
International Women’s Day 2014: 

Equality for women is progress for all 

In countries around the world, many women with 
disabilities are forging new paths in opening access 
to education, jobs, skills and legal rights for other 
women and girls around the world. In the process, 
they overcome negative attitudes, mistaken 
assumptions, legal and political obstacles and 
discrimination to fully participate in their 
communities. They forge support networks to help 
other women with disabilities in their own communities and other countries. They raise their voices to clearly 
articulate their needs and issues to the world around them. They are strong advocates for equal rights and 
opportunities for all people with disabilities. 

International Women's Day is a global celebration of the 
economic, political and social achievements of all 
women, including women with disabilities. This year, 
we recall past struggles and accomplishments, and look 
ahead to the potential opportunities that await future 
generations of women. 

On International Women’s Day, the ILO-Irish Aid Partnership Programme on disability recognizes the 
leadership and achievements of individual disabled women in selected countries. In particular, it acknowledges 
their accomplishments and shares their stories on promoting equality for women with disabilities. Since the 
early 2000s, the Partnership Programme has recognized and prioritized disability as essential to meeting the UN 
Millennium Development goals, with the goal of Promoting gender equality and empowering women being a 
strong theme of the partnership’s activities. The Partnership Programme seeks to reduce poverty, promote 
gender equality and empower women in the present while extending this empowerment and equality into the 
future for all women – disabled or non-disabled. 

Stories from the field 

Yetnebersh Nigussie - Ethiopia 

Yetnebersh Nigussie is Executive Director of the 
Ethiopian Center for Disability and Development 
(ECDD) in Addis Ababa. Active in more than 20 
volunteer groups dedicated to issues ranging from 
persons with disabilities to girls’ education to youth, 
she also chairs the Ethiopian National Association of 
the Blind Women’s Wing. She was recently appointed 
Goodwill Ambassador for 2013-14 by the National 

• 
i . 

• 

/ . 
• 

• 

• 

. 
• 

v . 

Facts & figures 

Over one billion people—15 per cent of the world’s 
population—have a disability
Approximately 300 million women and girls around the 
world have some form of intellectual, mental, sensory 
and or physical disabilityii 

Many face double discrimination based on sex and 
disability. 
Disabled women are at greater risk of poverty than 
disabled meniii . Their poverty is linked to less access to 
education and skills development. 
Men with disabilities are twice as likely to have 
employment and earn more than women with 
disabilitiesiv 

Excluding people with disabilities from the labour force 
results in an estimated loss of 3 to 7 percent in GDP 
losses
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Disaster Risk Reduction and Management organizing committee of Ethiopia. 

As a community leader, businesswoman, and volunteer, Yetnebersh has 
achieved much at the young age of 32. After losing her eyesight at the 
age of five, her mother found a school that would change her path in life 
and provide an education denied to many of her peers. She has 
completed a Bachelor of Laws degree (LLB) and Master’s degree in 

social work at Addis Ababa University (AAU). During her years at the University she became an activist, 
funding the Addis Ababa University Female Students’ Association and eventually becoming its first president. 
She chaired the AAU Anti-AIDS movement, and has received a number of national and international awards 
including the AMANITARE award for sexual and reproductive health advocates. 

Studying law catalyzed her determination to be a voice for the voiceless and to fight to improve the condition of 
vulnerable and socially excluded groups. Soon after graduating with her LLB, she helped establish and then 
became Executive Director of the Ethiopian Center for Disability and Development (ECDD), a non-
governmental organization that applies its knowledge of disability and development to enabling others to 
include people with disabilities in mainstream social and economic programmes. ILO-Irish Aid is among the 
donors that have supported the ECDD. 

Among her proudest achievements, Yetnebersh points to her involvement in helping to establish accessibility 
directives for Ethiopia’s building code, which now ensure that all new buildings are accessible to persons with 
disabilities. She’s also advocated for Ethiopia’s ratification of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities, a comprehensive human rights instrument for protecting the rights and dignity of persons with 
disabilities. Recently, she opened the Yetnebersh Academy for underprivileged children, overcoming parents’ 
fears that she could not effectively handle their children and increasing the number of students from 29 to 190. 
“We need to develop young leaders,” she says. “They will grow up to be tomorrow’s change makers.” 

Yetnebersh has trained more than 200 women with disabilities and “We should capitalize on people’s 
provided business development services for 50 more, in the process ability rather than capitalize on 
helping some 80 women with disabilities abandon begging and develop 
productive lives. “There is a lot of discrimination against people with their disability and hand them 

disabilities”, she says. “Assisting others to independently support charity.” 

themselves is the way forward. We should capitalize on people’s ability 
rather than capitalize on their disability and hand them charity. I am a generous person but I don’t give people 
charity.” 

Yetnebersh says her disability gave her the opportunities to become the person she is today. “I am never 
satisfied by my yesterday’s achievements,” she says. “I am always looking to see how I can do more, how I can 
give more. I continue to prove to myself and to my community that I can achieve what I dream.” 

Zhang Lili - China 

Zhang Lili is vice president of Heilongjiang Province Disabled Persons' Federation. She is a recipient of 
several national awards, including National Outstanding Teacher (2012), National Outstanding Woman 
Worker (2012), and the National Labor Medal (2012). 
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