
Expanding Vo�ng Rights for People with Intellectual Disabili�es in
European Parliamentary Elec�ons: Best Prac�ces and Considera�ons for

the EU in 2024

1. Introduc�on:

In recent years, there has been growing recogni�on of the importance of inclusivity and representa�on

in democra�c processes. For the European Union (EU), ensuring that all ci�zens can exercise their right

to vote is a fundamental aspect of a fair and democra�c society. However, individuals with intellectual

disabili�es o�en face significant barriers that limit their poli�cal par�cipa�on. In prepara�on for the

2024 European Parliamentary Elec�ons, it is crucial for the EU to priori�ze the expansion of vo�ng rights

for people with intellectual disabili�es. This paper aims to explore best prac�ces and considera�ons for

expanding vo�ng rights for individuals with intellectual disabili�es in the EU, par�cularly in the upcoming

2024 elec�ons.

2. Autonomy and Empowerment:

Promo�ng autonomy and empowerment is essen�al in ensuring that individuals with intellectual

disabili�es can ac�vely engage in the electoral process. Through ini�a�ves like the "The Future is Ours"

project, self-advocates have had the opportunity to voice their concerns and advocate for their rights.

These projects should be expanded and funded to support more self-advocates in becoming ac�ve

members of the democra�c process. By providing accessible informa�on about the electoral process and

candidates, and encouraging self-advocates to voice their preferences and opinions, we can empower

them to make informed choices.
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Moreover, a key aspect of autonomy is the ability to make independent decisions and have those

decisions respected. In the case of individuals with intellectual disabili�es, support systems should focus

on fostering decision-making skills and ensuring that their choices are valued. This requires ongoing

efforts to dismantle ableist a�tudes and to involve individuals with intellectual disabili�es in discussions

about their lives, including poli�cal engagement.

Easy language and accessible informa�on are crucial components of promo�ng autonomy and

empowerment for individuals with intellectual disabili�es. Ensuring that all EU informa�on materials,

including those related to elec�ons, are available in easy-to-understand formats can greatly enhance

their ability to par�cipate in the electoral process. This includes providing voter guides, candidate

profiles, and elec�on-related informa�on in plain language, accompanied by visual aids where necessary.

By adop�ng these prac�ces, the EU can empower individuals with intellectual disabili�es to make

informed decisions about their par�cipa�on in the democra�c process.

Countries like Germany and Belgium have made significant progress in promo�ng autonomy for

individuals with intellectual disabili�es. These na�ons have embraced suppor�ve decision-making

models, empowering individuals to make their own choices with appropriate assistance from support

persons, safeguarding their right to vote without compromising autonomy.

Germany's "Bundesteilhabegesetz" (Federal Par�cipa�on Act) aims to strengthen the rights and

par�cipa�on of people with disabili�es, including their vo�ng rights. This act seeks to enable people with

disabili�es to par�cipate fully in society, emphasizing self-determina�on and autonomy.

Belgium has worked to include individuals with disabili�es, including those with intellectual disabili�es,

in poli�cs. Efforts have been made to encourage poli�cal par�es to field candidates with disabili�es,

promo�ng equal representa�on.
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These states have developed easy-to-read voter guides, pictorial party pla�orms, and candidate profiles

tailored to individuals with cogni�ve challenges. By collabora�ng with self-advocacy groups and disability

organiza�ons, they have ensured the content's relevance and relatability.

The EU can encourage all member states, including those with representa�on in recent events, to adopt

standardized accessible vo�ng materials and disseminate best prac�ces in crea�ng inclusive voter

informa�on. This will enable individuals with intellectual disabili�es to make informed choices during

elec�ons.

3. Visibility and Representa�on:

Visibility serves as a powerful catalyst for advancing the vo�ng rights of individuals with intellectual

disabili�es, and its significance cannot be overstated. Effec�ve representa�on within decision-making

bodies, such as the Disability Intergroup in the European Parliament, holds a pivotal role in ensuring that

the voices of this community are not only acknowledged but also ac�vely incorporated into the shaping

of policies and strategies. Encouraging more MEPs, like François-Xavier Bellamy and Chiara Gemma, to

proac�vely engage with self-advocates and gain insights into their unique perspec�ves is vital for

fostering genuine understanding and meaningful representa�on. Addi�onally, events such as the

Autonomy, Visibility, Health, and Equality Event play a crucial role in bridging the gap between

self-advocates and policymakers, thereby augmen�ng their visibility and representa�on within

democra�c processes.

To enhance the effec�veness of representa�on within the Disability Intergroup and other

decision-making forums, a highly impac�ul recommenda�on emerges: the establishment of a paid

posi�on or internship specifically held by an individual with a mental disability. This role would provide

direct feedback, insights, and advice to the group, thereby offering an authen�c perspec�ve grounded in
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personal experience. This ini�a�ve aims to bridge the gap between policymakers and individuals with

intellectual disabili�es, promo�ng more informed and empathe�c decision-making processes. The

individual in this role could provide firsthand accounts of the challenges faced by individuals with

intellectual disabili�es, offer insights into their aspira�ons, and contribute to shaping policies that

directly affect their lives. This interac�ve dynamic would not only facilitate the cra�ing of more inclusive

policies but also empower individuals with intellectual disabili�es to ac�vely par�cipate in their own

representa�on.

Furthermore, the significance of visibility extends beyond formal se�ngs and necessitates integra�on

into mainstream media and public spaces. Media campaigns featuring self-advocates sharing their

stories and experiences have the poten�al to dismantle prevailing stereotypes and foster a deeper public

understanding and empathy. The inclusion of individuals with intellectual disabili�es as speakers,

consultants, and representa�ves in poli�cal par�es and campaigns would ensure their perspec�ves are

seamlessly woven into policy delibera�ons and decision-making processes. This comprehensive

approach aligns with the overarching goal of democra�zing representa�on and embedding inclusivity at

every level of the poli�cal spectrum.

The involvement of individuals with intellectual disabili�es in mainstream media holds significant

poten�al for shaping civil society. The conversa�on between self-advocates and their allies highlights the

crucial role of incorpora�ng people with intellectual disabili�es into mainstream media. Their compelling

stories illuminate that genuine representa�on transcends the dismantling of stereotypes; it nurtures

comprehension, empathy, and societal inclusiveness among audiences with limited exposure to such

perspec�ves. By showcasing the varied talents, aspira�ons, and accomplishments of individuals with

intellectual disabili�es, mainstream media possesses the ability to reshape societal viewpoints, challenge

preconcep�ons, and foster a society that is more embracing and just. The journey of self-advocates like
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those discussed and the suppor�ve roles of allies underscore that representa�on serves not only to

empower marginalized individuals but also to enrich the collec�ve narra�ve, contribu�ng to a more

nuanced understanding of human poten�al.

Past ini�a�ves, such as "The Future is Ours," have effec�vely showcased the experiences and insights of

self-advocates with intellectual disabili�es. By amplifying their voices, the EU can markedly enhance

visibility and representa�on, gran�ng these individuals the agency to advocate for their rights, including

the right to vote. This posi�ve trend is also evident in countries like Malta, Romania, and Hungary, all of

which have taken significant strides in fostering increased visibility of individuals with intellectual

disabili�es in diverse sectors, par�cularly in poli�cs. Ini�a�ves in Malta to promote inclusion and

representa�on of individuals with disabili�es in poli�cs have led to tangible posi�ve changes in policy

and prac�ces.

As the EU con�nues its commitment to promo�ng inclusivity, it is paramount to support ini�a�ves that

equip self-advocates with the skills and confidence to engage with media and policymakers. The

provision of training, support, and funding for these ini�a�ves would bolster the visibility and influence

of individuals with intellectual disabili�es within the poli�cal sphere. By empowering them to effec�vely

communicate their viewpoints and aspira�ons, the EU can construct a poli�cal arena that genuinely

reflects the diverse perspec�ves and needs of all its ci�zens.

In summary, eleva�ng the visibility and representa�on of individuals with intellectual disabili�es within

the democra�c landscape is an essen�al step toward fostering an inclusive society. Through ini�a�ves

like the establishment of a paid posi�on or internship within the Disability Intergroup and by promo�ng

ac�ve par�cipa�on in media and poli�cal events, the EU can significantly enhance the democra�c

experience of individuals with intellectual disabili�es. By doing so, the EU reinforces its commitment to
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representa�on, equality, and jus�ce, ensuring that the voices of all ci�zens, regardless of ability, are

heard and valued.

4. Health and Wellbeing:

To create an enabling environment for people with intellectual disabili�es to exercise their vo�ng rights,

addressing health and wellbeing concerns is crucial. Discrimina�on in healthcare (as discussed during the

“The Future is Ours” Health-Panel) must be eradicated. Proper training for medical staff to ensure

individuals with intellectual disabili�es are treated with dignity and respect during medical appointments

is essen�al.

It is impera�ve to recognize the unique healthcare needs of individuals with intellectual disabili�es and

provide appropriate support and resources. Ini�a�ves like the ICOD project are cri�cal in advancing

research and healthcare support for people with Down Syndrome and other intellectual disabili�es. By

priori�zing health and wellbeing, we can ensure that individuals with intellectual disabili�es are healthy,

engaged ci�zens who can ac�vely par�cipate in the electoral process.

Health events and discussions within the EU have shed light on the pressing health challenges faced by

individuals with Down Syndrome and intellectual disabili�es. Dispari�es in healthcare access and

discrimina�on have been highlighted, emphasizing the need for be�er research, informed medical staff,

and improved doctor-pa�ent communica�on.

Countries like Spain and France, represented by par�cipants in recent events, have made efforts to

address healthcare dispari�es for individuals with intellectual disabili�es. Spain's "PNSD 2018-2020"

strategic plan aims to improve the quality of life of people with intellectual disabili�es, focusing on areas

like health promo�on, access to healthcare, and mental health support.
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France has implemented policies to improve access to healthcare for people with disabili�es,

emphasizing the importance of preventa�ve care and early interven�ons. By suppor�ng research in this

area, coordina�ng efforts to address health dispari�es, and promo�ng healthcare that is inclusive and

respec�ul of the unique needs of individuals with intellectual disabili�es, the EU can contribute to

improving health outcomes for this popula�on.

Easy language and accessible informa�on are vital in the context of healthcare as well. Ensuring that

health-related informa�on is presented in clear, simple language with visual aids can empower

individuals with intellectual disabili�es to make informed decisions about their health. By providing

accessible materials, the EU can bridge the informa�on gap and promote be�er healthcare outcomes for

this community.

5. Equality and Equal Treatment:

Promo�ng equality and equal treatment is a core tenet of expanding vo�ng rights for people with

intellectual disabili�es. Efforts like the "Equality Event" provide a pla�orm to discuss the challenges faced

by individuals with Down Syndrome in the workplace. Encouraging ini�a�ves that support employment

opportuni�es for individuals with intellectual disabili�es can have a transforma�ve impact on their

inclusion in society.

However, equal treatment goes beyond employment and extends to educa�on, housing, and social

services. Addressing systemic barriers and ensuring that individuals with intellectual disabili�es have

access to quality educa�on, inclusive living arrangements, and adequate social support systems are

crucial components of promo�ng equal treatment. Furthermore, comba�ng s�gma�za�on and

promo�ng posi�ve a�tudes towards intellectual disabili�es will foster an inclusive society where the

rights of all ci�zens are respected.
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Throughout the EU, ini�a�ves have been developed to address discrimina�on and promote equal

treatment for individuals with intellectual disabili�es. In the workplace, countries like Belgium and Spain

have encouraged poli�cal par�es to be more inclusive in their candidate selec�on processes, fostering a

diverse and representa�ve poli�cal landscape.

Belgium's efforts to encourage poli�cal par�es to field candidates with disabili�es, including intellectual

disabili�es, are essen�al steps toward equal representa�on and poli�cal par�cipa�on. Spain's emphasis

on disability inclusion in poli�cs aligns with the EU's goals of crea�ng a more diverse and representa�ve

poli�cal landscape.

Easy language and accessible informa�on play a pivotal role in ensuring equal treatment for individuals

with intellectual disabili�es. This includes providing informa�on about their rights, services, and

opportuni�es in formats that are easily understandable and accessible. By doing so, the EU can empower

individuals with intellectual disabili�es to advocate for their rights and ac�vely engage in societal and

poli�cal processes.

The EU can set guidelines and incen�ves for poli�cal par�es across member states, including those

represented by par�cipants in recent events, to include individuals with intellectual disabili�es as

candidates. By doing so, the EU can promote greater poli�cal par�cipa�on and representa�on, ensuring

that individuals with intellectual disabili�es have a meaningful role in shaping the policies that affect

them.

6. Conclusion:

In conclusion, the impera�ve of inclusivity and representa�on in democra�c processes stands resolute.

The European Union's commitment to upholding the right to vote for all ci�zens, par�cularly those with

intellectual disabili�es, is an embodiment of its dedica�on to fostering a fair and democra�c society. As
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the 2024 European Parliamentary Elec�ons approach, the significance of expanding vo�ng rights for

individuals with intellectual disabili�es takes center stage. This paper has delved into mul�faceted

dimensions crucial to achieving this objec�ve.

Autonomy and empowerment are the cornerstone, where the amplifica�on of self-advocate voices

through ini�a�ves like "The Future is Ours" can mold ac�ve par�cipa�on. Encouraging

self-determina�on, accessible informa�on, and inclusive decision-making processes can empower

individuals with intellectual disabili�es to partake in the democra�c discourse.

The vitality of visibility and representa�on cannot be overstated. Through engagements within the

Disability Intergroup and collabora�ons with self-advocacy groups, the EU can ensure that diverse

perspec�ves contribute to the shaping of policies. Establishing a dedicated posi�on held by an individual

with a mental disability within the Intergroup could infuse authen�city and insight into discussions,

paving the way for more inclusive policies.

In the realm of mainstream media, the narra�ves of individuals with intellectual disabili�es and their

allies underline the transforma�onal poten�al of representa�on. By sharing stories that transcend

stereotypes, mainstream media can usher in empathy and understanding among audiences with limited

exposure to such experiences. The EU's support for training and ini�a�ves that facilitate communica�on

between self-advocates and media can magnify the visibility of this community.

Addressing health and well-being remains pivotal. Eradica�ng healthcare discrimina�on and offering

specialized support are vital components in ensuring a healthy and engaged electorate. The EU can take

cues from countries like Spain and France, bolstering research, promo�ng informed medical care, and

enhancing health outcomes for individuals with intellectual disabili�es.
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Equality and equal treatment, deeply embedded in the pursuit of expanding vo�ng rights, demand a

holis�c approach. Empowering individuals with intellectual disabili�es through employment

opportuni�es, inclusive educa�on, and an end to s�gma�za�on builds a more equitable society. The EU's

encouragement of diverse poli�cal candidacy, as observed in countries like Belgium and Spain, reflects its

commitment to equality in poli�cal representa�on.

In essence, by embracing autonomy, amplifying visibility, priori�zing health and well-being, advancing

equality, and ensuring easy language accessibility, the European Union can pave the way for expanded

vo�ng rights for individuals with intellectual disabili�es. This endeavor epitomizes the essence of

democracy – recognizing and valuing every voice within society. As the EU propels these principles into

prac�ce, it reiterates its dedica�on to inclusivity, representa�on, and a democra�c ethos where the

rights of all ci�zens find true expression.
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