris in 1889 (Shillington, 2004; 

Wright, 2010).  

The Gambia gained independence from Britain in 1965 as the last of the British African 

colonies but remained in the Commonwealth. It became a republic in 1970 and elected its first 
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President, Sir Dawda Jawara, who held power for 34 years. His presidency was mostly peaceful 

but in 1981 there was an attempted coup. The rebellion was not successful and was crushed 

with military assistance from Senegal. After the attempt a Confederation of The Gambia and 

Senegal was formed, named Senegambia, but dissolved in 1989 (Wright, 2010).  

In the year 1994 there was another attempt to overthrow the Government, but this one 

was successful. Led by a young security officer named Yahya Jammeh the army rebelled and 

claimed that the reason for the bloodless coup was corruption and mismanagement of the 

Government. The President, Sir Jawara, went into exile and the army ruled the country for two 

years. In the Presidential elections in 1996 Jammeh was elected and held the office for the next 

20 years (Wright, 2010). On December 1st, 2016, Gambians voted Adama Barrow as their third 

democratically elected President since gaining independence (Gailey et al., 2017). 

 

2.3 Socio-economic situation 

2.3.1 Demography 

In 2017, the population of The Gambia was estimated to be 2,051,363 people (Central 

Intelligence Agency, 2017) with an average growth rate of 2.8% yearly (Central Intelligence 

Agency, 2017; The World Bank, 2017). The population consists of several ethnic groups, 

Mandinka being the largest and comprising of about 34% of the population. Mandinka has 

settled all over the country, both in urban and rural areas. Fulani (22%) are predominantly 

located in upriver areas but are present in all areas. Wolof (12%) are mostly located in the 

capital area. Jola (11%) are mostly present in West Gambia while Soninke (7%) are located in 

the areas upriver and Sere (3%) have settled along the coastline (Central Intelligence Agency, 

2017; Gailey et al., 2017).  

 The Gambian population is young, the majority being under 30 years old. According to 

the 2013 Housing Census 49.4% of the population are under 18 years of age (Gambia Bureau 

of Statistics, 2013b). Youths from the age 13-30 years old comprised 37.2% of the population 

(Gambia Bureau of Statistics, 2013c) and the elderly, that is people over 64 years old, represent 

only 3.7% of the population (Gambia Bureau of Statistics, 2013d). Most households were male-

headed households (79.1%) (Gambia Bureau of Statistics, 2013e). More than 90% of the 

population are Muslim and the second largest religious group is Roman Catholic. The official 

language in The Gambia is English and the main spoken languages are English, Wolof, 

Mandinka, Jola and Fula (Central Intelligence Agency, 2017; Gailey et al., 2017). 
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 According to the Housing Census by the Gambian Bureau of Statistics final report on 

education (2013), compared to the year 2003, there was less registration in the education system 

in 2013. In 2013, 51% of females and 59% of males were attending early childhood education 

compared to 75% of males and 67% of females in 2003. At the time of the census, 57% of 

children under 17 years of age were attending school while 39% had never been to school. 

Gender balance was more or less equal in primary school education and among those who had 

a primary school certificate - about 31% for both boys and girls. Some 55% of children under 

fifteen years old were literate with literacy being considerably higher in the urban area and thus 

lower in the rural area (Gambia Bureau of Statistics, 2013f). 

2.3.2 Economy and Resources  

The Gambia is one of the poorest countries in the world. In the Human Development Index 

2016 it ranks 173 out of 188 countries and territories worldwide (United Nations Development 

Programme, 2016). The nation’s gross domestic product (GDP) growth in 2016 was 2.2% 

compared to 4.3% the year before, this drop was mainly due to the impact of the political 

situation on tourism and weak agricultural output because of erratic weather conditions which 

saw many crops fail in 2015. The inflation in 2016 rose to 7.9%, driven by high food prices and 

depreciation of the local currency. The authorities have been trying to estimate the scale of theft 

that occurred mostly from state owned enterprises during the reign of the former regime. 

Preliminary findings suggest that at least 4% of GDP had been stolen since mid-2014 (The 

International Monetary Fund, 2017).  

According to the Debt Sustainability Analysis by the International Monetary Fund, 

which looks at the debt situation and its maturity structure, The Gambia is classified as a weak 

state. In an earlier analysis, the country was ranked as medium but this crashed due to a decline 

in institutional capacity while the former Government was in power. The public debt of The 

Gambia was 120% of their GDP in 2016 (The International Monetary Fund, 2017).  

According to the Economic Census conducted by the Gambia Bureau of Statistics and 

the World Bank (2015) there were 37,066 business establishments in The Gambia in 2014. The 

majority of these establishments were proprietorships (91%), partnerships (7%), and less than 

1% were mostly private or NGOs. In total, 112,029 workers were paid employees in these 

establishments (74%) and the rest were employers, volunteers, unpaid staff and family workers. 

There were 26,588 establishments operating in the county in 2014 that had no employees.  

 Most Gambians live under or near the poverty line. According to the Human 

Development Report (United Nations Development Programme, 2016), 57% of the nation is 
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considered multidimensional poor and 21% are living near multidimensional poverty. 

According to the integrated household survey (Gambia Bureau of Statistics & Department of 

State for Finance and Economic Affairs, 2010), 48% of the nation live on less than 1.25US$ 

per day and 37% under 1US$. The poverty is higher in the rural areas. Approximately 74% of 

the people living in the rural area live under the poverty line, this compares to 33% in the urban 

area. Larger households have higher poverty rates as well as households employed in the 

agricultural and fishing sector. Households where the head of the family had not received any 

formal education had the highest poverty rate while the rate was lowest for households with 

higher education. Female headed households have lower poverty rates compared to male 

headed households, but this difference is mostly due to the male headed households being larger 

and, additionally, the majority of female headed households receive higher cash remittance per 

year than male headed households. According to the Gambia Final Report on Economic 

Characteristic (Gambia Bureau of Statistics, 2013c), only 6% of the population is unemployed 

but still 54.7% of the population over seven years old were economically inactive. Individuals 

with university education are more likely to have a paid position than people with primary 

education or people who had only received early childhood education. The gap between the 

rich and the poor is also quite substantial in The Gambia, and it is getting wider every year. The 

poorest 20% of the nation consume 5.6% while the richest 20% are consuming 46.5%.  

As The Gambia is considered a low-income country with a low per capita income, 

agriculture is the most important industry and employs about 75% of the workforce (Central 

Intelligence Agency, 2017). The largest export product of the country is peanuts, but other 

products are cotton, rice and cattle. Fishing is also important sector for the domestic market but 

due to inadequate equipment it has not grown into an exportation product (Gailey et al., 2017). 

The tourist industry is important in The Gambia and the country is a popular holiday destination 

for western Europeans. Because of its geographic location, international trade is common (The 

World Bank, 2017). Therefore, the re-exportation of goods is an important factor in the export 

trade of The Gambia (Gailey et al., 2017). 

2.3.3 Political situation  

The current Constitution of The Gambia was established and adopted in 1996 following the 

coup by Jammeh and it replaced the older constitution from 1970. The country is a Presidential 

Republic where the President serves as both Chief of State and Head of Government (Central 

Intelligence Agency, 2017). The President appoints the government and his appointments are 

either accepted or rejected by a majority vote in the National Assembly. The National Assembly 
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has 58 seats with 53 of its members directly elected and five appointed by the President (Central 

Intelligence Agency, 2017; European Union Election Observation Missions, 2017). 

The Gambian legal system is based on English common law, Islamic law and customary 

law. The highest court of The Gambia is the Supreme Court of The Gambia (Central 

Intelligence Agency, 2017). The Gambia is also a part of International Criminal Court (Rahman 

& Shaban, 2017). The country left the Commonwealth in 2013 after former President Jammeh 

announced on national television that The Gambia would not be a part of any neo-colonial 

institution (Hirsch, 2013). The newly elected President Barrow intends to re-join the 

Commonwealth in the next four years (BBC, 2017; Haque, 2017).  

According to the constitution all citizens over 18 years of age that were either born or 

hold a residency in the country have the right to vote. However, voters need to register and 

according to the constitution, only those deemed to be sound of mind can register, therefore 

violating international commitments concerning human rights of disabled people. Gambians 

living abroad have not been able to vote and people that have been convicted of electoral 

offence or served prison sentences over six months in last five years prior to the election cannot 

take part in elections. In 2017 the total number of registered voters was 886,578 leaving around 

200,000 as unregistered and therefore unable to participate in the democratic process (European 

Union Election Observation Missions, 2017).  

The political situation in the country was unstable in the end of 2016 when President 

Jammeh lost the election to Barrow. Along the years Jammeh and his Government had been 

criticised for corruption and restriction on the freedom of speech (The International Monetary 

Fund, 2017), and several attempts by the opposition to defeat Jammeh in elections had been 

unsuccessful. To increase their chances, it formed seven party coalition and chose an 

independent candidate to finally push Jammeh out of office (European Union Election 

Observation Missions, 2017). A few days after the election Jammeh acknowledged on national 

television that he had lost the election fairly but later changed his statement, condemning the 

elections due to fraud and stating that he would not leave office. In response, the domestic 

tension rose and the international community became involved (Amnesty International, 2017). 

On January 19th, 2017, Barrow was sworn in as President of The Gambia, but in Senegal. Due 

to military presence of Economic Community of West African States, President Jammeh finally 

gave in and left into exile to Equatorial Guinea on the January 26th, and Barrow took over. In 

parliamentary election in April 2017 Barrow and the coalition won the majority of the seats and 

secured strong mandate leaving the former ruling party with only 9% of the seats (European 

Union Election Observation Missions, 2017; The International Monetary Fund, 2017).  
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The new Government inherited a dire economic situation and came into power facing 

an urgent negative balance of payments, massive theft and embezzlement of funds by the former 

Government (The International Monetary Fund, 2017). Political instability and corruption of 

the previous regime has led to a damaged reputation of the country’s administration 

internationally that can limit opportunities to attain international development funds. A Fragile 

States Index, or Bad Governed State, annually ranks 178 nations based on how stably they are 

and what challenges they face by Funds for Peace. The Gambia is according to FSI in the group 

of High Warning States, ranking as the 48th country on the list with a score of 86.8 points 

(Messner et al., 2017).  

2.3.4 Human Rights  

The former Government was domestically and internationally criticised for violating the human 

rights of its citizens (Human Rights Watch, 2017; The International Monetary Fund, 2017). 

Freedom House, an independent watchdog organisation which looks at freedom and democracy 

practice around the world, consider Gambians not to be free as the organisation’s analysis is 

based on freedom of expression, freedom of association and guarantees of respect for the right 

of minorities or marginalised groups (Freedom House, 2016). 

The Human Rights Watch World Report and Amnesty International Report (Amnesty 

International, 2017) states that the former Government had targeted political opponents by 

arresting them on numerous occasions for peaceful demonstrations. Opposition members had 

endured torture, assaults and there were cases of police beating prisoners to death. Opposition 

leaders have also wrongfully been detained and sentenced for years of incarceration.   

Furthermore, Human Rights Watch World Report (Human Rights Watch, 2017) calls 

attention to the former Government’s targeting of journalists, religious leaders, civil servants 

and unionists who had criticised the Government. Many of them were wrongfully arrested, 

detained or intimidated for their beliefs and opinions, and their freedom of speech was violated. 

The newly elected President Barrow promised during the election campaign to free political 

prisoners after the elections. It is reported Barrow already released over 250 prisoners in his 

first 100 days in office (Al Jazeera News, 2017; Reuters, 2017).  

Journalists have been especially targeted since the military coup in 1994, and many have 

fled the country after they had been detained and tortured. There are also incidents reported of 

journalists who were murdered, or disappeared. The journalists who continued to work in The 

Gambia were further forced to self-censor themselves to secure their safety. Consequently, the 

Gambian people have had to rely on the online Gambian diaspora for accurate news on events 
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in the country. Several people were arrested for supporting the diaspora with information from 

inside the country (Human Rights Watch, 2017). The former regime also set restrictive laws in 

place banning all criticism of officials and so-called “fake news” making it even harder for 

reporters to work (Amnesty International, 2017).  

The former regime was also criticised by human rights activists on the treatment of 

prisoners. The prisons were not up to international standards and the housing supplied was not 

appropriate with poor sanitation, food shortages and inadequate medical care. The prison cells 

were reportedly overcrowded and damp, and NGOs fighting for human rights have reported 

high mortality rates of prisoners. Political inmates were also often denied access to lawyers and 

contact with family members (United States Department of State, 2016).   

According to the Human Rights Watch World Report (2017), The Gambia has high rates 

when it comes to female genital mutilations. These practices have been banned since 2015, but 

are still practiced in the rural area. Law against child marriage were also set in place in 2016. 

It’s reported that 40% of married women between the ages 20-49 were married before turning 

18, and 16% of these women had been married before turning 15 years old (Human Rights 

Watch, 2017). The penalty for rape in The Gambia is life imprisonment, but not many cases 

have been charged. The NGOs fighting against rape and abuse of women condemn the system 

and claim prosecutors repeatedly fail to prosecute rape. Although there are laws against spousal 

rape, it is a challenge to charge the crime as many members of the community do not see it as 

a crime (United States Department of State, 2016). 

According to Human Rights Watch World Report (Human Rights Watch, 2017) the 

Government has still not repealed the laws making homosexuality an offence. Therefore, 

homosexuals, bisexuals and transgender people are at risk of being arrested, detained and 

sentenced for their sexual orientations. According to the Country Report of U.S. Department of 

State (United States Department of State, 2016) there are no lesbian, gay, bisexual transgender 

and queer organisations in the country, and homosexuals come up against strong social 

discrimination, leading many of them to take refuge in neighbouring states. 

 The internet has been reported to be restricted under the former regime. According to 

United States Department of State it closed the access to selected webpages and online 

publications. There were also reports of restricted public access to social media 

communications.  
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2.3.5 People with Disabilities 

Although The Gambia has been conducting housing censuses every ten years from 

independence, disabled people were not included until 2003 which resulted in only two census 

mentioning the disabled people (Ndow, 2003). Furthermore, there only exists one disability 

study conducted by the Gambian state dated in 1998 

(Government of The Gambia & UNICEF, 1998). 

This has resulted in limited data on the prevalence of 

disability in the country. However, disabled people’s 

organisations, international organisations, 

programmes, networks and charities have conducted 

independent research, although sometimes in 

collaborations with governmental offices, looking at 

disability but mostly concentrating on disabled children (Fatajo, 2015; Manneh, 2008; UNICEF 

& Ministry of Basic and Secondary Education, 2013). 

 

According to the results of these studies, the overall prevalence of disability is very low 

or ranging between 1.2%-2.8% and the frequency between sexes is not a significant difference 

(Table 1). Although looking at the 

prevalence of different types of 

disabilities, the numbers do differ 

considerably (Table 2). Physical 

disability is the most common 

impairment, affecting almost one in 

every three disabled individuals, 

according to the Disability Study and 

the Housing Census from 2013. This 

contrasts to the census conducted in 

2003 in which visual impairment was 

the most prevalent condition (37.5%). 

The 2013 census puts visual 

impairments at the second highest 

commonality, although the 2003 study 

places physical impairments in this 

Sex 
 

Disability 
study 
1998 

National 
Population 
and 
Housing 
Census 
2003 

National 
Population 
and 
Housing 
Census 
2013 

Male 1.7 2.8 1.3 
Female  1.4 2.8  1.2 
Total 1.6% 2.8% 1.2% 

Table 2. Distribution (%) of all disabled people by type of 
disability as found in studies from 1998, 2003, and 2013. 

Type of 
Disability  

Disability 
study 
1998 

National 
Population 
and 
Housing 
Census 
2003 

National 
Population 
and 
Housing 
Census 
2013 

Seeing 15.3 37.5 26.4 

Hearing  15.1 15.4 16.7 

Speaking 10.6 7.7 7.1 

Physical 28.2 21.6 32.7 

Strange 
behaviour  

6.4 5.7 8.5 

Fits 7.8 3.5 4.7 

Learning 
difficulty  

4.0 1.9 1.0 

Other 0.6 6.6 2.9 

Minor problem 12.0 N/A N/A 

Total  100% 100% 100% 

Table 1. Distribution (%) of all disabled people by sex, 
as found in studies from 1998, 2003, and 2013. 
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position. Hearing impairments had the third highest prevalence rate in all three studies (Gambia 

Bureau of Statistics, 2013g; Government of The Gambia & UNICEF, 1998; Ndow, 2003). 

 

Statistics for children with disabilities can be found in the Disability Study (1998) and 

in the Housing Census from 2013. In these reports, 

pervasiveness of disabled children is also very low at 

0.4% among those aged between 2-19 in 2013 (Table 

3). According to the disability study, physical 

impairments was the most common, followed by 

hearing impairments and fits. The national housing and 

population census results indicate that hearing impairments are the most common followed by 

physical and visual impairments (Table 

4).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2.3.5.1 Social Stigma and Discrimination  

Social stigma and discrimination are commonly faced by disabled people in The Gambia. This 

can be traced back to religious beliefs including that disability is a result of punishment from 

God (Bah & Sidibeh, 2015). Moreover, beliefs in supernatural beings such as spirits, witches 

and werewolves are not unusual and an important part of Gambian culture (Gamble, 1976). 

Such convictions contribute to disability being seen as caused by a curse, contact with evil 

spirits or witchcraft (Bah & Sidibeh, 2015). The Gambian society often pity disabled people or 

consider them as a liability to their families. They are normally excluded from most spheres in 

the Gambian society and have limited opportunities to receive education and healthcare services 

Type of Disability  Disability 
study 1998 

National 
Population 
and Housing 
Census 2013 

Seeing 5.4 16.6 

Hearing  16.3 28.2 

Speaking 18.4 12.9 

Physical 25.9 23.7 

Strange Behaviour  2.3 8.0 

Fits 11.4 5.3 

Learning Difficulty  7.7 2.6 

Other 0.7 2.7 

Minor Problem 12.0 N/A 

Total  100% 100% 

Sex 
 

Disabilit
y study 
1998 

National 
Population and 
Housing 
Census 2013 

Boys (2-18) 1.1 0,3 
Girls (2-18) 0.9 0,4 
Total 1.0% 0.4% 

Table 3. Distribution (%) of disabled children by 
sex, as found in studies from 1998 and 2013. 

Table 4. Distribution (%) of disabled children by type of disability 
as found in studies from 1998 and 2013. 
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suited to their abilities and needs (Bah & Sidibeh, 2015; UNICEF & Ministry of Basic and 

Secondary Education, 2013; United States Department of State, 2016). According to the 

Country Report of United States Department of State (2016), discrimination against individuals 

with severe disabilities is more common than against those with milder disabilities. This is 

reflected in the employment sector where people with mild disabilities are more likely to be 

employed. 

 Bah and Sidibeh (2015) came to the conclusion in their research on disability and 

integration that social stigma towards disabled people in The Gambia was common. They 

concluded the negative attitude towards people with disabilities did have a negative impact on 

the socio-economic and political participation of disabled people and even influenced the whole 

nation. The social attitudes contributed to a damaging self-image of disabled individuals which 

resulted in isolation and depression. Families were reported to be ashamed of their disabled 

relation to the point that there were some incidences of disabled people, particularly children, 

being hidden away from the community.  

2.3.5.2 Education and Employment 

The Ministry of Basic and Secondary Education has stated that children with mild disabilities 

are supposed to be mainstreamed into the public schools with other children and that education 

of disabled children is a priority (UNICEF & Ministry of Basic and Secondary Education, 

2013). However, according to Lamin Fatajo, the majority of children with disabilities never 

receive any education in The Gambia, or at least up to 61%. Children with severe disabilities 

are even more likely not to receive any education owing to the fact that the only schools which 

can accommodate them are located in the urban area (United States Department of State, 2015). 

There are some schools in The Gambia servicing children with disabilities, all located in the 

urban areas, but many never receive any education (United States Department of State, 2015). 

According to the housing census conducted by the Gambian Bureau of Statistics in 2013, 11.4% 

of people with disabilities had received educational credentials at or beyond upper secondary 

school level. Only 1.2% had a university degree or equivalent (Gambia Bureau of Statistics, 

2013d).  

 There are few job opportunities for people with disabilities, especially for those without 

education and those without special skills training. Young people with disabilities can receive 

some skills training from skill centres operated by disabled people’s organisations but these 

skill centres are few and underfunded. Furthermore, there is stigma associated with the 

capability of disabled people to succeed in the workplace resulting in a resistance from 
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employers to hire people with disabilities. This has led to high unemployment among disabled 

people (Gambian Federation of the Disabled, 2016a). 

 

2.4 Laws, Conventions and Policies on Disability  

The Gambia does not have specific legislation guaranteeing the human rights of the disability 

community, however, it has some legislation in place that partly works to secure human rights 

of people living with disabilities (Gambia Federation of the Disabled, 2016b). The Constitution 

of The Gambia safeguards some basic rights for disabled people including a disability policy 

and draft disability bill. Lawmakers in the country have also signed and ratified numerous 

international treaties concerning basic human rights, which are binding for The Gambia under 

international law but not under Gambian law until they have likewise been pushed through 

domestic legal channels (European Union Election Observation Missions, 2017).  

2.4.1 Constitution of The Gambia  

The 1997 Constitution, through the efforts of disabled people’s organisations in the country, 

mentions the right of disabled people in Section 31:  

 

(1) the right of the disabled and handicapped to respect  

and human dignity shall be recognised by the State and society. 

  

(2) Disabled persons shall be entitled to protection against exploitation and to 

protection against discrimination, in particular as regards access to health 

services, education and employment.  

 

(3) In any judicial proceedings in which a disabled person is a party, the 

procedure shall take his or her condition into account (The Gambia, 1997, p. 28).  

 

Though the constitution prohibits discrimination against people with disabilities, it does not 

explain how these individuals are protected or guarantee access to healthcare, education or 

employment. There is no mention of access to transportation, information or buildings.  

2.4.2 United Nations Convention on the Rights of People with Disabilities  

The CRPD is an international conventions that 175 countries have signed around the globe 

(Mitra, 2017; United Nations, 2017). The convention aims to secure human rights for the 
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disability community and was introduced in 2006 The Gambia signed and ratified the 

convention in 2015 after being pressured by local stakeholders and disabled people’s 

organisations in the country (Gambia Federation of the Disabled, 2016a).   

2.4.3 Other International Human Right Instruments and Regional Treaties  

The country is part of numerous treaties as well as international and regional agreements 

ensuring the human rights of all citizens or for a specific group that includes the disabled. The 

Gambia approved The International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights in 1979 (European 

Union Election Observation Missions, 2017). It states that all people have the right to self-

determination, are free to determine their political status and to pursue their economic, social 

and cultural development without distinction of any kind (United Nations General Assembly, 

1979). 

   The country is also part of The Convention on Elimination of All Forms of 

Discrimination against Women that was made into law in 1993 (European Union Election 

Observation Missions, 2017). There it is clarified that all women are equal to men at all times 

without distinctions of any kind (United Nations General Assembly, 1993).  

The Convention on the Rights of the Child was ratified in 1990 by the Gambian Government 

(European Union Election Observation Missions, 2017). The convention (United Nations 

General Assembly, 1989) guarantees the rights of children including care, right to education 

and play. It is stated in Article 2 the Convention applies to all children, including children with 

disabilities. Furthermore, in Article 23 “States Parties recognize that a mentally or physically 

disabled child should enjoy a full and decent life, in conditions which ensure dignity, promote 

self-reliance and facilitate the child’s active participation in the community” (p. 7).  

The Gambia has signed regional human rights treaties relevant to the rights of the 

community of people with disabilities. In 1981 the Organisation of African Unity adopted The 

African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights. It was sanctioned in 1983 (European Union 

Election Observation Missions, 2017) and implemented in The Gambia in 1986. The charter 

aims to promote and protect the rights and freedoms of African people by recognising the 

corresponding obligations and duties of individuals, families, communities and the state. 

Disabled people are members of the Gambian community and, consequently, the charter 

guarantees their rights as well (Combrinck, 2013). 

Lastly, The Protocol to the African Charter on Human and People’s Rights on the Rights of 

Women in Africa was ratified in 2005 by the Government of The Gambia (European Union 
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Election Observation Missions, 2017). There special mention is given to disabled women in 

Article 23 of the charter (2003): 

 

The States Parties undertake to: 

a) ensure the protection of women with disabilities and take specific measures 

commensurate with their physical, economic and social needs to facilitate their 

access to employment, professional and vocational training as well as their 

participation in decision-making; 

b) ensure the right of women with disabilities to freedom from violence, including 

sexual abuse, discrimination based on disability and the right to be treated with 

dignity (p. 8). 

 

Many of the obligations outlined in these signed and ratified treaties have however been 

ignored by the former Gambian Government. In several cases The Gambia has been found by 

the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) Community Court of Justice and 

of the African Commission on Human and People’s Rights violating the African Charter of 

Human and People’s Rights and other cases of violations are ongoing or currently underway 

(European Union Election Observation Missions, 2017).  

There is no mention of people with disabilities and their rights in the treaty signed by 

members of ECOWAS. However, as an ECOWAS member, The Gambia is supposed to 

recognise, promote, and protect people’s rights according to the African Charter on Human and 

Peoples' Rights (Plessis & Reenen, 2011).  
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3 Methodology  

The goal of this research is to give an overview of the community based organisations working 

in the disability sector, identify their achievements and challenges and give a voice to the 

disability community. It is not meant to generalise about the situation of all disabled people in 

the country but rather to give an insight into how people with disabilities perceive their own 

organisations, life and surroundings. Qualitative research methods were used to conduct this 

research along with participant observation. Directors, board members, volunteers and 

employees of the disabled people’s organisations in The Gambia were interviewed as well as 

the individuals of the disability community. This chapter will look at choosing the field and 

topic, entering the field, qualitative research methods, data collection, data analysis and ethical 

challenges.  

 

3.1 Choosing the Field and Topic  

According to numerous scholars choosing the field, accessing the community and gaining its 

trust are some of the most important features while conducting fieldwork (Hammett, Twyman, 

& Graham, 2014; Scheper-Hughes, 2000; O’Reilly, 2012). The field was chosen before 

finalising the topic idea but I knew I was interested in the NGO field and exploring community 

based organisations. I wanted to conduct the research in West African society as these 

communities had been my main interest during my anthropological studies. I also desired to 

make use of my ethnic background for an easier entry to the field. It is well known that a 

researcher performing a research for a Western university would often face difficulties and be 

considered privileged upon arrival to a foreign community which could obviously have an 

impact on the interviews, data collection and the results of the study (Scheyvens & Storey, 

2003). I wanted to limit these influences as much as I could for my first general fieldwork and 

having Gambian roots I thought it would be beneficial to base my research there. I believed I 

could enter the Gambian community with help of family members and friends without major 

difficulties. This came to be partly successful, not only because of my ethnic background, but 

also as I carry a rather traditional Gambian name. I was not treated as a Gambian female that 

had grown up in the society, but I was also treated differently than foreigners in the country. I 

felt that the participants trusted me and were more open to me than my Western colleagues.  

Unfortunately, I do not speak any of the local languages but as The Gambia is a former 

British colony, English is one of their official languages. Therefore, I believed that conducting 

the research in English would be beneficial as it meant I would be able to conduct most the 
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interviews without an interpreter and the participants, as well as the wider Gambian community, 

would be able to read the final results. English is not my first language, but as it is common in 

development research to conduct a research in either a second or a foreign language (Scheyvens 

& Storey, 2003) I was, therefore, optimistic it would still develop into an interesting study. 

Moreover, Davies (1999) stressed it is important for a researcher to have the means to 

understand the language of its participants to gather quality data, not only meaning formal 

understanding, but also in terms of the theoretical language that would be practised in the field. 

I therefore tried to familiarise myself with the theoretical language in the disability and 

development field before conducting the fieldwork.  

After choosing the field for the research I started to think which topic or group would 

be of interest for the study. I wanted to choose a minority group or a community that would 

possibly benefit from my interest, aiming not just to receive information from my participants 

but as well creating something beneficial for the community that I would leave behind. From a 

young age I have been involved in NGOs activities in Iceland and I have years of experience 

working with people or children with disabilities. It was because of this, in collaboration with 

my instructor, I decided the NGOs based in the community and working with the disabled 

society would be an interesting field for me as well as being relevant to my already existing 

skill sets. As the disability community is often ignored or excluded when it comes to many 

spheres in life (WHO, 2011), I wanted to explore their situation in The Gambia and shed some 

light on their lives and living conditions. To do this I wanted to get involved with the community 

of disabled people itself and hear how they experienced their own existence. I therefore decided 

to put an emphasis on what has been achieved for disabled people in The Gambia and why these 

organisations are important rather than simply focussing on their challenges.  

After choosing the field and topic, I explored which research approach I should select 

and what I hoped could be gained from the project. I considered different types of development 

research and concluded that a critical approach was the one that interested me the most. 

According to Habersmas, critical research aims to promote changes in the social environment 

through looking at social constructions, social processes and human relations (Scheyvens & 

Storey, 2003). 

 

3.2 Entering the Field 
Even though I have a Gambian background, the society was new and the place unknown to me 

as I had not visited the country since I was a toddler. According to Scheyvens & Storey (2003) 

exploring an unknown field is common for first time researchers in development studies, so I 
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was not too stressed about unfamiliarity. Furthermore, I felt that even without a strong 

connection to the field itself I had gained some basic understanding of the social surroundings 

during my upbringing due to the fact my family partly belonged to the West-African diaspora 

in Iceland.  

I arrived to The Gambia in the beginning of January 2016 and stayed for five months 

for data gathering and fieldwork. Upon arrival to The Gambia I settled in Kololi neighbourhood, 

which is a suburb belonging to Banjul Local Government area. During the first days, I 

concentrated on finding the office of The Association of Non-Governmental Organisations 

because I hoped they could assist me in finding and accessing disabled people’s organisations 

fitting the aim of the research and hopefully introduce me to Gambia Federation of Disabled, 

hereafter referred to as the Federation, that I had read about online but had been unable to find 

an exact address for. When I finally arrived at the Association the programme officer was more 

than helpful, placed a call to the director of the Federation and then brought me to the 

Federation’s office.  

According to Silverman (2015), the fieldwork settings can usually be defined in two 

manners, either open or closed. Opened settings means that the community is easily accessible 

and is usually public while closed settings are often private and the access controlled by 

gatekeepers. As my field was an organisation with members belonging to a specific minority 

group, the settings were quite closed and private. To involve myself in the field I thought it 

could be beneficial to serve as a volunteer for the disabled people’s organisation community 

while conducting the research. This assisted me in gaining access to the gatekeepers, who 

helped me with an entry to the field, but also as Silverman suggests (2015) provided me with 

valuable data as participant. In any case I thought it would be favourable to the Federation and 

for the disability community to volunteer some of my time to their cause instead of only being 

focused on gathering data for this thesis. As a volunteer at the Federation serving as a 

programme officer I gained an instant access to the field. I took part in all activities concerning 

the organisation and its members thereby gaining significant insight to a community I believe I 

would not have been able to access so naturally without participating fully in the organisation. 

I received a great support from the Federation, that received me with open arms, allowed me to 

take part in their operations and gave me a first-hand knowledge of the situation of the disabled 

people’s originations and their members. Additionally, I was able to identify and set up 

meetings with participants and interviewees. I was also offered to use their facilities to assist 

me in data gathering and all documents in the office were at my disposal if needed to secure 

total transparency. Most of the data collection was based in the capital area but I also travelled 
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east to the Basse Local Government Area to visit one of the member organisations. During this 

travel, I managed to locate some of the branches of other member organisations that have their 

main offices in the capital.  

I did not have time to feel shy or uncomfortable as the administration of the Federation 

threw me in deep waters on day one as a volunteer. On my arrival, the deadline for the last 

Gambian Agency for the Management of Public Works projects, vital income generation 

projects for the organisations, were due so I was assigned to help some of the member 

organisations develop project proposals and request funding. Therefore, all the member 

organisations of the Federation had a representative present in the office that I, as a researcher, 

was introduced to. These representatives, usually the directors of member organisations, 

accommodated me and even invited me to come and visit their organisation so I could see first-

hand their operation and meet their members. I felt extremely lucky and privileged to arrive on 

such an important time and meet so many core people in the member organisations, although I 

later realised that maybe the timing had not played such a big role as I had originally believed 

as all participants who agreed to talk to me were interested in what I was doing and more than 

willing to assist me in conducting the research.  

Like many researchers I developed doubt during the fieldwork and was concerned that 

the data I was collecting was not relevant enough or that I was not penetrating to sufficient 

detail into the subjects I discussed with my participants. Upon arrival to Europe and beginning 

to sort through and analyse all the information I had gathered, these self-doubts disappeared 

and I became determined to make good use of the data I had been offered and develop an 

interesting thesis. 

 

3.3 Methods 
As people often spend their time in organised social groups it is not uncommon for social 

researchers to study organisations and it can prove to be a fertile ground for such studies. Often 

this kind of research will try to understand the context and operations through individual 

experiences and then try to link them to a larger framework of organisational or institutional 

practices (Silverman, 2015). Still, according to Atkinson and Hammersley (1995) ethnographic 

research commonly involves an emphasis on understanding the nature of a particular social 

phenomena, working with unstructured data that has not been coded before collection and 

looking at small number of cases. The analysis of the data aims to understand meanings and 

functions of human actions (Silverman, 2015). 
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When it came to decide which methods I would use there was never any doubt in my 

mind that I wanted to use qualitative methods due to my anthropological background. I sought 

to gain access to this community and get a deeper understanding of the topic. My preferred 

option was to get to know my participants on a personal level to gain knowledge of the 

organisations and experience their work, functions, achievements and challenges directly 

through the community. Further, I wished to give the disability community an outlet to express 

their own views and experiences. Research about community based organisations and different 

disabled communities is not unusual and the many research techniques used to gather 

information about these groups have been developing in the last decades. Disability studies 

emphasise including disabled people themselves in all aspects of their lives, including while 

looking at their situation (WHO, 2011). Therefore, I wanted to conduct research about disabled 

people and their community in The Gambia based on data provided from the group themselves 

rather than from non-disabled people working on their behalf.  

According to Scheyvens & Storey, critical development research often uses a broad 

range of methods (Scheyvens & Storey, 2003). With this in mind I chose to use varied 

qualitative methods including participant observation, structured and semi-structured 

interviews, non-official conversations and focus groups.  

3.3.1 Participant Observation 

All humans are included in participation and/or observation in all social contexts in their lives, 

but according to DeWalt, DeWalt and Wayland (1998) the method is something different. The 

method of participation observation does not only include the participation or the observation 

aspects but also how you approach each subject, to record those observations, often in field 

notes (Bernard & Gravlee, 2014). Participant observation is a popular method in anthropology 

and is used in other disciplines where the researcher enters a field and participates and/or 

observes what is going on in the community or settings she is studying. The researchers are 

included in all aspects of the daily life and participates or observes activities, events, rituals and 

interacts with the community.  

Due to the nature of the project, I had the opportunity to both participate and observe in 

the field, or be more of an observer depending on the situation and surroundings. I primarily 

conducted my research from the office of the Federation where I did my main fieldwork. As I 

took the role of a programme officer, I was usually involved in the day to day running of the 

office, writing short notes during the day that I later wrote up as field notes after opening hours 

at home or if there was a free moment in the office. At the Federation, I took part in all activities 
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and observed the field through participation. I visited and undertook a short fieldwork study at 

the main establishment or offices for all the member organisations. Most of these are based in 

Banjul or the greater capital area but one is in town called Basse, close to Senegal’s borders in 

the east. During the visits to member organisations, for the most part I was an observer allowed 

and encouraged to walk around and get to know the surroundings and operations, but because 

of time constraints I did not participate a lot. I also attended events held by these organisations 

were I both participated solely as an observer or as a participant observer. When the member 

organisations or partner organisations were launching projects or hosting events I usually took 

the role of an observer, but during activities and one general election, where I served as a 

participant in the electoral committee, I took the role as a participant observer. 

3.3.2 Interviews  

According to Jansick (2010), interviews are a communication between two or more individuals 

during which they exchange information and construct a mutual meaning about a topic. 

According to Esterberg, the interview method is at the heart of social research and probably the 

most popular method of gathering data about social contexts (Esterberg, 2001). Interviews are 

considered one of the best methods to gain understanding into the social world (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2011). 

I used three different interview techniques to gather data, that is semi-structured, 

structured and unstructured. In total, I conducted 19 in depth semi-structured interviews with 

staff and board members of the Federation and staff members of member organisations, each 

lasting between one and two hours. All of these interviews were voice-recorded and for one I 

had a sign language interpreter to assist me conducting the interview. According to Esterberg 

(2001), semi-structured interview or in-depth interview, as they are sometimes called, are 

conducted to try to give the interviewee freedom to express his own opinion and ideas, enabling 

the researcher to gather all the information he would like to know but that can’t be through 

observation alone. It has been argued the semi-structured interview approach can be especially 

useful in interviewing women or other marginalized groups as these groups are often silenced 

and in depth interviews can assist them in telling their story. 

I also conducted and recorded short structural interviews with staff members of partner 

organisations lasting from 10 to 30 minutes. The information gathered in these interviews 

turned out to be not as useful as the information gathered with semi-structured interview 

technique but still added to my basic understanding of how and why the Federation operated 

and networked with different collaborators. 
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Additionally, I had numerous informal conversations with people belonging to the 

disability community and other stakeholders. According to Esterberg (2001), unstructured 

interviews are usually spontaneous and unplanned discussions that happen in the field with the 

topics being raised from the situation at hand and the questions designed as such also. During 

these interviews, I noted down the answers afterwards and subsequently included them into the 

field notes. This is in line with Esterberg’s statement that it is common for a research observer 

to ask questions and conduct informal interviews or conversations about specific actions and 

topics he comes across of interest to him in the field.  

I used snowball methods, namely ingratiating myself in my participants’ network to 

identify people to interview. I thought this would be beneficial for the research as I was new in 

the community and did not have any network of my own to utilise.  

3.3.3 Focus Groups  

Crang and Cook (2007) stress that conducting focus groups is an important method of 

understanding the subjects in their social context through their thoughts and feelings. I was 

interested in holding focus groups as I believed it would add a lot to my understanding of the 

community of disabled people to witness the internal communication within a group instead of 

communication with a Western researcher who was new to the surroundings. Barnard & 

Spencer (1996) argued that focus groups offer a better way to appreciate and comprehend the 

participants and their issues because it facilitates a more natural communication then an 

interview with a foreign researcher. In collaboration with the Federation staff and board 

members, I organised two focus groups, one male and one female, during the data collection 

period in The Gambia. Both focus group discussions were conducted at the Federation’s office. 

Setting up a focus group can be complicated. The researcher must have in mind how 

she wants to participate and which topics she wants the participants to discuss. She also has to 

decide if she would use an already-existing group, which has the advantage of making the 

recruitment procedure easier and opens up the possibility of seeing how the group interacts, or 

if it will be more useful to recruit individuals who do not already know each other so there will 

be limited personal dynamics in the participants communications the researcher is not aware of 

(Crang & Cook, 2007). As the disabled people’s community is not very big in urban Gambia 

all participants in both focus groups knew one another, but they came from different 

organisations and as a consequence were not all in day to day communications. I thought these 

connections were actually a positive because, according to Crang and Cook, more out spoken 

participants can help those more reserved to open up and discuss topics they would otherwise 
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not discuss or are embarrassed about. I feel this was the case in the focus groups we conducted 

where participants and especially in the female group were confident enough to criticise things 

in Gambian society that would normally not be touched on and considered “taboos”. 

According to Crang and Cook (2007), most scholars suggest that a group of 10 to 12 is 

considered a large group and a group of up to eight is considered a small one. We aimed to have 

six to eight people attending as we believed that would be a size that would be easiest to 

accommodate and enable a more lively discussion. However, it is hard to control the size and 

guarantee attendance and in our case fewer people showed up to the focus groups than we 

expected. Five participants comprised the male focus group, and coming from different member 

organisations, they also represented a variety of disabilities. The discussion lasted for almost 

two hours. In the female focus group, four participants from different member organisations 

attended and the session went on for three hours. It was a very animated and at time heated 

debate, but towards the end the women grew tired and hungry. As the focus groups were long 

we offered coffee and biscuits in the beginning but failed to make lunch arrangements, which 

in retrospect was a mistake. No payment was offered for participations but transport cost was 

reimbursed.  

  Both focus groups were audio recorded and they were led by staff members of the 

Federation, including myself. According to Crang and Cook (2007), it is suggested to have 

more than one focus group and to try and group people with similar backgrounds together. I 

believe conducting two focus groups based on gender was essential for this study. Observing 

females in Gambian society, I had noticed they communicate differently around men than when 

they are with other women and we, staff members of the Federation, wanted to create an 

environment the participants would feel most comfortable of expressing their own opinion in 

leaving gender roles at the door. 

 

3.4 Data Analysis 

As mentioned above, the data collection for this thesis was carried out in The Gambia among 

the disability community in the first five months of 2016. The data was collected with 

preparation, participant observation, semi-structured, structured and unstructured interviews 

and focus groups. In addition, for the fieldwork preparation, I amassed and studied secondary 

data, books, journals, news articles, reports and documents related to disability, disabled rights, 

community based organisations and disabled people's organisations to try to familiarise myself 

with the disability community with a focus on The Gambia. I also utilised the web and 

researched all web pages related to organisations working with disabled people in the country, 
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looking them up on social media. I continued my literature analysis after my arrival to The 

Gambia and collected and read the organisations’ charters, reports, situational analysis, draft 

bills, researches, policies, commercial material and news articles.  

During the participant observation period I wrote field notes daily. I usually wrote 

handwritten notes in a small notebook during the day and wrote them up when I had free time. 

When it came to analyse the field notes, I read them through carefully and identified interesting 

points and themes. I mostly think the field notes were important to help me reaching the same 

mind-set I had in the field and have a general overview of the research and its development. 

According to Bernard and Gravlee (2014), the field notes gathered during fieldwork are usually 

considered data as a written account of what took place but can also be considered an analysis 

as they are a product the researcher produces and are therefore part of the research. This makes 

the researcher more connected to the research and brings him closer to objectivity with placing 

himself in the field. I also felt I had gained a deeper understanding of the field through 

conducting the fieldwork and that is in line with Bernard and Gravlee’s idea of participation 

observation being seen as an analytic tool as well as a research method because it provides a 

ground for comprehending the field.  

Although interviews are considered one of the best methods to gain understanding of 

the social world, Kathryn Roulston argues that interviews have to be processed to be 

transformed into findings or data (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). This was the most time-consuming 

process when it came to data analysis. After conducting interviews in the field the next step is 

to transcribe them word by word. Roulston stresses the importance in including every word, 

pause and studded as it can have a relevant meaning to the data. After taking the interviews, I 

listened to them again a few days later to try to have an overview of the data collected. I started 

a word by word transcription of the interviews while in the field but most of them I finished 

transcribing after returning from The Gambia. According to Crang and Cook (2007), it is 

unnecessary to identify themes at this stage as it can be problematic and give preconceptions 

too much value. After transcription, I read over all the data while listening to the interviews 

again after which I started to identify recurring themes and codes within all the interviews and 

all relevant data I had accumulated. A popular way to code data and to gain understanding of 

the material that has been collected is to use grounded theory approaches and identifying main 

ideas and themes by applying codes. These codes are then later classified (Denzin & Lincoln, 

2011). After the primary coding process, I tried cross coding to guarantee that I would not miss 

out on any important themes. Cross coding is according to Priest, Robert and Wood (2002) a 

process that helps pinpoint new themes and connect different topics. 
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 For the focus groups the process was similar to the interviews. I started with listening to 

the recordings a few times as these conversations were harder to follow than a normal interview. 

Next step was to transcribe them and read over the transcriptions. I then identified the different 

ideas expressed and found statements where all or most of the participants had agreed on. I felt 

it was generally easier to recognise these themes and topics in the focus groups compared to 

individual interviews.  

After writing down the results and forming a draft of this paper I shared it with my 

participants for them to comment. According to Cook and Crank (2007) this can be beneficial 

in making sure my interpretations and descriptions of the field was rightfully conceptualised. 

Therefore, I thought using this method would improve my analysis and tackle some of the 

ethical issues.  

 

3.5 Ethical Challenges 

Scheper-Hughes (2000) argues, as many other academics, that a fieldwork research is in essence 

always intrusive towards its participants and community of interest. Therefore it is important 

to identify the major ethical challenges and to find a solution to minimise the intrusiveness and 

impact of the presence of the researcher and the fieldwork being conducted towards the 

participants and the community (Hammett et al., 2014; O’Reilly, 2012).  

Researchers using qualitative methods are nowadays more likely to self-reflect and try 

to understand how they as individuals will influence the research and its findings through their 

opinions, roles, position and expectation. During the fieldwork, I tried to do so and in writing 

this thesis I have also tried to position myself through the entire work. This can be seen as a 

quite narcissistic approach but increases the awareness of social construction in social research 

(O’Reilly, 2012). 

According to O’Reilly (2012) it is seldom justifiable that the researcher disguise 

himself. As mentioned I have some Gambian ethnic background but as I grew up in Iceland I 

identify myself as culturally Western. I did not want to represent myself as something that I 

knew was incorrect so I tried to stress my Icelandic background to participants. This I believe 

may have seemed odd and slightly entertaining to my interviewees as Gambian society is 

patrilineal. This meant that because my father is Gambian most believed I was surely a 

Gambian.  

O’ Reilly (2012) argues that a researcher can end up in a situation where the power 

relationship is in his or her favour and it becomes easy to exploit the participants. As a staff 

member at the Federation I was invited to take part in most events of the organisations, member 
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organisations and had easy access to its members. Therefore, ethical challenges rose as I was 

also conducting a research and collecting data for this thesis. As a result, I tried to separate my 

work for the organisation and the research as best I could. I always introduced myself as a 

researcher interested in the disability community and doing fieldwork at the Federation. If I had 

a conversation with a stakeholder during work hours that I thought would be beneficiary to the 

research I told them so and asked permission to include the data in my daily notes. When 

arranging the interviews, I scheduled them on a day when I was not working, met my 

interviewees at their organisation or a neutral ground depending on the interviewees and what 

they preferred. Only interviews conducted at the office of the Federation were with employees 

and board members of the Federation. As the focus group data was both used for the 

Federation’s work and for this thesis, I introduced this to the participants.  

Most textbooks emphasise the importance of explaining the research, what data you are 

collecting and what will happen to the data after the fieldwork has ended to its participants and 

getting a clear consent for participation (Hammett et al., 2014; O’Reilly, 2012; Scheyvens & 

Storey, 2003). When I conducted structured or semi-structured interviews I took the time to 

explain why I was there, what data I would be collecting and why. I told my participants that 

they could refuse to answer a question or quit the interview at all times. I asked if I could record 

the interview and explained why that would benefit me and the transcription process.  

Though I wanted to make sure the anonymity of the participants would be secured I 

found it equally important to name the organisations to give them the credit for the respectable 

and significant work they have managed to achieve for their community of people with 

disabilities and Gambian society. I chose to keep confidentiality to my participants in the 

research and not reveal their identity in this small community. I therefore only mention from 

which organisations my interviewees came from while talking about the operation and 

construction of each organisation, but in chapters were participants discuss their opinions the 

organisations are not named.  

For a long time, the issue of disclosure of fieldwork data has been debated. Some 

researchers believe almost all data should be shared with the participants to ensure an accurate 

understanding (O’Reilly, 2012). I thought sharing all data would not be necessary for this work 

as it would be time consuming for both myself and the participants, but also because I wanted 

to give the disability community a voice in the essay and make sure that I had expressed what 

they sought to say in a correct manner. Therefore, I decided to share the draft of this thesis with 

the Federation and their member organisations before handing it in, to give the people who 

participated in this work an opportunity to raise their concerns if they had any. Scheper-Hughes 
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(2000) discusses these issues in her article Ire in Ireland where her participants were irritated 

of how she represented them, failed to mention the many positive things in the community and 

failed to give them credit. When she returned, they excluded her from the community and she 

had to be escorted out of the village. With sharing the work and giving participants a small 

window to comment I hoped to limit the risk of misunderstanding or misrepresenting.  
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4 Results  

In this chapter, the findings of the research will be presented. I will start with giving an outline 

of the disabled people’s organisations’ umbrella body called Gambia Federation of the 

Disabled. This is mainly based on interviews with the staff members, board members and 

volunteers from disabled people’s organisations in the country and participant observation. 

Then I will discuss the views of the Federation and its member organisations concerning the 

partnership and identify what they believe are their biggest achievements and main challenges 

of the community of people with disabilities. Lastly, I will give a voice to the disability 

community members themselves, where they discuss their accomplishments, the obstacles they 

face and their day to day life in The Gambia.  

 

4.1 Gambia Federation of Disabled 
The community based organisations working for the disability community in The Gambia play 

an important role and are essential for many of the disabled people in the country. The 

Federation is the leader of their disabled people’s organisations and takes on the role of being 

the primary spokesperson for issues concerning its member organisations. It is the only 

organisation of its kind in The Gambia and it functions as a link between the member 

organisations, the Government and other stakeholders. Here I will look at the background of 

the Federation as well as its objectives and the tools they use trying to accomplish these goals. 

4.1.1 Background 

The Federation is the umbrella body for 

organisations working for and with disabled 

individuals in The Gambia. According to the 

participants, the Association of Non-

Governmental Organisations and the Department 

of Social Welfare consider the Federation as their 

main consultant and collaborator concerning 

issues regarding people with disabilities. There 

were 10 organisations officially registered as 

members of the Federation when the fieldwork took place. These were the largest, most 

established and usually oldest disabled people’s organisations in the country, but there were 

other smaller ones that had not yet become members.  

Figure 3. Gambian Federation of the disabled office 
building. Photo: Fatou N’dure Baboudóttir.  



 54 
 

The Federation aims to defend the human rights of disabled people and it is a leading 

advocacy organisation for the promotion and empowerment of the community of people with 

disabilities in The Gambia. Furthermore, it is involved in projects to provide information and 

educate the society about disability issues. It actively lobbies with government officials and 

service providers and is an important contact for collaboration with international organisations 

(Gambia Federation of the Disabled, 2016a). The Federation is located in Kanifing, in the 

greater capital area of The Gambia (Figure 3). The office building is currently situated in a 

compound that belongs to one of their member organisations which services the blind 

community in the country. The building consists of two large offices and a spacious meeting 

room.  

The Federation was officially registered as an NGO in 2008 (Gambia Federation of the 

Disabled, 2008) but established in the early 1990s. An interviewee explained that in the 

beginning the Federation met solely for special occasions, but after receiving funding from 

international sources they were able to register as an NGO, construct an office building, hire 

staff members and establish a functional secretariat. With this international funding and a 

subvention from the Government, the organisation flourished and expanded. In 2012-2014, up 

to 12 people were on its payroll working on advocacy, empowerment and development 

programmes for the disability community. Many of these programmes were funded by foreign 

charities or NGOs and operated temporarily. When they came to an end and the funding ceased 

the operation capacity began to decline. An interviewee said that when he had visited the office 

in 2013, it was crowded with people, and he experienced the organisation as successful and 

well organised. In 2015, when he became a volunteer for the Federation, the situation had 

changed and the capacity of the office had declined significantly.  

The Federation’s board of trustees consists of nine board members who are elected 

under supervision by an independent electoral commission at the annual General Assembly 

while the board is elected every three years. The board consists of a chairperson, vice-

chairperson, secretary general, publicity secretary, treasurer and four general members. All 

members of the Federation 18-75 years of age are eligible for the board (Gambia Federation of 

the Disabled, 2008). An interviewee who had been involved in three elections within the 

Federation informed me that the election process in 2015 was transparent and fair which 

impressed the independent electoral commission. All member organisations are entitled to send 

five members to take part in the general assembly. This group of five is supposed to consist of 

at least two females and one youth to make sure that the groups are diverse and represent all 

members in the organisations. The most recent election had been conducted in December 2015, 
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just a month before the fieldwork began. The board was therefore new and inexperienced in 

working together. Yet, as the disabled people’s organisation community is not large, many had 

already established relations and were familiar with each other. The board contained five males 

and four females including the chairperson and vice chairperson being females. All members 

of the board are either members, board members or staff members of one of the member 

organisations and all except one were a disabled individual. According to the statute (2008) the 

main role of the board is to ensure that the vision, mission, objectives and values of the 

Federation are fulfilled and are responsible for soliciting funds. The board has the responsibility 

to hire an executive director and approve new staff members suggested by him or her.  

The executive director’s role as the head of the secretariat is to oversee the day-to-day 

running of the organisation, including financial management, personnel management, 

implementation of programme activities, monitoring and evaluation of the programmes, 

fundraising and preparing reports for donors and the board (Gambia Federation of the Disabled, 

2008). An interviewee said that in 2015, five people had been employed and working in the 

office, that is director, administration & finance officer, programme officer, office assistant and 

administrative secretary. When the fieldwork began in early 2016, the workforce was smaller 

and consisted of a director and two volunteers. According to an interviewee, staff contracts had 

not been renewed at their termination in December 2015 due to lack of funds and disagreements 

within. As a result, some of the board members stepped in and helped out in the day-to-day 

running of the office particularly when the Federation finance was involved but this was 

challenging because this arrangement is not in line with the Federation’s statute which stated 

that the board and the secretariat should work independently. 

4.1.2 Objectives and Tools 

The main vision of the Federation, as stated in their statute (2008), is to empower the disability 

community and strive for equity and inclusion of disabled people in the society. In addition, it 

aims to act as a focal point for the disabled sector and monitor and evaluate the extent to which 

the member organisations meet the needs of the disability community in their planning and 

service delivery. Furthermore, the Federation aims to act as a liaison with stakeholders to 

include the needs of disabled people and to acquire resources for itself and its members. It also 

seeks to engage the Government in prevention of disability, to intervene and resolve disputes 

that may occur within a member organisation, to identify policy gaps and influence the 

Government to change national policies and laws in favour of the community of people with 

disabilities. Lastly, the Federation endeavours to promote participation of disabled people and 
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to carry out surveys and research on violations of their rights. According to a staff member, its 

main concern is to promote inclusion of people with disabilities into the society, or as the staff 

member argued: 

 

The philosophy of the Federation is that we don’t want to see disabled people as 

tax consumer, we want to see them as tax contributors in national building, that 

is the holistic approach and that is what the Federation is doing. The objective is 

to mainstream disability in all development fairs in The Gambia, at the national 

level, regional level and community level to see better Gambia for all of us.  

 

The Federation uses different tools to achieve their objectives. They actively use advocacy to 

reach the public and public officials on issues related to the disability community. An 

interviewee working for the Federation stressed that advocacy was their primary tool in their 

fight for the total inclusion of disabled people into Gambian society and that this process was 

important in as far as mainstreaming disability, which is one of the Federation’s core objectives. 

Another participant also argued for the importance of the Federation’s advocacy campaign and 

was convinced that well organised and transparent advocacy work was the principal tool to raise 

awareness about disability, disability issues and preventions. Participants also mentioned that 

this is in line with the will of their international partners who crucially support projects 

involving advocacy strategies. Interviewees repeatedly mentioned that through advocacy many 

landmark objectives had been achieved. The Gambia has recently signed and ratified the UN 

Human Rights Convention after years of advocacy work conducted by the Federation and its 

members (Gambia Federation of the Disabled, 2016a). Participants saw this as a major 

achievement and thus many of the interviewees were optimistic and one believed that this had 

been a huge step for the Federation which could benefit the disability community significantly. 

International agreements do not automatically become domestic laws in The Gambia. 

Consequently, the Federation and other stakeholders had come together and developed a draft 

disability bill. At the time of the fieldwork the Ministry of Health and Social Welfare was 

working on the final draft and expected to share their comments and findings soon. The 

Federation established an ad hoc steering committee to ensure implementation of the disability 

bill becoming a domestic law through advocacy strategies. The steering committee met 

regularly at the Federation’s office during the fieldwork to organise their work and strategies. 

They planned to meet with ministers and parliament members, produce a radio broadcast to 

discuss the importance of the bill for the disability community and other advocacy activities. 
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The Federation was furthermore involved in projects to provide information and encourage 

increased inclusion. 

The Federation uses empowerment as a tool to assist the disability community both on an 

organisational and individual level, and provides technical support, educational opportunities, 

employment schemes and income-generating projects for the various disabled people’s 

organisations. Interestingly, most of the empowerment projects that took place at the time of 

this fieldwork were funded or were provided with funding by local institutions, NGOs or 

enterprises. The Federation was in collaboration with an NGO named the Gambian Agency for 

the Management of Public Works (GamWorks) to create income-generating projects for the 

Federation and its member organisations to assist them in becoming sustainable and financially 

self-reliant (Gambia Federation of the Disabled, 2016a). One of the interviewees underlined the 

importance of these projects, and explained: “GamWorks is number one because it’s a huge 

amount of money and the Government is involved, this is Government money” and stressed the 

significance of this funding as a confirmation of the good work the Federation and its members 

had managed to conduct through the years. During the first days of the fieldwork, the Federation 

and the member organisations were finalising their last project proposals for this collaboration 

and many were launched during the research period. Furthermore, the Federation, in 

collaboration with the National Association of Cooperative Credit Unions of Gambia, was 

conducting an important project that directly involved the disabled people on an individual 

level. This project focused on assisting females with disabilities to establish a small business or 

entrepreneurship and aimed to provide these women with the funding they needed to establish 

themselves without any collaterals or assets. These loans however, according to the 

Memorandum of Understanding between the Federation and the Credit Union, come with a 

15% interest rate annually (Gambia Federation of the Disabled & National Association of 

Cooperative Credit Unions of Gambia, 2014), a rate that on national level is higher than the 

average rate.  

 

4.2 Member Organisations  
The Federation’s member organisations are all community based organisations focussed on a 

particular group of disabled people based on different types of disability or age. They all 

network, empower and advocate for their members and work towards total inclusion of people 

with disabilities into Gambian society. These disabled people’s organisations differ in size, 

scale of operation, services and administration. In this section, I will provide a brief overview 

of the ten member organisations and discuss their structure and operations.  
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4.2.1 Gambia Association of Physical Disability  

The Gambia Association of the Physically Disabled (GAPD) is a community based association 

that focuses on physical disabled people. The main office of the Association is located in Banjul 

at the Department of Social Welfare and operates eight branches all over the country, although 

these branches are not all as active as the Association would desire. According to an interviewee 

this was due to the fact that the Association’s main focus was on advocacy but not on being a 

service provider for the smaller branches, implying that the branches were not sustainable 

without service support from the main branch. The Association has a long history as an 

advocacy organisation, it is one of the oldest disabled people’s organisations in The Gambia 

and played a significant role in establishing the Federation along with several of the other 

member organisations. 

An interviewee said the Association had been established in 1981 following the 

outcome of the International Year of Disabled Persons but was formally registered in 1983. 

According to its charter, the Association is a non-Governmental, non-religious and non-political 

organisation, with its own charter, general assembly, secretariat and executive board of 

directors. One interviewee stated the Association had been established through the initiative of 

a Halifa Sallah, an employee at the Department of Social Welfare, and currently a spokesperson 

and special advisor to the President of The Gambia. To succeed, the founder had mobilised a 

group of young disabled people to create an organisation and then assisted them in securing a 

location for their office.  

In line with its charter (Gambia Association of the Physically Disabled, 2000), the 

Association aims to promote the prevention of physical disabilities and advocate for equal 

opportunities, equal rights, lobby to institutions for enhanced participation and integration of 

disabled people. The Association emphasises its independence and inclusion and one board 

member said, “it’s an association of people with disabilities, not for people with disabilities”, 

to stress the fact that the organisation was formed as a result of the efforts and initiatives of the 

disabled community. 

It is further stated in the Association’s charter (Gambia Association of the Physically 

Disabled, 2000) that board members should be elected and be composed by a minimum of nine 

people, and at least half of the them should be disabled individuals. As of now there are nine 

official board members but a participant mentioned that they often call in specialists for 

consultation during their meetings. There were three women on the board and two youths. 
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Unfortunately a secretariat was not in place during the fieldwork and, according to an 

interviewee, the board was still operating although the office was temporarily closed. 

4.2.2 Gambia Organisation of Visual Impaired 

The Gambia Organisation of Visual Impaired (GOVI) is a community based organisation that 

focuses on people with visual impairments. Its main office is located in Kanifing in the greater 

capital area of The Gambia (Figure 4). They occupy a large compound with several buildings, 

including an office building where they also 

run a technical skill centre for blind adults, 

a conference hall, a school for blind 

children, a nursery school, a house for the 

watchman and his family, a boutique and the 

Federation office. The Organisation 

operates ten branches all over the country 

but they are different in size, function and 

activity. They aim to prevent blindness, 

rehabilitate, and promote the rights of the 

blind to equal opportunities and full participation in all spheres and levels of national 

development (Gambia Organisation of Visual Impaired, 2010).  

An interviewee stated that the Organisation had been officially registered as an NGO in 

1991 as one organisation but it had been formed out of two organisations, that is the Gambia 

Society for the Blind and the Gambia Association of the Blind, both established in the 1970s. 

According to their charter the Organisation was founded “by blind people and for the blind 

people” and participants mentioned that the blind community had been assisted by the 

physically disabled people’s organisation to establish themselves as a group. According to its 

charter from 2010, the Organisation is fully neutral in respect to politics, religion, gender and 

ethnicity. Furthermore, it works towards the establishment and maintenance of the official 

relations with Government and civil societies. 

Additionally, according to the Organisation’s charter the board shall be elected in the 

National General Congress held every four years. Four delegates from each branch should be 

present including at least one female. The board should consist of eleven committee members 

and the executive director. Half of the committee should be ordinary members of the 

organisation and therefore blind or visually impaired.  

  

Figure 4. The Gambia Organisation of Visual Impaired 
office and school buildings. Photo:Ragnar Ingi Magnússon. 
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4.2.3 Gambia Association for Deaf and Hard of Hearing 

Gambia Association for Deaf and Hard of Hearing (GADHOH) is a community based 

association that focuses on people with hearing 

impairments. The main office of the Association is 

located in Kanifing South in the greater capital area 

of The Gambia (Figure 5). Their compound is 

spacious and well organised to serve as a location 

for the organisation to conduct all their main 

activities. The compound consists of a big office 

building, a nursery school, a skill centre and during 

the fieldwork they were building a conference hall 

that was supposed to serve additionally as a guest 

house. The Association also has 12 active regional branches all over the country and they aim 

to promote equal opportunities, rights and full participation of people with hearing impairments 

in an enabling environment in developmental processes (Gambia Association of the Deaf and 

the Hard of Hearing, 2003).  

As stated in their charter (Gambia Association of the Deaf and the Hard of Hearing, 2003) 

the main task of the organisation is to provide sign language education and interpretations, and 

advocate for the rights of people with hearing impairments. The Association cooperates with 

ministries and agencies of the Government in its bid to improve the lives of disabled people. 

An interviewee said its main objectives are to fight for equal opportunities in the society, 

eradicate discrimination and establish equal access to education, information and medical care. 

He continues:  

 

We think it was an important strategy to set up this organisation because if there 

was no organisation at all we would be left with normal hearing people to think 

about the problems of deaf people and only God knows when that would happen.  

 

The National board of the Association consists of nine members that are elected every three 

years in the annual General Assembly and should be gender and geographically balanced 

(Gambia Association of the Deaf and the Hard of Hearing, 2003).  

  

Figure 5. Class session in the nursery at Gambia 
Association for Deaf and Hard of Hearing. Photo: 
Fatou N’dure Baboudóttir. 
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4.2.4 National Union of Disabled Youth 

National Union of Disabled Youth (NUDY) is a community based union that focuses on people 

with disabilities from the age 13-30 years old. The union did not have an office space during 

the research period but had one in the past, and according to an interviewee they would most 

likely secure an office space again before 2017. NUDY’s emphasis lies on prevention, 

protection and active promotion for the interests of youth with disability. 

The Union was established in 1999 but formally registered in 2001 (National Union of 

the Disabled Youths, 2001) by a group of young people with disabilities. An interviewee said 

that he and a few other physically disabled teenagers had been in the same high school and 

came up with the idea of establishing an organisation for young people with disabilities. They 

sought to create a representative body for young disabled people as The Gambia is a young 

nation and they felt youth required a voice in the community of the disabled people’ s 

organisations (National Union of the Disabled Youths, 2001).  

According to the Union’s charter (National Union of the Disabled Youths, 2001), the 

executive board members should be seven and are elected at the General Assembly every two 

years. As the Union is a small organisation the board works at the secretariat level and is 

supposed to run day to day operations.  

4.2.5 Gambia Organisation for Learning Difficulties 

Gambia Organisation for Learning Difficulties (GOLD) is a community based organisation that 

focuses on children with intellectual and learning disabilities (figure 6). The main function is 

to run and maintain a school for children with learning 

difficulties. According to one of its staff, members are the 

parents of children who attend the school and they 

automatically become members of the Organisation when 

they register their children, but the school has around 100 

children attending every day. They also support students 

from the rural areas with accommodation to facilitate their 

attendance. The school of the Organisation is located in 

Kanifing in the greater capital area of The Gambia. It 

consists of two school buildings, a playground and a skill centre. 

According to a participant, the Organisation was established in 1994 with support from 

an English mission. Their main objective is to provide children with intellectual and learning 

Figure 6. Gambia Organisation for Learning 
Difficulties playground: Photo: Fatou N’dure 
Baboudóttir. 
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difficulties with education and skills training. The Organisation also seeks to protect this group 

of children as they are vulnerable due to their mental capacity.  

According to a board member, the Organisation is made up of one staff member from 

the school and seven parents. As this Organisation only has one main purpose they don't have 

a secretariat but use the facilities of the school for meetings and activities.  

4.2.6 Gambia National Paralympics Committee 

The Gambia National Paralympics Committee (GNPC) is a community based committee that 

focuses on sport participation of people with disabilities. It was formally established in 2007, 

and has been known as The Gambia Physically Disabled Sport Association since 1999.  

The Committee’s office is located in the youth centre of Kanifing but was under 

construction at the time the fieldwork was being carried out. An interviewee said the secretary 

was still there to keep the place open but the operation was minimal; yet, its workshop was still 

open to develop wheelchairs and service them. The members chose therefore to meet next to a 

sport training facilities where they held their team practices. They have tried to establish clubs 

within the region according to an interviewee, but the problem is sustainability. 

The Committee is officially recognised as the body responsible to guide, coordinate, 

promote and develop sports for disabled people in The Gambia, in collaboration with other 

member organisations, the Department of Social Welfare and international partners. According 

to an interviewee, the Committee’s main objectives are to promote and develop sport activities 

for disabled people, increase awareness of disability and encourage people with disabilities to 

participate in sports. 

4.2.7 Rural Support Organisation of Disability 

Rural Support Organisation of Disability (RSOD) is a community based organisation that 

focuses on disabled people who live in the rural areas of 

the country where there is limited access to services or 

support for people with disabilities (Rural Support 

Organisation for Disabled, 2010). The Organisation is 

located in a town called Basse in the east side of the 

country and it is the only member organisation that has its 

main office outside the Banjul capital area. The 

compound is large and consists of an office, a former 

nursery school, a guest house, a barn for farm animals and 

Figure 7. Rural Support Organisation of 
Disability compound. Photo: Ragnar Ingi 
Magnússon. 
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a garden for growing crops (figure 7). The Organisation has ten groups that operate in the former 

upper river and central river regions in The Gambia on a village level.  

According to its charter (2010), it is an independent, non-sectarian, non-political, 

developmental and non-Governmental organisation. They try to serve the disability community 

in central and upper river regions but due to lack of transportation it has been difficult according 

to an interviewee.  

Stated in its charter the board consists of maximum nine people and should always be 

an odd number. The board is elected at the General Assembly and must consist of members of 

the organisation. The chairperson and majority of the board members ought to be a person with 

disabilities. When the fieldwork was conducted six of the board members were women. 

4.2.8 Association for Mental Disabled Gambians  

Association for the Mentally Disabled Gambians (AMDG) is a community based association 

established in 2004 to speak for and on behalf of mentally disabled people. The Association’s 

main office is located in the Red Cross building in Brikama in the greater capital area of The 

Gambia. The office shares a space with a skill centre run by the Red Cross. The organisation 

has numerous branches in operation spread around the country and aims to prevent and 

eradicate mental disability as well as fighting stigma and discrimination through advocacy, 

education and research services (Association for the Mentally Disabled Gambians, 2004).  

Staff member stated that the members of the organisation are not disabled people 

specifically but rather youth volunteers, youth leaders, mental health practitioners, therapists 

and other youth groups. The board consists of four members who are elected in the General 

Assembly. The board members also serve in the executive council among another four selected 

members and are responsible for the daily tasks (Association for the Mentally Disabled 

Gambians, 2004).  

4.2.9 National Organisation of Disabled and Orphans 

The National Organisation of Disabled and Orphans (NODO) is a community based 

organisation that focuses on two different marginalised groups, orphans and people with 

disabilities. It was formally established in 2007 as a charity organisation to eliminate the 

problems of people with disabilities and orphans. The organisation did not have an office when 

the fieldwork was taking place but planned to secure an office space in the near future. 

According to an interviewee the main goal of the Organisation is to promote and protect orphans 
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and people with disabilities. They work mostly on a personal level and support their members 

through education and finance.  

An interviewee said that the Organisation had 12 members serving on the board and 

they are selected every two years by its members.  

4.2.10 Association of Gambia Albinos 

The Association of Gambia Albinos (AGA) is a community based association that focuses on 

people born with albinism. It was registered in 2012 with a seven-member committee who all 

were albinos, and it is the youngest disabled people’s organisation in the Federation. The main 

office of the Association is located in the youth centre of Kanifing in the greater capital area of 

The Gambia. The Association works as an advocacy group and aims to promote and supply 

services for people with albinism (Association of Gambia Albinos, 2011). 

A staff member stated that the board of the Association consists of only three people, 

due to the size of the organisation. “We are small and it’s hard getting board members and all 

that,” he explains, but adds that the organisation hopes to grow in due time.  

 

4.3 The Partnership, Achievements and Challenges  
The Federation’s main function is to work with and for the disability community, its 

organisations and their members. As an umbrella organisation and according to its charter the 

Federation is responsible for monitoring and evaluating to what extent the member 

organisations meet the needs of the disabled people. To fulfil this role member organisations 

are obliged to share their annual reports, activity reports and financial reports with the 

Federation every year. This is meant to build up a holistic database on what is being conducted 

in the field of disability in The Gambia to try to identify where the need is the greatest, 

coordinate efforts and plan effective strategies for the disabled people’s organisations to 

intervene. The Federation also serves as a mediator if there is a disagreement within a member 

organisation or between them. This is an important role as many different people with different 

ideas come together to form an organisation where roles and power can be unequally distributed 

between members. It is therefore good to have an objective place where things can be discussed 

and settled. The Federation is supposed to meet regularly with the member organisations, to 

discuss issues, prepare funding applications and finalise reports or situational analysis (Gambia 

Federation of the Disabled, 2008). The members of the disabled people’s organisations often 

take part in activities organised by the Federation, for example, focus groups, committees, 

celebrations and workshops. The celebration of the World Disability Day, 3 December, is an 
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important event for the organisations. The event is usually held at the Federation where member 

organisations, Government departments and members of the civil society are invited. Moreover, 

the Federation organises workshops for its member organisations and their members (Gambia 

Federation of the Disabled, 2016a). This section will explore what the members of the 

Federation have to say about the partnership and what they consider to be the main 

achievements and challenges of the disabled people’s organisations in the country. 

4.3.1 Partnership 

According to an interviewee, the Federation was established by some of the member 

organisations due to pressure from the NGO Disabled People’s International and the 

Department of Social Welfare in Gambia to form a national umbrella organisation for disabled 

people. These institutions believed that there was a need for coordination and collaboration 

between the member organisations and for a platform where they could share what, where and 

in which area they were working or conducting activities. According to majority of the 

interviewees the disability community is proud of the establishment and found that the 

Federation had managed to fulfil its role despite facing some challenges. They were pleased 

with its achievements, especially in the field of policy making, advocacy and securing 

empowerment programmes for the Federation and its members. 

Almost all staff or board members of the member organisations that were interviewed 

stressed the importance of the partnership with the Federation and thought it was important to 

have a forum where different organisations could come together and work as one. An 

interviewee said “the first thing we did after registering with the congress, after getting our legal 

registration, we turned to the Federation as the umbrella body and registered with them,” 

underlining that being a part of the Federation was a priority. The Federation was seen as a 

coordinating body which oversees activities of its members. One interviewee explained it was 

almost natural for an organisation working with disabled people to register with the Federation 

due to its importance and visibility in Gambian society. Participants stressed that even if the 

Federation did not have the financial capability to respond to its members needs the Federation 

would technically support their members.  

Though interviewees were mostly positive regarding the partnership there were some 

critics as well. It was voiced that the Federation did not share enough information with its 

partners and there was a lack of transparency. A participant complained that he felt the 

Federation had distanced itself from its members and that there were some things happening in 

the organisation that member organisations were not aware of. This made some of them uneasy 
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and concerned about the development, implying the Federation was hiding difficulties from 

their members on purpose. Another participant stressed that the problem of the Federation was 

that it was mostly run by young people in the sense that he felt there was a lack of experience. 

Some participants were worried about the size of the secretariat, and one participant asked: “If 

you look at the secretariat basically it is just one person that’s there, what can one person do?” 

The secretariat was indeed small at the time of the fieldwork because contracts had not been 

renewed with former staff members, but it seemed to be solved when the fieldwork was coming 

to conclusion as two new persons had been hired to take over the roles of programme and 

administration & finance officers. 

A couple of interviewees mentioned that the involvement of the board serving as a part 

of the secretariat was contradictory to the Federation’s statute and thought it was impractical 

and even unethical due to the fact it had not been what the member organisations had agreed 

on or even discussed. One of the interviewees was highly critical regarding the status of 

individual disabled people’s organisations in the partnership. He said he believed that the 

member organisations were their own worst enemy because they did not stand up for 

themselves. He questioned what the Federation did for its partners and said that although it was 

established to listen to its partners, in his experience it was the other way around, the member 

organisations listened to the Federation.  

4.3.2 Achievements 

The Federation and its member organisations have worked for their members and their 

importance for the disability community is undeniable. During the last 40 years, these 

organisations have been promoting the human rights of their members and the improvements 

have been remarkable. All participants agreed disabled people are now more involved in every 

aspect of Gambian society and their situation was improving every day. The staff members of 

the organisations identified advocacy and empowerment as their main achievements.  

4.3.2.1 Advocacy  

All participants agreed the major achievement of the disabled people’s organisations was how 

they had managed through advocacy to actively fight discrimination and social stigma of people 

with disabilities. The Federation and the members have tried to reach the Gambian community 

with events, activities and radio shows where they talk about disability, the challenges and what 

it means to be disabled individual in their society. One of the national newspapers also had a 

disability column where these issues were discussed. Many interviewees mentioned several 
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accomplishments through advocacy efforts, even if the process sometimes seemed not to be 

steadfast enough. An interviewee mentioned that even though the disabled people’s 

organisations were still discussing the same tribulations and problems facing disabled people 

in Gambian society numerous things had improved. The status of people with disabilities had 

for example greatly improved since the first disabled people’s organisations were established. 

Many interviewees stressed that the Federation is the preferred collaboration body when 

the Government needs a partner or consultants on disability affairs and that the Federation is 

both recognised and respected. The Federation has significant knowledge of its members needs 

and abilities and is accepted as such. An interviewee cited numerous encounters when officials 

had come to the office of the Federation requesting advice on building ramps, sharing 

information with the deaf or other issues. The Federation is not only acknowledged in the 

administrative sphere but also has a prestigious status in the society. An interviewee said the 

community sometimes stressed its importance and demanded a representative of the Federation 

to be invited and present while meetings were held on issues concerning people with 

disabilities. The interviewee continued: “The Federation is seen as an institution whether we 

are having the best practices or if we are having serious challenges, the issue is that here in 

Gambia, the nation knows what the Federation is and where it is.”  

Social attitudes towards disability are also improving and participants mentioned a 

handful of disabled people who currently were occupying important positions in the public and 

private sectors. These individuals were often educated with support of one of the organisations 

or were active members themselves. An interviewee said this change was slow but happening 

day by day and continued: “some people don’t see our disability anymore, they see our 

potential” and was optimistic about the future.  

Most the staff members working for the organisations considered the Gambian 

government signing and ratification of the UN Convention on the Rights of People with 

Disabilities a major achievement that had resulted from countless hours of advocacy work and 

collaboration between the Federation and its members. Participants suggested this had only 

been done with team effort and showed the importance of the organisations working together. 

Although the participants were happy with the ratification they stressed that these rights were 

not secured until the disability bill had been sent to the congress and adopted into the domestic 

law structure.  
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4.3.2.2 Empowerment  

All participants claimed empowerment was an important tool when it came to working for the 

disability community and highlighted its importance to give weight to the marginalised group’s 

concerns and opinions. Disabled people’s organisations have used empowerment to mobilise 

the community of persons with disabilities towards inclusion in Gambian society through their 

own initiatives and skills. Many of the interviewees said that one of the major achievements of 

the disability community was that a group of disabled people had managed to come together 

and establish an organisation even despite established disability charities or institution trying 

to hinder this development. An interviewee described one of these circumstances where one of 

the organisations wanted to be independent from a school that they had previously established 

and were using their facilities. 

 

[…] that did not go well with the principal of the school she liked us to stay so 

separation was a bit painful but we had to and we were encouraged by our sister 

disabled people’s organisations to do so. So, it was a bit difficult, we were not 

allowed to continue meeting at the school. The principal made it clear that if we 

want to separate then we could not use the facilities. So, we had to have our 

meetings at members’ homes.  

 

 They were proud that these organisations were still operational and therefore able to conduct 

projects in an efficient manner. The oldest and most established organisations had secured land 

to base their operations many years ago and the interviewees in these organisations were 

grateful these standards had been set. A couple of participants mentioned it had not been easy 

to convince the administration that they needed land for their organisation’s work but their 

forbearance had been fruitful in the end. Some of the smaller organisations had not been 

allocated a land of their own but rather an office located in official buildings or areas. These 

smaller organisations were also proud of being able to establish their offices and have them 

functioning on a daily basis. One interviewee said he believed the establishment of a 

functioning secretariat was the main achievement of the organisation. With a functioning 

secretariat, programmes and projects would be conducted with or without funding. He 

continued by underlining how important it is that the community of people with disabilities is 

in charge to voice their own opinions: 
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The Gambians are willing, most of them are open for a change but then the 

problem is how to change and that’s why it is important these disabled people’s 

organisations rally up people and tell them what we need and how we want it to 

be done. 

 

All organisations mentioned GamWork projects and other income-generating projects as 

achievements of the organisations and their partnership. Participants mentioned that an 

empowerment project on this scale had not been supported by the Government before and this 

investment of millions in the national currency (GMD) displayed that the officials believed in 

the community of persons with disabilities. The Federation played a significant role in securing 

those funds and a participant working for the Federation said “we are developing proposals for 

income generating projects for our members and their branches." 

Dozens of income-generating projects for the Federation and their member 

organisations had been accepted and many were launched during the fieldwork. These projects 

were diverse and differed in size but all aimed to increase independence and empower the 

community of people with disabilities. Several organisations had applied for a commercial 

vehicle to serve as a part of the public transportation, others had applied for animal rearing, 

solar food processing factory or constructing restaurants and guesthouses. These projects were 

located both in urban and rural areas of The Gambia.  

Education is an important feature of the organisations’ work and one of their main 

objectives. Two of the member organisations that were visited for this study had a school on 

their premises and four of them were running a nursery. These organisations put forward the 

importance of educational opportunities and claimed that to be able to offer these opportunities 

to children was one of their biggest achievements. Furthermore, most of the member 

organisations support selected members to further their education in one of the schools for 

higher education or skills training in The Gambia. The majority of the member organisations 

try to send the children or young adolescents to a mainstream school to avoid special treatment 

and different certification, or as a participant said: “special schools give you special 

certifications.” Several interviewees mentioned this project as one of their main successes even 

if they did not believe it should be a part of the responsibilities of the Federation or member 

organisations. One participant explained: “[…] it is not the responsibility of the organisation to 

educate their members, it’s the responsibility of the Government but it is very important for the 

organisation to collaborate with the Government.”  
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Mainstreaming of gender has been an important objective with the organisations or as 

one male interviewee explained: “Being a person with disability is a problem and being a 

woman is a problem, problem in the sense that when people are prioritising we, the disabled, 

come second and the disabled women comes third.” Therefore, mainstreaming gender into 

projects and implementation has been an important process. The Federation and some of the 

member organisations have a gender policy in place where they attempt to guarantee that 

women are represented in their organisations and given their own voice to address their 

problems and needs. Many of the projects are specially designed to empower females with 

disabilities where their skills and knowledge is considered and supported accordingly. 

Consequently, the organisations have been mainstreaming gender into their own administration. 

The majority of the member organisations have at least one female board member and one of 

the organisations has more female board members than males. At the Federation, three of the 

most powerful positions in the board of trustees are held by women. An interviewee said that 

“mainstreaming gender in the Federation work is really taking place,” making it clear that they 

have come a long way since starting the process of mainstreaming gender. 

4.3.3 Challenges  

Like most disabled people’s organisations, the Federation and its member organisations face 

multiple challenges. The Gambian Government does not have the capacity or the means to 

support the organisations or the disability community sufficiently for them to operate to their 

full potential. The staff members of the organisations identified funding, sustainability, 

collaboration and mobility as their main challenges.  

4.3.3.1 Funding 

Although the Federation and the member organisations try hard to meet their objectives they 

struggle and the issue of funding was repeatedly raised in interviews. One interviewee claimed 

that the Federation did not have the capacity to run an office without increased funding. Others 

were subtler in their criticism, but it was evident that many worried about the organisation’s 

financial status and sustainability. Lack of funding of the Federation led to a lack of staff 

members which resulted in disorganisation and decreased capacity of the office. During the 

fieldwork, this issue was apparent and the office could only address the basic tasks that urgently 

required attention. One interviewee was worried that this has had a negative impact on the 

Federation’s status in Gambian community and argued: 
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They had the reputation that people would default to the Federation for an opinion 

but that default position is diminishing every day because people no longer trust 

the Federation or they go to the Federation and nothing happens.  

 

According to the staff members, the Federation office is mainly funded by their annual gala 

dinner where institutes, businesses or private benefactors support the organisation by 

purchasing tickets for the event but unfortunately the dinner was not held in 2015 due to 

political pressure. Lack of funding made the running of the office on a daily basis challenging. 

A participant said donation boxes were placed in several public spaces around the urban 

touristic areas and in the international airport where people could place small donations to 

support the Federation. These boxes are a great source to secure some of the Federation’s 

funding but unfortunately the collected amount is limited. Moreover, the member organisations 

are also supposed to contribute a small membership fee per year but unfortunately according to 

participants most of them had not contributed for some time due to lack of funding.  

Furthermore, the Federation and the member organisations try to collect funds 

internationally, from Government and the community. The international funds secured by the 

organisations in the past were often allocated to specific projects or activities and therefore the 

funding was supplied for a limited time. A participant commented on this subject: “The reality 

is that we don’t have permanent funding internationally, we only get funding when we develop 

project proposals.” The Federation and its members are also entitled to a subvention from the 

Government as they are NGOs working to fill up a service gap in the society. This subvention 

had been distributed to the organisations on a yearly basis in the past but according to 

interviewees none of the organisations had received it for at least the last two or three years. 

Some of the organisations concentrate on raising funds locally and get Gambians to help 

Gambians. An interviewee said he thought the international community had done a lot for the 

disabled people’s organisations in the country but now it was time for the Gambian society to 

grow up. “We are their brothers, we are their sisters and all that we are doing is for the interest 

of the society,” emphasising that he felt it was now the responsibility of the wider community 

to assist them becoming citizens of the society on equal terms.  

Organisations that housed a school for children with disabilities revealed that they faced 

funding problems to the deterioration of the quality of the education provided. The schools were 

operated by the Government and therefore they paid the teacher’s salary and attempted to 

support the facilities with learning materials. The support was not enough, and the children did 

not have access to the right equipment to accommodate their disabilities. Additionally, parents 
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of the children attending the schools are often not obligated to pay any school fees so feeding 

the children was often a challenge according to participants.  

 

An interviewee summed the worries regarding funding of the disabled people’s organisations 

in The Gambia up well when he said: 

 

Our obstacles are numerous, one that is really serious for us is lack of funding, it 

is a big issue and obstacle, we would like to do more but we cannot do more 

because of restrictions of funds and lack of support. So, you are conditioned to 

do certain things and to leave certain thing because you can’t do them, that is the 

constraint. Other constraint is also bringing people together is never easy. 

 

4.3.3.2 Collaboration 

The Federation consists of many member organisations so collaboration has been challenging. 

The organisations are very different in size, organisational capacity and include members with 

diverse disabilities. Therefore, they have different needs so it can prove difficult to treat them 

equally and challenging to bring them all together. Subsequently, it has proven problematic for 

the Federation to get the member organisations to attend organised activities, according to a 

staff member at the Federation who continued: “Bringing people together is never easy.” 

Attendance of activities was also stated in the Federation activity report to be one of the major 

challenges of the organisation in 2014 (Gambia Federation of the Disabled, 2015). 

Collaboration with the Government was also becoming challenging, and the Federation 

and the member organisations had to be careful on what they said and how they addressed 

certain issues. Even if the organisations were working on filling gaps in service for people with 

disabilities, which on the surface seemed to be beneficial for the Government, the objectives 

could differ between these two Parties. An interviewee said: “There is a way you can perceive 

things and if the [former] Government is not in line you can have a problem, they will either 

close the office or threaten you, and in the end of the day you will be scared and leave.” 

4.3.3.3 Sustainability 

The majority of the participants complained that most of the projects for the disability 

community were temporary and therefore could not be sustained. One of the interviewees 

explained: “Our staff depends on availability of projects, when we have projects for three years 

or five years we employ people and we tell them that this employment starts this day and ends 
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here, at the end of the project they all go.” This means that even if the projects are successful 

and promising they phase out due to time constraints, leaving the disability community with 

less achievements than could have been accomplished and weary staff members, losing hope 

with every terminated project. Another problem with sustainability of projects was that 

occasionally after they had been developed and showing promising results the projects failed 

because of lack of follow-up and supervision. 

An interviewee at one of the member organisations gave an example of a project that 

had the possibilities of being successful but failed. In the compound where the organisation is 

located they had received an international funding for a garden project. The project was thriving 

and the garden was flourishing and completed with useful plants and trees. Because of the 

absence of a wall around the compound animals managed to destroy the crop. “If we would 

have had a fence you would see here a green land, this is one of our major challenges, we need 

the place to be secure so we can do gardening and fruit tree plantation, that is one of our major, 

major challenge.” 

The schools for disabled children were often underfunded and the funds they were able 

to access scarce and irregular. This meant that many of the programmes or projects were 

unsustainable and temporary. Some participants worried also about the lack of opportunities for 

the children or adolescents with severe disabilities after finishing their education. A participant 

who works for an organisation that runs a school said it was a problem that there were no 

opportunities for the children after they finished their education. If the parents had tried to send 

them to other schools or skill centres, the people there did not understand their condition and 

had a difficult time working with or teaching them. Therefore, the parents preferred to bring 

them back to the school as it was a safe environment for the children. 

4.3.3.4 Mobility  

Several participants mentioned the lack of mobility being a main constraint and affecting the 

organisation’s effort. Following advocacy activities, it is common that people reach out to the 

disabled people’s organisations to request assistance concerning a family member or a friend. 

One participant said that after some of the radio programmes they got appeals to come to 

different communities and counsel. Not being able to react to such requests is constraining and 

can have serious consequences. An interviewee argued this had proven to be difficult for the 

organisations and sometimes they had not managed to respond until it was too late.  

Participants stressed that it was also important for the disabled people’s organisations to 

have the ability to mobilise themselves in order to visit their branches and for the Federation to 
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visit the member organisations. “Everything becomes disconnected if the mobility is 

restrained,” he explained, and underscored the importance of securing a vehicle for his 

organisation. Some interviewees also mentioned that without having a transport vehicle for the 

organisation it could be difficult to send letters and invitations. Without it the capacity to collect 

members for activities would be limited because many of them struggle with public transport.  

 

4.4 The Community of Persons with Disabilities in The Gambia  
The Federation and their member organisations’ ultimate goal is to use advocacy, 

empowerment and development programmes to benefit their members, the disability 

community of The Gambia. Many things have been achieved by the organisations that have 

advanced the community, but disabled people still face many problems in daily life. It is the 

organisation’s main task to identify gaps in services, problems or issues and try to solve or 

change them. In this chapter, the community of persons with disabilities is given a voice to 

discuss issues they believed were most relevant to their lives and disability. Social stigma and 

community attitudes was a topic that repeatedly came up, discrimination in many forms, and 

street begging.  

4.4.1 Social stigma 

All participants agreed that the main challenge faced by the disability community in The 

Gambia was the social stigma related to their disabilities. The social stigma makes it impossible 

for disabled people to be equal to other individuals in the society. A female focus group member 

argued that social attitudes were sometimes more disabling than the disability itself and said: 

“My disability does not bother me.” According to multiple interviewees seeing a disabled 

person while leaving your home for an important event or a meeting can mean bad luck and 

numerous people will turn back to their homes for fear of being cursed. This attitude is taught 

to the children in the society, generation after generation. One interviewee said: “Young 

children will never run away from a disabled person but as the child grows the society will start 

teaching him or her certain things that will make the child afraid of persons with disabilities.” 

An interviewee added that this attitude is often related to the conventional religions where it is 

believed that disability is punishment from God for wrongdoing committed by the disabled 

person or their family members. Traditional beliefs are also problematic and, as one participant 

explained, disability is seen as a result of a magic. An interviewee explained that some people 

believed the curse could be a result of a wrongdoing from a relative or community member and 

that the curse could be passed down through the generations. 
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People with disabilities are seen as objects of pity and are often considered a liability to 

their families. Repeatedly in interviews, people with disabilities mentioned that they had been 

told that they were worthless and not able to contribute to the Gambian society. They are 

furthermore thought to be completely helpless and a burden on their family members. One 

female member of a focus group contributed to this discussion and said: “Some people say that 

when you are disabled, that’s the end of your life.” She continued and said that she had been 

lucky as her family had treated her well and the future of disabled children usually depended 

on parent’s views. The rest of the female focus group members thought the ability of people 

with disabilities depended on the support of the people close to them. If they were given the 

same opportunities and encouragement as able bodies, especially as children, it would give 

them a better chance to succeed in life and more likely to be able to support themselves as 

adults. There have been examples of parents being so ashamed or afraid of their children that 

they are kept away from the society and even locked them in with the animals. An interviewee 

explained:  

 

If you have a naming ceremony or you have a wedding ceremony or if you have 

a big programme, they are hidden and locked away. Because they don’t want the 

public to come and know you have a disabled family member, so they keep them 

hidden in some terrible conditions, some of the other people will even try to house 

disabled with animals, that has been happening, and it is very sad. 

 

Name calling is also common in the reality disabled people live in, where their fellow Gambians 

greet them with disrespect and make them feel unappreciated. A female focus group member 

said: “I use a wheelchair, when I am going out they will not say ‘sister’ or ‘my friend,’ they 

will just say insulting words and call me names.” The female focus group believed that the 

name calling can lead to isolation of people with disabilities who don’t want to go out and face 

the insults. The use of incorrect terms to describe their disabilities is also practiced as a 

participant commented: “Many people say deaf and dumb, I believe that is insulting. The correct 

term is deaf and hard of hearing.”  

The female focus group discussed the topic of disabled people selling products in local 

markets. They said that it was not uncommon that non-disabled people would prefer to buy 

products from other non-disabled even if it was further away and more expensive. The women 

experienced that they were not welcome as street vendors in the markets and were given little 
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support from the community. One woman gave us an insight to her own experience as a former 

vendor in one of the markets, and said:  

 

[…] but now there is no place for me, the landlord gave it to some restaurant 

people and they say we cannot use the place. So, when you are disabled and they 

see that you are trying to help yourself I think the society also needs to support 

you so you can go forward.  

 

Numerous participants agreed that events held by the disabled organisations are often poorly 

attended by the non-disabled people, and even that events which would usually bring in a bigger 

crowd if organised by a non-disabled person underperformed. The organisations have held 

concerts and sport events that have been boycotted by the community because the artist or the 

athletes are disabled, or for the simple fact it was arranged by disabled people. An interviewee 

explained that the society was afraid and said non-disabled would not come because they would 

think disabled people will fill up the place.  

The participants did not agree on if the attitude of Gambian people was improving at a 

community level or if it was deteriorating. Many mentioned that through advocacy work they 

had seen some positive changes. Others emphasise that even if you could see positive changes 

in urban areas, disabled people still faced a lot of misconceptions and problems in rural areas. 

While the urban area’s electricity is working the majority of the time, internet connection is 

available and the inhabitants have access to many newspapers and radio stations, the situation 

is different in rural areas. An interviewee said that the electricity was not common in rural areas 

and even if it was connected to a village, power shortage/cuts is common. Therefore, the rural 

areas have limited access to television and radio. Internet connection is uncommon and 

newspapers are not distributed there on a regular basis. This lack of access to information makes 

it harder for the people with disabilities in these areas to fight the social stigma.  

Although social stigma is a considerable challenge for the disability community many of 

the interviewees stressed that many things had been achieved over that last 30 years, and 

people’s social attitudes had improved due to discussion, education, empowerment and 

advocacy. An interviewee said:  

 

Otherwise, concerning attitudes the future is a little bit bright in the sense that 

now they can listen, and now there are quite good many of us who can make 

constructive arguments. We can argue from the legal perspective, we can argue 
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from the economic perspective, we can argue from the social perspective. 

Initially most of arguments were based on religions and religious arguments. 

Now everybody is talking about money, and since everybody is talking about 

law, since everybody is talking about responsibility I think it is important that we 

are able to argue from these perspectives [as well].  

 

People in urban areas are less scared of the stigmatised community of persons with disabilities 

and have started to be more open minded. There is a disability policy in place in public-run 

facilities, although it has not been formally adopted, and more and more private companies are 

meeting up with organisations to develop ways to integrate the disability community.  

 Parents of disabled children are also getting more aware of the opportunities that their 

children can benefit from and bring them to the organisations for counsel. An interviewee said 

he had just received a caring father who came to him looking for help to find out what his little 

girl could do during the day while other children were in school. The interviewee had helped 

the father secure a place for his daughter in one of the schools run by a member organisation 

that led the father to leave happy and thankful. 

4.4.2 Discrimination 

People with disabilities experience discrimination in most official spheres in Gambian society 

and difficulties finding and accessing education, employment, healthcare, rehabilitation and 

assistive technology suited to their abilities and needs. They also experience discrimination 

because of lack of physical access and access to information and therefore find it difficult to 

participate in Gambian society.  

4.4.2.1 Education 

Most of the interviewees thought education for children with disabilities was a priority to make 

a better future for people with disabilities and stressed its importance. One of them said: 

 

Education is number one, if you have no education things will be difficult, you 

need quality education to understand fully about the world, to know how your 

own people are, your nation and how to protect yourself and fight your way 

among people.  
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Some of my interviewees stressed that it was the responsibility of the Government, not the 

disabled people’s organisations, to give the children educational opportunities and thought the 

administration was not doing enough by ignoring disabled children. One of the interviewees 

was more positive regarding the Government’s efforts and said that the Government was trying 

to do its best when it came to children with disabilities’ education, and continued: 

 

If you look at these schools, Government provide busses to pick these children 

up to bring them to school, and pay these teachers and staff their monthly salaries, 

like the monthly allowance, and teachers are supported in other areas, like 

learning materials. It might be severely limited because of constraints, but they 

are doing something and that’s the beauty part of it.  

 

He continued and reiterated that the advocacy done by the disability community had resulted in 

the Government trying to improve access to education for disabled children and had trained 

teachers to work with children who needed special care.  

There are a few schools operating for children with disabilities in the urban areas but 

these are not many and underfunded. Several participants worried about the schools in the rural 

areas, which are few or non-existing so the children who grew up away from the coastline were 

unlikely to receive any education. The classes in those schools were described as large, usually 

understaffed and sometimes with staff who did not have the qualifications or the specialty 

needed to teach these children. According to an interviewee the learning material is also often 

inadequate for the children’s needs based on their disability. The female focus group members 

discussed this issue and agreed that it was necessary to include the disability community in the 

planning process to understand the children’s needs. They needed to provide service for those 

children by building ramps, accessible toilets for wheelchair users and supply books in braille 

for the blind for example. One said: “Education is always a problem, if they don't have teaching 

aid, they cannot learn.”  

Even though primary education in The Gambia is free it is still expensive for parents to 

send their children to school due to the cost of uniforms, registration fees, lunch fees and loss 

of income or capital that their children could otherwise contribute with to the family. A female 

focus group member mentioned it was not uncommon that parents spent highly on the education 

of their able children, leaving nothing for the disabled children. Also, schools are often located 

far from the homes of the children with disabilities and they rely on their family members for 

transport to and from the school.  
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Higher education is even more challenging for disabled people to access. The learning 

materials provided did not take any disability into account and physical access could be 

challenging according to interviewees. Nonetheless, the male focus group was optimistic while 

discussing the issue and believed the access to higher education had improved significantly and 

some young people with disabilities were attending college or university courses. Most of the 

interviewees agreed and spoke about a handful of disabled males who had higher education and 

had often received financial support from the organisations for their school fees. These 

members were highly respected and it was evident the disability community was proud of their 

achievements. It was noticeable that no females were mentioned while discussing disabled 

people who had managed to secure a higher degree. 

The disabled children therefore do not have many opportunities after finishing primary 

schools. An interviewee who worked in one of the special schools said that their students were 

up to 30 years old because the parents preferred to bring them to the schools rather than leaving 

them alone at home. Young people with disabilities can receive some skills training in skill 

centres operated by the organisations but these skill centres are few and underfunded according 

to participants.  

  

4.4.2.2 Employment  

The participants in both focus groups agreed that it was harder for a disabled individual to 

secure employment and that they faced discrimination when it came to the hiring process. A 

female focus group member said: “Sometimes a disabled person can have the qualification for 

an official position or Governmental institution but it is given to an able person because they 

believe a disabled person is not fit for that position, which is not right.” The women continued 

discussing the topic and agreed that it was important to have confidence in yourself in any 

public place and not to view themselves as a disabled individual but rather to see oneself for 

what they are and what they can do. One said: “If they would give us a chance we would be 

able to show our skills.”  

Both focus groups also expressed the need for a disabled individual to be hired to official 

positions who worked on issues related to the disability community because they understand 

their issues in greater depth. Financial institutions and banks were also mentioned and it was 

argued that it would be beneficial for them to hire an individual from the community to help 

serve disabled clients.  
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 The Federation and some of the member organisations organise skills training for their 

members. Sometimes these projects are done in collaboration with companies that even reward 

the top students with employment opportunities in their facilities. The Federation also ran an 

employment programme with international donors to ensure employment opportunities for 

disabled people. Many were hired through this project and it gave positive results in many 

aspects, but it phased out after the funding finished.  

4.4.2.3 Healthcare, rehabilitation and assistive technology  

It was discussed in both focus groups that many disabled people do not have access to healthcare 

due to poverty and are not able to pay the fees for the services required. They are therefore often 

subject to the good will of their family members or healthcare staff rather than receiving 

primary healthcare as a regular service supplied for the people with disabilities. A member of 

the female focus group said that disabled people were often kept waiting for a long time when 

they sought out to receive healthcare because the staff preferred everything to run quickly and 

adequately. Furthermore, even if the hospital emergency entrance has ramps they are not 

situated at the outpatient ward and therefore wheelchair users must be carried or crawl to get to 

their appointments. The same problem faced the wheelchair user if he desired to enter the visitor 

ward and it was therefore difficult to visit their loved ones if they had been admitted to a hospital 

care. An interviewee was very unhappy with this situation and felt it was very odd that a public 

building such as the hospital would not guarantee accessibility for all members of the society.  

According to participants, the National Rehabilitation Centre has not been able to 

provide these assistive devices on any regular basis. Disabled people are thus forced to rely on 

relatives and friends for assistance to buy this expensive equipment while the Federation and 

the member organisations are said to try their best to support their members. They have argued 

for building ramps in hospitals and healthcare centres and to try to supply people with 

disabilities with sign language interpreters, translating documents to braille and other assistance 

where they can. One interviewee said: “They also attempt to provide assistive technology, if 

available, but as none of the organisations are primarily service providers these efforts are 

limited.” 

4.4.2.4 Physical access 

The participants agreed that physical access was important and there were some improvements 

needed. The wheelchair users had difficulties getting around in the city, and in rural areas it’s 

usually even harder for the them to get from one place to the next as most roads are not paved. 

As discussed in the female focus group, the community of people with disabilities are not 
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always consulted when building new roads that can lead to difficulties for wheelchair users to 

cross and therefore they must travel long distances to get from one place to the next.  

 The official transport system in The Gambia is based on taxis that drive the same route 

during the day. It is possible to enter and leave them wherever on this route. According to 

participants the taxi drivers often refuse to pick up a person with disability, claiming that it is 

too time-consuming and difficult. Therefore, a person in a wheelchair can be waiting for hours 

before being transported between places. There are some public busses, but they are also not 

disabled-friendly according to participants. The entrance is high up and there are stairs to enter 

the bus. This makes it impossible for a wheelchair user to enter without being carried. People 

with hearing impairments also experience difficulties with the transport system because of lack 

of correct street markings and therefore the drivers only let them out on popular landmarks 

instead of being able to leave the transport at other streets located on their route. As one 

participant said: “If street signs would be located on every junction it would help the deaf go to 

the place they are going but instead they are left to walk long ways.”  

According to participants, physical access to buildings is often lacking. Many official 

buildings, offices and schools are missing the infrastructure to receive a person in a wheelchair. 

They need to be assisted or carried to those locations, which can be humiliating for a person 

with physical disability. One interviewee gives an example of her experience, while visiting 

one of the official buildings that does not have a ramp: “I have to leave my chair and crawl 

there, they can't come down, I have to go up.” Some of the interviewees mentioned that although 

things had been improving a lot in recent years because of advocacy work from the community 

of persons with disabilities, only some official buildings had built ramps for the wheelchair 

users. Many of them were however not properly done and showed clearly the importance of the 

officials to communicate with the community of persons with disabilities before construction. 

4.4.2.5 Access to information  

The issue of access to information came repeatedly up in the interviews. The main groups that 

suffer from limited access to information are the blind and visually impaired and the deaf and 

hard of hearing. People with hearing impairments have limited access to information as many 

of them have never received formal education and were illiterate. The lack of access is further 

due to the fact that few non-disabled people have any knowledge of Gambian sign language. 

Consequently, the deaf community is very dependent on interpreters for information from 

service providers and official announcements. Usually there are no interpreters on the national 

television to communicate information to the deaf, and this changes only in elections according 



 82 
 

to one participant. As such they rely on family members or go to a disabled people’s 

organisation to access official information. Although the organisation that specialises in 

fighting for people with hearing impairments has trained multiple interpreters they are not hired 

by the national television or during public events.  

The focus group members were also concerned about equality when it came to 

telecommunication. In The Gambia, there are both private and public phone companies and 

mobile phone users usually buy credit of a specific amount to use both for calls and messages. 

All companies will give you a number of free minutes for calls every time you top up but these 

minutes cannot be used for messages. The deaf community only uses messages to communicate 

and they therefore are unable to benefit from this offer like the rest of the community. The focus 

group members thought this was unfair, especially concerning the nationally owned company.  

The visually impaired have some troubles when going to institutions where braille 

versions of accounts and documents are not available. Most of public offices do not have any 

particular services for the people with hearing and visual impairments so those groups must 

rely on assistance from relatives and friends. This denies them privacy that can be unfortunate 

as discussed in both focus groups. Braille markings are also uncommon in The Gambia and 

usually the medications do not have appropriate markings for the blind community to 

understand. The male focus group was concerned about telecommunication for the blind. The 

phone companies regularly send text messages to their customers. This can be very 

inconvenient, and more so in the rural areas where a blind person might sometimes have to 

walk a long way to other villages to find a person that could read the message and then it would 

just be an advertisement. In the female focus group the women agreed that it would be beneficial 

to help the blind get access to disabled friendly phones.  

4.4.2.6 Participation  

People with disabilities are often excluded at the community level and not invited for 

programmes or events held in their neighbourhood. The women in the female focus group 

discussed this topic and most of them said they had experienced not being invited for 

ceremonies or events due to their disability. They suggested this could be because the 

community felt uncomfortable having a person with disability present or that they thought they 

would not come with gifts. One male focus group member thought this attitude was changing 

slowly and said: “In many sectors they are starting to recognize persons with disabilities and 

start inviting them to workshops and programmes, even last Saturday they had a disabled person 

come and give a talk about domestic violence, so there are some things happening for the 
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community of persons with disabilities. The members of the disabled people’s organisations 

are also invited to multiple forums to discuss diverse topics and they are proud of the 

recognition they have gained in the community. However, the persons with disabilities who are 

invited and go as representatives of an organisation are not always treated with the respect they 

deserve. A female focus group member had been to one of those events and explained how she 

and other disabled people who had been invited were not given the normal food but had to eat 

leftovers from other participants who were not disabled.  

All group members in both focus groups agreed that it was important for the community 

of people with disabilities to participate more in politics. They felt that they were not 

represented in that sector, candidates ignored them and they were rarely mentioned in election 

speeches or manifestos. They were not optimistic about a disabled person running for office 

because of the social attitude. The disability community encounters many difficulties 

concerning national elections. In the Presidential and national assembly elections, it’s common 

that the candidates hold rallies around the country and speak to the public. In those rallies, 

physically disabled experience discrimination and feel that they are not meant to be seen. A 

female focus group member said: 

 

Even the President is having a rally, if you want to attend there you will struggle 

and if you want to go in front they will stop you, you will not go. If you don’t 

stop, they will beat you. If you are behind the people will fall and fall on you, it’s 

no good. They have to make sure that we, the disabled, we are there and they 

have to see us. 

 

During the voting, people with disabilities also experience troubles. Some voting stations don’t 

have ramps according to participants so people with a physical disability have problems 

accessing the voting booths and taking part in the elections. People with hearing impairments 

will come across challenges because there are no people who speak Gambian sign language. It 

was even shared that during last election in 2011 an interpreter had been hired but he was 

unfortunately unable to communicate in Gambian sign language and was therefore of no use. 

Male focus group members discussed the participation of people with disabilities and said it 

was very little. One member stated: “We need disabled people to become more involved in the 

society. Some of them don't even vote because they think that they cannot bring anything to the 

table.” 
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The Federation and member organisations have reached out to the politicians and tried 

to lobby in the official sphere to locate supporters to get involved in their battle. This process 

is slow but has resulted in some positive outcomes and interesting meetings that the 

organisations hope to build on.  

4.4.2.7 Family Life 

Many of the participants mentioned family life and having the opportunity to start a family with 

a partner was a priority for them. In The Gambia, kinship and family life is very important and 

people tend to marry at a young age and start a family. A participant said he thought it was 

interesting how individuals and the community identified those disabled because for him he 

would consider a person who is unable to have children to be disabled.  

Most of the participants were married and had children who helped them with different 

chores. An interviewee mentioned that it was important to educate the community that disability 

was not always genetic and that parents with disabilities did not automatically have disabled 

children. Based on observations, many of the people belonging to the community of people 

with disabilities were married and did have children. These children were usually not disabled 

but experienced multiple difficulties as their parent or parents had a harder time in providing 

for them because of their disability.  

4.4.2.8 The Government 

In western welfare states the Government is usually an important benefactor when it comes to 

financial support and securing basic rights for people with disabilities. It was repeatedly 

mentioned in interviews that the hard work of the Federation and their member organisations 

had resulted in the Government’s recent signing and ratification of the CRPD, and was 

supporting the disabled organisations with income-generating projects. Unfortunately, the 

disability bill the Federation and stakeholders had been working on had not been brought to the 

congress and has still not been made into law.  

At the time of the research the Government in place had been harshly criticised by the 

international community and that criticism had especially been directed at the President. Many 

international NGOs, charities and even embassies had closed or frozen development funding. 

According to the interviewees this was mostly because of the financial crisis that had hit the 

world a few years earlier, while some also mentioned the international community did not want 

to work with the Gambian Government due to corruption.  

Most of my interviewees said the Government was not doing enough in securing 

funding or employment for people with disabilities and believed their lives would change 
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considerably with the support of the Government. One of the interviewees thought the disability 

community were too critical of their Government and said he believed they were doing the best 

as they could with the funding and resources on hand. One said the Government could not be 

blamed of the financial insecurities their community faced, and continued: “It is not the 

Government, it is the whole society in one way or another because the Government cannot 

employ all of us, that is practically impossible.” 

4.4.3 Street Begging 

One of the five Pillars of Islam is to give charity to those in need and there is consequentially a 

strong tradition of begging in many Islamic societies. According to participants, street begging 

is accepted and even endorsed in Gambian society. One interviewee explained: “If you don't 

have, you beg, as a true believer that is correct.”  

People tend to be more willing to give cash rather than paying school fees or supporting 

one’s future according to a participant. Based on observation, street begging is common in The 

Gambia both among the disabled and abled bodies. Able bodies tend to be in the touristic areas 

and are more noticeable during holidays. There are some able street beggars around the market 

places or traditional restaurants in Banjul but these are usually women holding a young child. 

The disabled street beggars can be found everywhere at any time in the capital area.  

Street begging is one of the most common ways for people with disabilities to support 

themselves and their families. According to interviews and observation, the disabled people’s 

organisations take street begging into account while organising activities and therefore they 

won’t organise meetings to take place on Fridays because that is the day they earn the most 

money. According to the interviewees the main reasons for people with disabilities to beg was 

lack of employment opportunities and education. One interviewee said: 

 

If you don’t develop the child in childhood, when he grows up it becomes 

seriously challenging. He is past the age of going to school, he is in the age of 

getting married or he is already married with kids, and can’t go back to the school. 

He needs to provide for family, he must end up going to the street, you know, so 

he became very controversial person and clumsy. 

 

According to numerous interviewees, the police started arresting disabled beggars on the streets 

in the early 2000s. This was often humiliating for the beggars and a participant said the police 

often left the wheelchair or other expensive assistant equipment on the street while removing 



 86 
 

the beggars and bringing them to custody. He added that while being held in custody the 

treatment of the person with disabilities was unsatisfactory, including being left on the floor, a 

lack of provision of appropriate sanitary facilities and they were treated inhumanely.  

The participants did not agree if this ban of begging had officially been developed into 

law or if it was more based on an informal policy. Yet, it was clear the police force was working 

under orders from a higher level. The main aim of the ban was to ensure the safety of the 

disabled beggars according to the Government as begging is usually conducted in busy 

locations near traffic and was considered dangerous. During the research, there was a fatal car 

accident involving a wheelchair user who had been begging next to a highway. Not all the 

interviewees accepted this explanation, and suggested some other reasons played a part in the 

decision. One said: 

 

Basically, I think they wanted to discourage begging and some others might say 

that they are selling a bad image of the Government, maybe like, this community 

is not doing anything for themselves, things like that and the doing their effort 

maybe, doing their effort.  

 

According to several participants some disabled beggars were arrested and kept in custody 

when the ban was first imposed but later let go. The ban has never been officially uplifted but 

the police do not arrest anyone for begging anymore. The participants also thought it was 

senseless because it was the only means of these people to survive and care for their family. 

One interviewee said: “Generally begging is not illegal but how you beg can make it illegal. 

Because if you don’t have, in our society, we will entertain you, we will encourage you to ask 

so you are not going to steal and when you ask that means you are begging.”  

 In the female focus group the women discussed the reasons behind street begging of the 

community of people with disabilities. They agreed that many persons with disabilities did not 

have any means to support themselves because of their lack of education and limited 

employment opportunities, resulting in begging on the streets. There exist grants and funds for 

Gambian people who want to start a business but for the disabled it is much more challenging.  

Many of the interviewees criticised begging in one way or another but most agreed that 

while the disability community was not offered alternative opportunities, street begging would 

continue. One of the interviewees, although thinking some people with disabilities had to beg 

for living, believed it was irresponsible of them to marry and have children:” […] look at the 



 87 
 

people that are begging, they have more families, more responsibility, they have more kids and 

they don't take responsibility seriously.” 

The assumption that all people with disabilities are the same also bothered some. One 

female focus group member said:  

 

When able people see you leaving your house, the first thing they think you will 

do is to beg, even when you are going out, well dressed and with friends. When 

they see you, they will open their pocket and start giving you charity and that's 

very bad.  

 

This assumption, explained the member, could influence the self-confidence of the people with 

disabilities and make them feel worthless and unimportant.  
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5 Discussion 

In this thesis, I have presented historical development of the initiative of disabled people 

gathering as a community, developing the academic field of disability studies and establishing 

their own organisations worldwide. Furthermore, I have looked at disability in the development 

sphere, disabled people’s organisations strength and weaknesses and the strategies used by the 

organisations to improve the lives of their members. I have also presented the findings of 

interviews and focus groups conducted with the disability community in The Gambia looking 

at disabled people’s organisations in the country and social realities of the disabled population. 

This I have done aiming to examine the Gambia Federation of the Disabled, how the 

organisation operates in relation to the development agenda, how it identifies its member 

organisations and the partnership between these organisations and shed light on the major 

challenges the disability community in The Gambia faces today.  

 

5.1 Gambia Federation of the Disabled  

The forming of the disabled people’s organisation in The Gambia is in line with the social 

development that took place in the 1970s where, according to multiple scholars disabled people 

came together and demanded social and political improvements (Campbell & Oliver, 1996; 

Mitra, 2017; Shakespeare, 2013). The participants for this study stressed that their main reason 

for establishing an organisation had been to improve lives and demand rights for the disability 

community in one way or another. Furthermore, interviewees who worked for or had been 

involved with establishing the first generation of disabled people’s organisations in the country 

revealed that they had been established by influence of foreign organisations or groups, mostly 

western disabled people’s organisations followed by the increased attention by the international 

community.  

The results suggest that the role of the Gambian Federation of the Disabled as an 

umbrella body for the disabled people’s organisations in development is to coordinate and 

organise the efforts of its members. The Federation monitors and evaluates to which extent their 

member organisations meet the needs of the disability community and identifies where their 

efforts should be directed. It collects reports created by the member organisations to develop a 

holistic database and is responsible for hosting different advocacy activities. It has proven to be 

an important link between the Government and the community of people with disabilities by 

establishing its importance as a consultant and partner in projects and issues related to the 
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community. It is in addition a crucial channel of communication in the community’s favour 

between international charities and organisations.  

Although the Federation, like most disabled people’s organisations (Campbell & Oliver, 

1996) has been struggling with funding in recent years the future seems brighter as it has 

managed to secure funding from a local NGO for income-generating projects for itself and its 

partners. The main objective of the Federation is equality and total inclusion of people with 

disabilities in Gambian society. To achieve their objectives the Federation has used both 

advocacy strategies and empowerment programmes with positive results. These strategies are 

common practices in development work and have shown constructive outcome in the disability 

field (MacLachlan & Swartz, 2009a; Mitra, 2017; WHO, 2011). 

 

5.2 Member Organisations and Partnership  

The Federation’s member organisations differ in size, scale of operations and which group they 

serve and are therefore very diverse. This is in line with the global development as the disabled 

community is constructed of groups of people with different disabilities (Campbell & Oliver, 

1996; WHO, 2011). All of the member organisations are community based disabled people’s 

organisations, except Association for Mental Disabilities, and according to Campbell and 

Oliver’s (1996) definition “controlled and run by the disabled people” (p. 1). All members of 

the Federation use democratic processes to elect board members and together they cover a great 

range of different disabilities. All but one have their main office located in the urban area but 

many of them have branches all over the country, though not all are in full operation. The 

majority of the organisations have secured land for their operations but some are expecting to 

launch facilities in the near future.  

  Although the partnership between the Federation and the diverse group of member 

organisations can be challenging 

 it is essential, and together they have managed to place disability on the development agenda 

in the country. This is in line with the recent development of the topic gaining increased 

attention worldwide (MacLachlan & Swartz, 2009a; Mitra, 2017; WHO, 2011). The partnership 

between these organisations is instrumental to fill in gaps of service for the disability 

community where the Government has failed or is unable to address their needs. In this sense 

the partnership is of vital importance for the community of people with disabilities.  

The main activities of the disabled people’s organisations have achieved positive results 

regarding its advocacy work and empowerment programmes. Interestingly, and in keeping with 

Campbell’s and Oliver’s (1996) opinion, interviewees agreed that one of the major 
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achievements of their organisation was the establishment itself. They were proud of the 

formation of an organisation and what they had already achieved with coming together. The 

strain theory of Merton (1938) can be applied to the development of disabled people’s 

organisations in The Gambia and is relevant both in the past and present. According to the 

interviewees the main reason for the formation of the organisations was a gap between what the 

disability community desired and their current situation. The mass society theory is also 

relevant while exploring the reasons behind the establishment of disabled people’s 

organisations in the country. Disabled people in The Gambia were often considered as bringing 

shame to their families and even to the whole community. This resulted in many of them being 

kept hidden and therefore isolated and ignored. Buechler (2013) argues that these are the prime 

conditions for the development of mass society where people group together under the influence 

of relatively few instigators.  

Disability in the Gambian community is often seen as something related to godly 

punishment or superstitious believes. It’s therefore possible to agree that the Gambian society 

sees disability often from the perspective of the moral mode of disability. Furthermore, 

disability is often seen, and especially from public administration and development point of 

view, as a health problem and therefore related to the medical model. This mirrors statements 

in the WHO Disability Report that there exist many barriers still that are difficult for the 

disabled community and disability is often still seen as an medical component in development 

(WHO, 2011). The disabled people’s organisations in the country on the other hand have 

emphasised trying to get the community to see disability from the perspective of the social 

model, concentrating on their abilities rather their disabilities, through networking, advocacy 

and empowerment. Networking has been an important tool in the social movement of disabled 

people from the beginning (Campbell & Oliver, 1996; Mji et al., 2009). The same is evident in 

The Gambia where participants explained the importance of the Federation as it was their main 

networking body, especially internationally. According to Campbell and Oliver (1996) 

empowerment is the process of disabled people coming together and demanding that their 

voices are being heard. Empowerment has been one of the main tools or methods used by the 

disabled people’s organisations in The Gambia and is a core concept in most of the development 

projects conducted by the disabled people’s organisations. Advocacy is also a core tool in 

disabled people’s organisations work in The Gambia. Charlisle (2000) identified four types of 

advocacy: representation, community development, activism and social policy. The disabled 

people’s organisations in The Gambia report at least using three of these types, that is 

community development, activism and social representation. The Federation and its members 
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are all based on community level where they try to influence their surroundings and identify 

gaps and barriers, they all use activism advocacy and intend to challenge the cause of these gaps 

and barriers on a structural level and finally they try to influence policy changes and legislations 

through advocacy methods.  

Establishing a disabled people’s organisation was not always easy and many obstacles 

encountered. The most noteworthy obstacle was the charities that had been working in the 

disability field in The Gambia. They were often not fond of disabled people’s initiatives 

forming their own organisation and therefore sometimes tension was created between these 

charities and disabled people’s organisations. According to Campbell and Oliver (1996) it was 

often the case that these charities were not in line with this new development and acted as hostile 

gatekeepers with their resistance. Therefore, the disability community in the country had to 

aggressively take control over their own lives and situations by demanding power as suggested 

by power theory of Tandon (1995). Other problems faced by disabled people’s organisations 

globally have also influenced the organisations in The Gambia both in the past and present, 

according to interviewees. Namely lack of funding, lack of political support and difficulties 

related to accessibility and getting people together (Campbell & Oliver, 1996).  

 

5.3 Disability Community in The Gambia  
Despite the improvements in the disabled field in The Gambia there are still multiple difficulties 

people with disabilities encounter in their daily lives. Disabled people are still excluded from 

most spheres of Gambian society and stigma and discrimination are common. Nevertheless, the 

results indicate that advocacy and empowerment efforts have shown positive results in changing 

the community and the surroundings. The participants highlighted issues related to social 

stigma, different kinds of discrimination and street begging as difficulties in their surroundings.  

Social stigma often has its roots in religion or a belief system where disability is seen as 

a punishment towards the individual with disability or his/her family in line with the moral 

model of disability (Kaplan, 2000). This attitude of the society can be even more disabling than 

the disability itself. Disabled people experienced different attitudes towards them than other 

members of the society. Participants repeatedly reported mistreatment, disrespect and 

misconception. Regarding discrimination, it can be found in most sectors of the Gambian 

community. Disabled participants who participated in the study reported that they did not have 

the same opportunities as other Gambians. The economic situation of disabled people in The 

Gambia is often poor forcing individuals to rely on street begging for survival. The relationship 

between poverty and disability is complicated. According to WHO (2011) inequality in the 
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world can cause a person to be poor that can then lead to disability. According to a research 

based on data from multiple low income countries people who are battling with poverty are 

more likely to experience difficulties accessing quality health care.  

Furthermore, the disabled community in low income countries doesn’t have the same 

benefit from development to escape poverty as their access to education, skill training and 

employment opportunities is limited. According to WHO, globally, children with disabilities 

are less likely to receive education and this leads to limited employment opportunities as adults. 

The disability community in The Gambia shares the same experience and were worried 

regarding limited educational opportunities for disabled children. Educational opportunities are 

fewer, teachers often don’t have the speciality in caring for children with disabilities, classes 

are overcrowded and access is not always secured. The participants said this led to limited skills 

training and resulted in fewer employment opportunities. According to WHO (2011) people 

with disabilities have a harder time finding employment opportunities and if they work they 

tend to get lower salaries. For a disabled person access to employment opportunities are scarce 

and even if a disabled person has the right education or skill set required for a job, the employer 

would almost always hire a none-disabled person and therefore the disability community has to 

create their own opportunities. 

Worldwide, people with disabilities must pay additional costs associated with healthcare 

and assistive devices. In the global south access to healthcare and assistive devices is 

furthermore often very limited (WHO, 2011). The experience of the disabled community in The 

Gambia is very similar. Many disabled people don’t have access to healthcare because of not 

being able to pay the required fees. People with disabilities also experience discrimination from 

the healthcare workers and limited access to hospital buildings. In terms of assistive devices, 

the national rehabilitation centre does not have means to supply all members of the community 

with the technology that would improve their quality of life and therefore the people with 

disabilities or their family members must supply it themselves.  

Globally disabled people experience multi-layered issues regarding access (WHO, 

2011). Physical access is limited due to problems for wheelchair users transporting themselves, 

entering buildings or using the public transport system. People with hearing and visual 

impairments experience limited access to information. The participants experienced exclusion 

from the community and were often not invited to bigger gatherings or were not treated with 

the same respect if they were invited. Politicians did not mention the group while campaigning 

and the participation of the community of people with disabilities itself in politics was limited. 
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 Diverse issues regarding street begging were also discussed by participants. Begging 

was common practice among the community of people with disabilities and the organisations 

arranged its activities accordingly. In line with global situation (MacLachlan & Swartz, 2009a; 

WHO, 2011) disabled people in The Gambia tend to be the poorest of the poor in the 

community. A ban against begging had been implemented by the police force a couple of years 

before the fieldwork took place. The police had removed beggars from the streets and arrested 

them, but later all of them had been let go without a jail sentence.  

Lastly, this research aimed to understand the disabled people’s organisations in The 

Gambia and identify challenges faced by the disabled community in the country by giving the 

disability community a voice for itself. Limitations of the research are that the findings are only 

based on empirical data on disabled people involved in these organisations. Future research 

should explore the disabled people not involved in the disabled people’s organisation to 

generalise the results otherwise it could result in controversial answers or increased variables. 

 

5.4 Implications and suggestion 
As The Gambia does not have a holistic legal framework addressing disabled people’s needs 

and rights the expedition of the adoption of a Disability Bill is suggested. This would ensure 

the rights of the disability community and locate the responsibilities in an effective manner.  

Disability prevalence is extremely low in The Gambia and unlikely that it is giving a 

realistic picture of the situation. According to Eide and Loeb (2005) disability prevalence is 

often suspiciously low in low-income countries, this is due to quality of technique, data 

gathering methods and only identifying people with severe impairments as disabled. Data 

considering disability prevalence in recent years support the notion that the data is not 

completely accurate as the results differ a lot between who conducted them and when. Further, 

results of Kakooza-Mwesige et al. (2017) study of prevalence of cerebral palsy in Uganda 

suggests that high mortally rate of children with specific types of disabilities can influence the 

overall prevalence of disability in low and middle income countries. There are, therefore, no 

reliable numbers on how many disabled people are living in The Gambia as either the reports 

on hand are out of date or lack quality. It is important to understand the need for assistance 

before developing strategies that would be beneficial both for the disabled community and 

Gambian society as a whole, to conduct a holistic quality research with intent to shed light on 

disability prevalence and issues related to disability. The data collected could facilitate the 

identification of needs and document the progress in the disability field correctly. 
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 According to WHO (2011), development needs to focus more on disability and include 

them in every step of the process of the development efforts from designing to implementation, 

monitoring and evaluation. Furthermore, SDGs mention disability directly in five of their 17 

goals promoting access to education, employment opportunities and inclusion (United Nations 

General Assembly, 2015). Disabled people’s organisations are their ideal partners in 

development projects as their involvement guarantees the inclusion of the voice of the disability 

community. It would therefore be influential to work alongside these organisations on 

development in the country.  

 Funding is one of the main obstacles of the disabled people’s organisations in The 

Gambia. It is therefore important that these organisations receive support to become 

economically sustainable, ideally through development projects rather than political 

involvement given their status as NGOs. Although as funding is limited the NGOs tend to 

compete over the scarce resources and therefore official guidelines are often necessary 

(Schwenger, Straub, & Borzillo, 2014).  

 The social situation of people with disabilities is grave and it is important to integrate 

and include the disability community into the society. Therefore, increased awareness-raising 

programmes and campaigns aiming to combat and eradicate the discrimination and social 

stigma against disabled people in The Gambia would be beneficial. Mainstreaming education 

and increased accessibility would have positive results on the education of disabled children. 

Furthermore, conducting special training introducing disabled children’s different needs to 

teachers and school’s faculty would have a positive impact on the quality of the education of 

disabled children. Disabled children who do not have the ability to attend mainstream schools 

should have the opportunity to receive quality education in one of the specialised schools. 

Access to assistive technology would improve the lives of people with disabilities in poorer 

countries with increased participation and activity (United Nations General Assembly, 2015). 

Therefore, suppling assistive devices would have a positive impact on the Gambian community. 

 Lastly, improvements in accessibility is urgent as the access to different societal 

infrastructure is often insufficient for disabled people. There is an urgent need for improvement 

in physical accessibility in most public buildings and although many streets are paved, the 

sidewalks are almost always sand, which creates a dangerous situation. Access to information 

is often lacking. The Gambian administration needs to guarantee total access of all public 

information for all members of the community, including the disabled people.  
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6 Conclusions 

The aim of this thesis is to look at the disabled person’s organisation, Gambia Federation of the 

Disabled, and to examine how the organisation operates in relation to the development agenda, 

how it identifies its member organisations and the partnership between these organisations. 

Furthermore, it intended to classify the major challenges the disability community in The 

Gambia faces today. Data concerning these issues was gathered from participant observation, 

interviews and focus groups. The results suggest that the role of the Gambian Federation of the 

Disabled as an umbrella body for the disabled people’s organisations in development is to 

coordinate and organise the efforts of its members. It has proven to be an important link between 

the Government and the community of people with disabilities by establishing its importance 

as a consultant and partner in projects and issues related to the community. It is in addition a 

crucial channel of communication in the community’s favour between international charities 

and organisations. The Federation is therefore an ideal partner for the Government and other 

development agencies to consult and collaborate with on reaching the SDGs, especially the 

ones that mention disability directly. 

 The Federation’s member organisations differ in size, scale of operations and which 

group they serve and are therefore very diverse. Although the partnership between the 

Federation and the diverse group of member organisations can be challenging it is essential, 

and together they have managed to place disability on the development agenda in the country 

to some extent. The partnership between these organisations is instrumental to fill in gaps of 

service for the disability community where the Government has failed or is unable to address 

their needs. In this sense the partnership is of vital importance for the community of people 

with disabilities. The member organisations were proud of its establishment and were mostly 

happy with its accomplishments. The main activities of the disabled people’s organisation have 

achieved positive results regarding its advocacy work and empowerment programmes. Their 

biggest challenges are identified with regards to funding, collaborations between themselves 

and member organisations, sustainability and mobility.  

Despite the improvements in the disabled field in The Gambia there are still multiple 

difficulties people with disabilities encounter in their daily lives. People with disabilities are 

still excluded from most spheres of Gambian society and stigma and discrimination are 

common. Nevertheless, the results indicate that advocacy and empowerment efforts have shown 

positive results in changing the community and the surroundings. The participants highlighted 
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issues related to social stigma, different kinds of discrimination and street begging as difficulties 

in their surroundings.  
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