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Investing in your future!

Theme of the International Conference:
"Participation and inclusion into society. Efficient communication as a way of overcoming the social isolation of the persons with deafblindnes"	
Deafblind Women’s Forum 
with theme: 
“Deafblindness: we, the women. 
Being a recognized deafblind woman with equal rights in modern society”

Workshop 1 "Current challenges to cooperation: women’s networking and collaboration among women in their own country", 
Presenter: Sanna Paasonen, Board member of the Finnish Deafblind Association (FDBA)

Process of this workshop:
Initialization and questions to discuss (15 min)
Discussion in small groups: 3-4 persons per a group (30 min)
The whole group discussion (60 min)
Summarization


	BACKGROUND

	People with disabilities in the world
According to the United Nations (UN) about 650 million people in the world live with disabilities, and frequently encounter a myriad of physical and social obstacles. They often lack the opportunities of the mainstream population and are usually among the most marginalized in the society. Women face barriers to full equality and advancement because of such factors as race, age, language, ethnicity, culture, religion or disability. Persistence of certain cultural, legal and institutional barriers makes women and girls with disabilities the victims of two-fold discrimination: as women and as persons with disabilities. 
	Deafblindness and Womanhood – two big challenges
Women with disabilities may be particularly at risk due to stigmas associated with both disability and gender inequality. Deafblindness isn’t as a well-known disability as Deafness or Blindness because of a small number of Deafblind persons. In Finland only about 850 people use services of the Finnish Deafblind Association, which is not much. The number depends on when these people have become Deafblind. Most of the Deafblind are elderly people and use the health services via hospitals. The Finnish Deafblind Association (FDBA) is a 40 year old and small organization with only about 350 members. Not many people have heard about it. Certainly the information about deafblindness is very important and without knowledge people don´t know how to face a Deafblind. 

Although Finland is one of modern-day welfare countries, also women in Finland are facing several challenges. Discrimination and segregation are seen in different situations, e.g. in leading positions, household tasks, work income and internal family relationships.

	Violence and women with disabilities 
Forms of violence are: 1) physical, 2) sexual, 3) mental, and 4) economical. According to Naisten Linja Suomessa ry (Women´s Line in Finland) women with disabilities are seen often as genderless persons. Also gender-based violence against women with disabilities is often overlooked. Non-disabled women are facing sexualising attitudes every day but disabled women’s sexuality and gender are often completely ignored. These beliefs also reflect in the upbringing of girls with disabilities. It is harder to recognize the violence because of fading of sexuality. This is due to both the victim and her family. Difficulties in communication, moving and need for personal assistants make it more difficult to recognize the violence and seek for help. Getting help is even more challenging because the abuser is usually close to the victim. However, it is possible to get help and get well.
	Deafblind women’s networking and collaboration in their own countries
We all people face different challenges and situations in our lives; childhood, sexuality and gender identity, parenthood, studying and working environment and leisure time. Humans are social animals and need other people also for sharing experiences, especially on a new or tough life situation. Networking and collaboration are ways for sharing experiences and knowledge with others. According to a statistics every Finn is on average a member of three different organizations in his life. People with disabilities also have such experiences, which are unknown to non-disabled people. They miss other people with same experiences. Persons with disabilities often depend on their family or another people (e.g. personal assistants, interpreters, guiders) in order to survive in everyday life. This is the reason why people with disabilities have bigger need for networking. Serious problems may occur if disabled person’s parents or close people don’t accept their disability or refuse to support them.

Few networking examples among the Deafblind women in Finland: at this moment FDBA offers weekend meetings for women around Finland about every second year. The meetings include peer discussions and restoration. Similar meetings are arranged also for Deafblind men. In February 2012 the Finnish Association of the Deaf organized a seminar for Deaf women for celebrating the 100th anniversary of Deaf Women’s Club of Helsinki. Some Sign Language user Deafblind women participated to this seminar. Also Deafblind mothers have visited the Family Club for Sign Language users in Helsinki every second Friday.

	EXPERIENCES – LIVING AS A DEAFBLIND WOMAN IN FINLAND
I sent a questionnaire to 15 women by e-mail and 5 of them told their own experiences of living as a Deafblind woman in Finland. My questionnaire was divided to 5 parts: 1) background (age, status, education, work, diagnosis of deafblindness), 2) childhood (school, family), 3) studying and work life (studying and working environment, opportunities to work or study, possible supporters) 4) today’s family relationships, social life, hobbies and sex life, and 5) networking. 

Replied women’s age vary from 44 to 63. They live around Finland. Their communication situations vary from tactile Sign Language to written or spoken Finnish, depending on the lighting and noisiness of the environment and the person they are talking with. Each woman needs a guider especially in a new and/or dark environment and 4 of them have personal assistants in everyday life. They all have a right to use interpreters and 4 of them often use this service. 2 of them are singles with no children. No one lives with a man in same household at this moment.
Unfortunately each woman has experienced discrimination or violence in their lives. Most of it happened when they were children or at school. One woman had experienced physical and mental violence by father of her children. Other one had experienced both mental and economical violence in family life before kicking the man out. They both got help from crisis services and also legal help. Two women also had problems with their parents who didn’t understand or wanted not understand their disability and needs. Problems are seen mostly in everyday communication situations (parents didn’t understand how to pay attention to this person and discuss with her). Two women had overprotective parents and relatives. One of them told that she had often to prove them how much she really does understand and is capable of doing. This way has continued to this day even though she is already a grown-up woman. Another told that as a little girl she was not even allowed to climb a tree like her male cousin. However, the latter person wasn’t sure if it was overprotection or discrimination. This reflection is very usual among women with disabilities because they aren’t always sure which one is wrong and which right. Physical, mental and sexual violence are better known but economical abuse is still a new concept. 
3 of women receive disability pension because of problems to find job as a Deafblind. The school curator had advised one woman to study massage or handicraft where good sight is not necessary but she wasn’t interested of this one. Handicrafters and massagers are very usual professions among Blind persons and practical nurse among Deaf women in Finland. Today few Deafblind have studied also in universities because of the status of the Deafblind has become stronger in Finland. Most of Deafblind students and workers have special needs in order to survive in the studying environment. They need a supporter network and also i.e. a computer with a zoom programme, interpreters and personal assistants.
All of the repliers are members in the Finnish Deafblind Association and use services for meeting peer groups and getting professional help. All women have also participated to actions of other organizations, i.e. Church for Sign language users, Federation of Hard of Hearing and the Finnish Association of the Deaf. Two of them thought that Finnish and international organizations should cooperate more, i.e. when they are to organize events. One of them thought that there is no need for own forum for women but she was more importantly worried for the economical situation of FDBA.

	QUESTIONS TO DISCUSS:


	Which are usual problems among Deafblind women in your country? Where could women contact when they miss help, support or information?

How could we develop together the collaboration on the future?
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