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Foreword

My parents were German Jewish refugees to the United States. | had polio in 1949 and have been unable
to walk my entire life. My parents always drummed into my head that | had the same responsibilities
as my brothers. | knew that | must vote and that my vote should be an informed one. Over the years, |
have faced discrimination because of my disability. | was denied the right to go to school when | was 5
because | was a “fire hazard.” | lived in Brooklyn, but could not ride a bus or a train because they were
not physically accessible. | was denied my first major job as a teacher because | couldn’t walk. After |
successfully sued, | taught for three years.

When | was 18 years old, | went to vote. However, | couldn’t go by myself because our polling place was
up four steps. My father had to pull my wheelchair up the steps and then had to help me in the voting
booth. There was no one else who could help me and no provisions for me to vote on my own. At that
point, there was a very small disability rights movement both in the U.S. and internationally. Hundreds
of millions of people with all types of disabilities had been denied the opportunity to fully participate
in our communities because of discrimination. Democracies were failing us. We had to come together
at the local, national, regional and global level to remove the barriers to participation in political life.

Learning what other disenfranchised groups had been doing to obtain their rights was an example of
what was possible globally. | learned from the civil rights movement that the right to vote was being
denied to people because they were Black; and that women in the U.S. and countries around the world
had been denied their right to vote. | also learned that laws had been passed to enable all people to
participate in the political process. Learning about how other people had organized and the years it
had taken for some groups to be granted the right to vote was an important lesson for me and others.

The birth of the global disability rights movement ultimately resulted in the introduction of the UN
Convention of the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. Article 29 of the treaty is focused on participation
in political and public life and guarantees political rights and the opportunity to enjoy them on an
equal basis with others. Progress has been made on implementing Article 29, including resulting in
more people with various types of disabilities, living in rural and urban communities finally getting to
participate in elections. The disability community has been working side by side with other marginalized
groups in countries around the world. The growing acknowledgment by governments that all people
have the right to participate in the planning of elections to ensure accessibility to voting and running
for office has been critically important. We cannot allow this pandemic to be an excuse for rolling back
participation.

Unfortunately, many people still see us as second-class citizens. The COVID-19 pandemic has
exacerbated existing barriers. The authors of this paper have provided concrete recommendations for
government and civil society to take in order to ensure everyone has access to the political process.

It is incumbent upon us all to ensure that we oppose efforts from governments to suppress the right
of people to vote or participate in the political process. Together we will be vigilant and outspoken. We
must not allow others to use the pandemic as an excuse to take away our rights.

Judith Heumann,® International Disability Rights Advocate, Senior Fellow Ford Foundation (2017-2019),
Special Advisor for International Disability Rights, U.S. Department of State (2010-2017)
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Executive Summary

With cases of the COVID-19 virus confirmed in at least 200 countries and territories worldwide at the
time of this writing,? enormous attention is being paid globally to managing the pandemic’s impacts on
public health and the economy. Less visible are the implications for the individuals and communities
living with deeply entrenched and systemic discrimination who have been impacted the hardest. The
pandemic has undoubtedly heightened existing inequalities, threatening both health and democratic
freedoms and rights; and hastening political exclusion of many people already underrepresented in
political life.

This paper provides an overview of the potential obstacles that a number of people face while exercising
their political rights during a crisis such as COVID-19, as well as recommendations to improve access and
inclusion. Specifically, this paper examines the experiences of women; people with disabilities; young
people; older people; displaced people; migrant workers; the lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and
queer community (LGBTQ); Indigenous populations; and ethnic, religious and linguistic minorities. The
paper also addresses conditions that are exacerbated by the pandemic and impact political participation,
including severe economic inequality and poverty, insufficient educational opportunities, lower levels
of literacy, lack of trust in government and limited access to technology.

The decisions made by governments in response to the pandemic have increased the political
marginalization of some people. Measures meant to slow the spread of the virus often both physically
and politically isolate people and communities who already face barriers to participation. A few autocratic
political leaders are also using the pandemic as a pretext to curtail rights directly, taking advantage
of the emergency to further weaken rule of law and democratic institutions.® Efforts to undermine
democratic rights disproportionately affect communities and individuals already facing discrimination
and political exclusion, benefiting incumbents and those in power.

Article 4 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) explicitly states that,
during times of emergency, states may not take measures that “involve discrimination solely on the
ground of race, colour, sex, language, religion or social origin.”* Elections during a pandemic present
a specific challenge to electoral decision-makers — they require careful planning, risk mitigation
and significant operational adjustments. During a crisis such as COVID-19, it is even more essential
that electoral and political decision-makers protect the integrity of the democratic process by
taking steps to increase inclusivity and protect the democratic rights of marginalized communities.

While it is always best practice for electoral decision-makers and political leadership to closely consult
with marginalized communities throughout the electoral process, it is even more essential during
pandemics and other crises that will exacerbate inequalities. While governments and electoral leaders
must make every effort to ensure that all electoral actors can participate safely in an election during a
health crisis, electoral decision-makers must ensure that efforts to keep people safe do not further exclude
and infringe upon the political rights of those already facing exclusion and discrimination. They also must
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make sure that these efforts are well communicated
to voters, particularly voters facing marginalization,
so that they feel confident going to the polls and
trust that the election management body (EMB) is
doing everything it can to protect their health while
they exercise their right to vote. This paper describes
the major concerns related to the exercise of political
rights for each of the groups mentioned above and
makes recommendations to ensure that political and
electoral processes remain inclusive during health
crises. These findings are directed at EMBs, other
elected and appointed officials, the international
community and civil society organizations (CSOs),
and include recommendations to:

= Acknowledge and address the
disproportionate impact of COVID-19

“We have seen how the virus does not
discriminate, but its impacts do — exposing
deep weaknesses in the delivery of

public services and structural inequalities
that impede access to them ... We see

the disproportionate effects on certain
communities, the rise of hate speech, the
targeting of vulnerable groups, and the
risks of heavy-handed security responses
undermining the health response.”

— Antonio Guterres,
Secretary-General of the United Nations®

and other crises on marginalized populations and their ability to exercise their political and

electoral rights.

= Recognize the critical role that civil society groups representing marginalized communities
play in effective health responses and successful electoral events.

= Consult with representatives of marginalized communities and include a diversity of
experiences and voices at all stages of assessment, planning and implementation of
electoral processes and modifications during the pandemic.

Put in place measures that will ensure that people can still participate in elections freely,
independently and secretly.

Design information campaigns to ensure that everyone can receive important electoral and
political information in understandable and accessible formats.

While a pandemic undoubtedly creates obstacles to participation, it also presents opportunities to "build
back better” for more inclusive societies, boost resilience before the next crisis and increase trust in
the electoral process. This paper offers a detailed examination of both obstacles and opportunities.

Learn more by visiting the full collection of papers in the [FES COVID-19 Briefing Series.®
Find more resources at IFES" COVID-19 Survival Guide for Democracies.”
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Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic has heightened existing inequalities for all traditionally marginalized groups.
Women; people with disabilities; young people; older people; internally displaced people (IDPs);
refugees; migrant workers; lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and queer (LGBTQ) people; Indigenous
people; and ethnic, religious and linguistic minorities, are uniquely at risk during the pandemic and in
its aftermath, facing economic inequalities, barriers to access to health care and discrimination. All of
these outcomes in turn exacerbate existing barriers or create new challenges to equal participation
in political life. Further, people who identify with more than one marginalized social group — such as
Indigenous women with disabilities, minority youth or LGBTQ refugees — face additional intersectional
barriers and compounded discrimination.

Inclusion and democracy are symbiotic: A government that delivers for all facilitates meaningful
participation in political and public life by those on the margins of society. Socioeconomic status is a
cross-cutting issue impacting engagement in political life — people living in poverty, people with low
or no literacy, limited access to transportation or who are unable to work remotely or have lost their
job because of the pandemic might be less likely to have the time or resources to engage in politics.
Some voters cannot afford the personal protective equipment (PPE) that is recommended to safely
participate in a campaign event or cast a ballot. Political exclusion is compounded by the digital divide,
which disproportionately impacts persons with marginalized social identities. Public health information
related to the virus and voter education materials are often not produced in accessible formats or
local languages. Older people and people who are displaced are less likely to have access to the
internet. Additionally, in some cases, politicians have fed into stereotypes and inaccurate assumptions
about individuals from certain marginalized groups as responsible for spreading the virus, potentially
discouraging them from participating in political life. Early in the pandemic, for example, Indonesia’s
COVID-19 spokesperson said, “The rich protect the poor so that the poor can live decently, and the
poor protect the rich by keeping the disease from spreading,” incorrectly implying that poor people
are more likely to be responsible for spreading the virus.®

The Sustainable Development Goals, adopted by all United Nations (UN) member states, commit
governments to building inclusive democratic societies. There are also nearly a dozen international
treaties that protect the political rights of specific groups. In addition to states’ obligation to meet these
international standards, domestic and international election observers assess inclusion in political life
as part of their observation efforts. Protecting individual rights will likely be challenged in the current
environment where elections are either being postponed or held under strict social-distancing measures,
as outlined in the International Foundation for Electoral Systems’ (IFES) “Global Impact of COVID-19 on
Elections.” Countries are exploring options for how to hold elections while ensuring the safety of both
voters and polling staff, and in some cases are examining legal frameworks for guidance on deadlines
for postponement of elections.’® In addition to national laws, numerous international standards commit
states to holding frequent and inclusive elections. Rooted in principles of nondiscrimination elaborated
within Article 2 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, which states that everyone is entitled to
these rights “without distinction of any kind, such as race, colour, sex, language, religion, political or
other opinion, national or social origin, property, birth or other status,”* and Article 25 of the ICCPR,
which guarantees the right to participate in elections and decision-making,*? there has been increasing
attention paid globally to the political rights of marginalized groups.
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People who are marginalized because of their social identity face new and magnified challenges in a
public health crisis. Barriers to political participation can have lasting ramifications, silencing diverse
voices and stifling equality of opportunity. This paper will:

Provide an overview of international frameworks protecting the political rights of women,
LGBTQ people, people with disabilities, older people, young people, IDPs, refugees, migrant
workers, Indigenous people, and ethnic, religious and linguistic minorities during the
pandemic;

Describe the main barriers to these groups’ electoral and political engagement during the
pandemic;

Highlight good practices and recommendations for EMBs, civil society, legislators, local
authorities, educational institutions, electoral justice actors, security actors and the
international community on how to mitigate these barriers; and

Identify opportunities for systemic change toward more inclusive political processes rather
than restoring old practices after the COVID-19 pandemic, as well as opportunities to build
resilience and trust in democracies.

International Foundation for Electoral Systems -7-



Major Findings

We have a unique opportunity to design and implement more inclusive and
accessible societies.”

- Antonio Guterres, UN secretary-general, UN COVID-19 Responses!?

The political and electoral exclusion of people facing discrimination and marginalization threatens
democracies around the world. During a pandemic such as COVID-19, groups with historically lower
access to rights and resources may be the most impacted by the crisis, both directly through more
exposure to the virus, higher levels of vulnerability and less access to health care, and indirectly in
the form of unintended impacts of the measures taken to combat the virus. This paper provides an
overview of barriers to political participation encountered by marginalized groups during the pandemic;
a table of barriers is included in Annex A and a summary of key findings in Annex B. Lack of trust in
government institutions, often already low among marginalized groups due to sustained experiences
of discrimination and exclusion, may be magnified by the government’s response to the crisis and may
lead some groups or individuals to ignore government advice.*

Despite the challenges of conducting elections in the COVID-19 context, changes made now can
improve access of persons from marginalized groups to the political process, which may also provide
unigue insights of how to improve access for all. The COVID-19 pandemic has instigated societal shifts
in how we communicate, plan, advocate, learn and operate, yet many of the innovations now in use
build on the work of traditionally marginalized groups. Lessons learned from the experience can inform
three key areas for reform: system change, resilience and public trust.

When disasters impact a community, “building back better” entails identifying the parts of a system
that can be renovated rather than restored, creating changes that last beyond the crisis.’> In response
to the rapidly changing COVID-19 environment,
elections can and should be designed to ensure
universal suffrage, not just in name but in practice.
As election commissions, political parties, CSOs and
others look for alternatives to holding in-person
activities, stakeholders can eliminate gaps that have
resulted in barriers to marginalized groups.

“While COVID is impacting minorities
disproportionally, we should not see minorities
only as victims. As an example, we have over
two hundred Dalit women working as frontline
workers during the pandemic, distributing
rations and services in urban slums and

In New Zealand, new opportunities for voters to use neighborhoods in Delhi. We have created

an online service are being considered for general a WhatsApp group for these two hundred
elections in September 2020. The service, which has women and act as a central trusted node that
been previously used for overseas voters, includes broadcasts accurate information through this
telephone voting, which is often made available to network.”

voters with visual or physical disabilities.!® Internet
voting, around which there is a significant debate,"
is not a panacea; continuing security concerns,
issues of public trust and lack of auditability make

- Representative of the National Confederation
of Dalit and Adivasi Organizations, India®®
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it unlikely to replace in-person voting in the near future.’ However, other alternative voting methods
developed now have the potential to support increased enfranchisement of voters living in underserved
areas, such as displaced persons, Indigenous communities, voters with disabilities and others, in the
long term. Expanding postal voting to all voters could not only limit the spread of COVID-19 in polling
stations during this pandemic but could also reach people who may not otherwise be able to vote
in person, such as migrant workers or university students who are living away from their permanent
residences.

Engaging traditionally marginalized populations brings new perspectives and innovative solutions.
Marginalized groups, by necessity, have weathered past crises through ingenuity. Electoral stakeholders
can learn a great deal about handling crises from these groups. Some marginalized groups have used
lockdowns as an opportunity to connect in solidarity. For example, young persons who identify as
LGBTQ have shared online mental health resources.?°

The COVID-19 crisis can lead to increased engagement of traditionally marginalized groups. Because
the COVID-19 virus may impact groups who traditionally serve as poll workers, EMBs may focus
recruitment on younger persons to expand the poll worker base. Organizations of marginalized groups
can connect electoral stakeholders to new partners, which can help prepare EMBs and civil society
for future crises. For example, in many countries, disabled people’s organizations have established
relationships with ministries of health and can serve as bridges for other CSO partners. By working
closely with marginalized groups and learning from their lived experiences, government officials can
both build trust in government and design more inclusive processes that will benefit all voters. Ensuring
that all people have access to political life builds systems that are more agile and thus able to handle
unforeseen circumstances.

Persons from traditionally marginalized groups may be less likely to believe that participating in elections
will improve their lives. Indigenous persons and marginalized minorities, for example, may distrust
government authorities because of historic injustices. The COVID-19 pandemic, which has thrown
into stark relief the gap in services experienced by marginalized persons and their peers, can be the
impetus to engage those who have previously been excluded. Democracies are stronger when people
participate in greater numbers and when the conversation includes multiple perspectives.

Consulting with CSOs, including those representing women, persons with disabilities, young people,
older people, displaced persons, LGBTQ people, Indigenous persons and persons from ethnic, religious
or linguistic minorities, and acting upon their recommendations can begin the process of building trust.
EMBs can respond to the barriers that marginalized persons are experiencing to participating in the
electoral process during the COVID-19 pandemic. Not only does ensuring that all people have access
to participate meaningfully increase the integrity of the electoral process, but through consultation
and participation, persons from traditionally marginalized groups can become part of the solution to
how we recover from the pandemic. Seeing ourselves reflected in the electoral process and as part of
the solution can instill confidence. With the expectation that all voices contribute to decision-making,
democracies can begin to deliver for all.

International Foundation for Electoral Systems -9-



Women

I work in healthcare, I'm 17 weeks pregnant, I already feel guilty about possibly
infecting my husband and my unborn child and now I should go out into the
community and possibly expose more to vote?”

- Registered voter in Wisconsin, United States?

Throughout history, women have been underrepresented in elected office and largely excluded
from political decision-making.?? While some studies indicate that the virus may be more fatal for
men, with similar rates of infection across genders,* the pandemic also threatens to increase the
inequalities that have kept many women from participating in political and electoral life. At the same
time, women continue to carry out a high proportion of civic duties with the highest potential for in-
person transmission.?* Globally, women make up the majority of health workers® and, in a number of
countries, they also make up the majority of polling station officials.

The political and electoral rights of women have been enshrined in a number of international and
regional conventions and treaties, with increasing global attention over the past several decades,
including in the United Nations Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against
Women, which explicitly states that women have the right to participate in elections, government,
policymaking and political life and that states must take all appropriate measures to ensure that women
can participate politically on equal footing with men. Further support for the equal and full participation
of women is elaborated in several international and
regional commitments.?® However, despite increases
in public support by the international community and
individual governments for the increased participation
of women in political life, women have continued to
face barriers to political and electoral participation,
many of which are compounded by discrimination
based on identity markers such as sexuality, disability,
age, displacement, socioeconomic status or ethnicity.
During the COVID-19 pandemic, these inequalities
have been even further exacerbated.

“Violence against women in political life

is any act of, or threat of, gender-based
violence, resulting in physical, sexual,
psychological harm or suffering to women,
that prevents them from exercising and
realizing their political rights, whether in
public or private spaces, including the right
to vote and hold public office, to vote in
secret and to freely campaign, to associate
and assemble, and to enjoy freedom of

Violence against women is increasing dramatically opinion and expression. Such violence
during the pandemic, which will seriously impact can be perpetrated by a family member,
women'’s political and electoral rights. In 2017, community member and or by the State.”?’

several years before the COVID-19 pandemic, the
World Health Organization estimated that nearly a
third of women worldwide had experienced some form of violence by an intimate partner.2® During the
pandemic, women's rights organizations, domestic violence hotlines and state agencies have sounded
alarms over the sharp uptick in domestic violence.?® This increase in domestic violence can and does
directly impact women'’s ability to participate equally, freely and safely in political life. Violence against
women during election periods generates not only physical harm toward women candidates, voters,
election officials and others — it also discourages women from running for office, from freely expressing
political opinions that differ from those within an abusive household or from casting a ballot at all.
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The economic toll of COVID-19 will directly impact the political financing of campaigns as political
aspirants, voters and members of political parties lose some or all of their livelihoods during the

A 2018 IFES assessment of violence against
women in elections in Zimbabwe indicated
that violence against women in online
spaces has been steadily increasing. With
the pandemic forcing campaigning to move
further into online spaces, consideration
must be given to gendered online hate
speech and violence.

pandemic. Even prior to the COVID-19 virus, there
was broad recognition that the economic inequalities
experienced by women created a barrier to being
nominated as a candidate, campaigning and
successfully running for office. Scholars have also
cited “a growing recognition that politics dominated
by money is, more often than not, politics dominated
by men."° During the pandemic, women are more
likely to face more extreme economic repercussions
than men due to a reduction or elimination of
available working hours as care work responsibilities
increase.®* This decrease in capital will lower the

ability of women candidates to purchase media time and
develop campaign materials. The decrease in available time
will impact their ability to conduct more individualized
or grassroots outreach, should these cheaper campaign
methods even be permitted due to health considerations.

While every effort must be made during a pandemic to
keep voters, candidates and other electoral stakeholders
safe, the decision to postpone or cancel elections can
also benefit incumbents, the majority of whom are men:
As of January 2020, women made up less than a quarter
of elected members of national parliaments worldwide.3?
The number of countries choosing to postpone or cancel
elections continues to rise.®® In turn, the possibility of
improving gender balance in elected legislatures is also
being delayed. Incumbent politicians now will have an
extended term in office, with anticipated limitations on
campaigning making it more difficult for challengers to
compete. To be effective candidates, contestants must have
the capital to make themselves visible in the media, which
often takes financial resources that women candidates
increasingly cannot afford.

As campaigning — out of necessity and safety during the
pandemic — moves increasingly into online spaces that are
underregulated in most countries and host to gendered
abuse and hate speech, higher levels of violence and hate
speech online against women in politics can be anticipated.
Despite continued pledges by social media platforms to
curb the spread of hate speech and harassment even prior
to COVID-19, online harassment and violence against
women in elections — particularly against women facing
intersectional discrimination — has remained a pervasive

issue globally.** Online violence and harassment against
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women candidates not only affects women targeted by the violence; when it appears in public spaces
it also sends a message to other women that politics is not for them.

The digital divide — the growing gulf in access to information technology knowledge and resources for
women and other marginalized groups — needs to be considered carefully as EMBs plan to increase
the use of online election operations for procedures like candidate and voter registration. Efforts must
be made to ensure that women candidates and voters have the training, knowledge and equipment
needed to participate in newly revised election operations.

As detailed in IFES’ brief Safeguarding Health and Elections,*® the voter registration process may ordinarily
involve in-person gatherings for active registration or in-person interaction to correct or update voter
registration information. Regardless of whether these processes still occur in person or are moved
online, it will be essential that election administrators examine registration data to ensure that women
are included in representative numbers. At the polling station, election officials must work to ensure
that voters are able to vote as safely as possible and consider the gendered dynamics of their individual
countries. In some contexts, EMBs must consider as part of their health and safety measures whether
women will be comfortable using the same sanitary and hand-washing facilities as men, allocating
separate facilities for women as well as a separate unisex facility. As with women voters, women polling
station staff need to have sufficient and, if the context calls for it, separate toilet and sanitary facilities
that they are comfortable using throughout the day.

Given school closures, child care responsibilities should be considered in social distancing directives.
With women disproportionately shouldering the increase in care work, women voters should be assured
through direct messaging from the EMB that they will be able to safely bring their children with them
to the polling station, that they will be given priority in queues or that there will be safe child care
alternatives in place. Women voters should not feel as though they must stay home to watch their
children while male family members are able to go to the polls. In many countries, women make up
the majority of polling staff who will be expected to have the highest level of in-person interaction with
voters on Election Day. In light of increased child care responsibilities and care work, the EMB could
consider providing child care facilities for polling station staff. In addition, particular attention is needed
to ensure that PPE fits women polling staff correctly. Additional guidance on safe electoral procedures
can be found in Safeguarding Health and Elections.*® Historically, medical and safety equipment has
been primarily designed for male bodies; gloves and masks, for example, need to be the correct size
for women to be adequately protected.

If the EMB decides to increase the use of alternative voting methods, such as postal voting, these
measures must be coupled with robust voter education efforts. These efforts should include messaging
on the rights of individuals to cast their own votes, free from intimidation and from family voting. As
was described in IFES’ brief on Preserving Electoral Integrity During an Infodemic,*” familiar voting
procedures to meet safety requirements. Depending on the country context, voter education efforts
that previously reached women voters will have to be evaluated. If women were largely targeted in the
past by in-person voter education efforts — for example, in markets — informational campaigns must
examine ways to reach women voters through online messaging, broadcast television or radio, text
messaging or mailings.
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People with Disabilities

Last year | became a Women'’s Equality Party candidate for the now-postponed
London Assembly elections because I want to advance equality for everyone. But as
[ stay indoors, shielding, trying to deliver my UCL teaching from home, while also
navigating my own daily health needs without the carer I usually depend on, [ am
becoming increasingly concerned that disabled people’s hard-won rights are going

backwards.”

- Sarabajaya Kumar, University College London (UCL) professors3?

The world’'s 1 billion people with disabilities have historically been excluded from decision-making
processes, including elections.* The COVID-19 pandemic has heightened these existing inequalities.

People with disabilities may be immunocompromised,
rely on personal assistance or live in low-income areas
with poor access to health care.*® Many COVID-19
containment measures were developed without
consulting with people with disabilities or considering
the way the measures might disproportionately
impact them. Women with disabilities, for example,
are up to 10 times more likely to experience sexual
violence than women without disabilities, and global
lockdowns have exacerbated this risk of violence.*
Movement restrictions imposed by governments to

To take advantage of an increased sense
of solidarity in response to COVID-19 in
Georgia, IFES developed a series of public
service announcements featuring young
women with different types of disabilities
advocating for equal access to rights and
inclusion in political and public life during
the pandemic.

stop the spread of COVID-19 have made it difficult for persons with disabilities who use personal
assistants to participate in daily activities, such as restrictions on driving personal vehicles in Georgia.*
Data on impacts of COVID-19 on persons with disabilities are scarce; the International Disability

when it started and finally what are its risks

Alliance recently launched
a global survey to monitor
access to rights during the
pandemic, but political
participation is not a focus
of data collection.*®

Article 29 of the UN
Convention on the Rights
of Persons with Disabilities
protects the rights of all
people with auditory,
intellectual, physical,
psychosocial and visual
disabilities to participate
in elections and political

Screenshot from a video produced in Tunisian Sign Language to share information on life 44 Article 11 of the

COVID-19 with Deaf Tunisians as part of the Icharti Sawti (My sign, My voice) group

treaty contains provisions

outlining states’ obligation to take all necessary measures to ensure the protection and safety of people
with disabilities in situations of risk and humanitarian emergencies. Regionally, the ASEAN Enabling
Masterplan 2025: Mainstreaming the Rights of Persons with Disabilities,* the Protocol to the African
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Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities in Africa*® and the
Inter-American Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Persons with
Disabilities* all provide guidance to states on how to ensure people with disabilities are included fully
in public life, including during emergencies.

Despite these international and regional

"During this time of social distancing and commitments, people with disabilities — particularly
stay-at-home orders, people with disabilities those who also identify with another marginalized
are at the greatest risk of human rights group, such as Indigenous women or displaced
violation, being subjected to violence and people — continue to face discrimination and
hate speech. As we are to stay-at-home, I'm barriers to equal participation in political life during
using social media, particularly Facebook, the pandemic. For example, information about the
to advocate on behalf of young people with virus,*® voter education materials and decisions on
disabilities.” election postponements* are often not produced

in accessible formats such as sign language, braille

— Nayem Molla, disability rights advocate or easy-to-read.s

with IFES" Students Against Violence
Everywhere program in Bangladesh®! People with disabilities, particularly those with lower
levels of education, experience a significant digital
divide. In Poland, persons with disabilities with the
highest levels of education were 18 times more likely than those with basic education to have access
to the internet.>? Disability and poverty are often connected, exacerbating unequal access to education,
health care and other areas,>® which further deepens the digital divide. As political parties and EMBs
increasingly use virtual platforms, people with disabilities who lack access to the internet or assistive
devices such as screen readers may be excluded from participating in campaign events, registering to
vote and receiving voter education. For those who do have internet access, online hate speech against
people with disabilities was rising even before the COVID-19 pandemic, according to researchers in the
United Kingdom.>* As more political conversations move online, people with disabilities are increasingly
exposed to the COVID-19 “infodemic,” as well as ableist speech and hate speech.>®

Some people with disabilities have moved temporarily to the homes of friends or family as quarantine
measures mean their usual assistants are unable to provide support.>® Assistants, who may not live with
the persons they support, may not be able or willing to travel during an election because of concerns
they may contract COVID-19. Indeed, polling stations may be consolidated or moved out of residential
institutions where people with disabilities live to buildings that may not be accessible or may not have
been assessed for accessibility.

Electoral authorities have discussed alternative measures to avoid crowded polling stations, such as
proxy voting, internet voting and postal ballots to mitigate public exposure to the virus.>” Proxy voting,
which entails entrusting another person with your vote, is seen by some disability rights advocates as
undermining hard-won gains of disability rights advocates to live independently in the community.®®
People with disabilities have a long history of life choices made on their behalf, and there are no
guarantees that a proxy voter will cast a ballot as charged. For many voters with disabilities, participating
alongside their peers is a critical part of the democratic experience as it brings visibility to their inclusion
in community life, but appropriate measures must be in place to protect electoral integrity. Some
election organizers are exploring internet voting® as an alternative for voters with disabilities, but it
comes with significant security concerns.®® In the United States, several states announced pilots of
online voting software so that voters with disabilities could independently mark a ballot at home and
avoid exposure to the virus. However, New Jersey and Delaware canceled the pilots due to security
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concerns.®* For some voters with disabilities, mail-
in ballots can provide a viable alternative, although
concerns remain for whether voters may be subject
to intimidation at home, and absentee voting
measures are not accessible to voters with all types
of disabilities.®> Implementing such alternative voting
methods without appropriate consultation and
feasibility studies could undermine the trust of all
voters, including people with disabilities.®

When faced with a crisis, government officials
and EMBs will have to decide how to use available
resources. Six U.S. states, including the political
battlegrounds of Pennsylvania and Ohio, are either
already using or have announced their intention to
use funds intended for election security for statewide
COVID-19 response instead.®* The COVID-19
pandemic is impacting global supply chains, making
it more difficult to procure assistive devices that are
typically available to voters, such as magnifying
glasses or tactile ballot guides.®> Additionally, EMBs
may not have budgeted for PPE, hand sanitizer and
other measures to counter the spread of COVID-19.

To collect information on the unique
challenges women with disabilities and
youth with disabilities face in the context of
COVID-19, IFES, in partnership the Pacific
Disability Forum, implemented a short
survey to distribute to its regional networks
in the Pacific via email and Facebook.

Survey results indicated that nearly all
participants are relying on technology,
particularly smartphones and radio, to
access information on COVID-19. The survey
also revealed that people with disabilities

are more likely to use social media apps to
communicate than those without a disability.
Survey findings are being used to facilitate
the development of a support network
among people with disabilities in the Pacific
and to strengthen avenues for women with
disabilities and youth with disabilities to voice
their concerns with decision-makers.

After a major event such as a pandemic, trauma is likely to be widespread, which may mean that more
voters, candidates, observers and election officials have acquired psychosocial disabilities such as post-
traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) or other physical or sensory disabilities. Post-COVID-19, the public is
likely to have ongoing concerns about gathering in large groups or using devices that require touch,
such as electronic voting machines or tactile ballot guides. Persons with disabilities in particular may
decide not to participate in elections if they have concerns about their safety.

Young People

COVID 19 has resulted in many challenges to youth political participation. It has
brought severe restrictions for mobility disrupting conventional and physical
participatory spaces. Reach and visibility is limited to mass media platforms which
are expensive and limited to more established and known political actors. The
pandemic has also allowed authorities to enforce constraints on public gatherings
curbing certain democratic processes.”

- Darshatha Gamage, co-founder of Impact Voices, Sri Lanka®®

There are nearly 1.2 billion young people in the world today,®” with approximately 90 percent living
in the “global south.”® International and national definitions of “youth” vary, with different definitions
encompassing both children and younger adults in the age range of 10 to 40. Young people’s civic
engagement, political participation and role in the economy are important globally, but particularly in
regions with a high proportion of young citizens. For example, in Africa, 70 percent of the population
is under 30 years old.®® The political rights of young people are enshrined in multiple international
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mechanisms. The political rights of young adults who
have reached the age of majority, for example, are
protected by the ICCPR, while the UN Convention
on the Rights of the Child affirms the equal rights
of children.”® UN Security Council Resolution
2250 calls upon states to actively include youth in
political dialogue, in particular as a way to prevent
radicalization of young people.”* However, although
consultation and inclusion in decision-making are
key obligations of states, young people may not have
access to vote, run for office or otherwise participate
in the political process.

Although this section focuses on civic and political

IFES is supporting educators to continue
education for democracy online during
the COVID-19 pandemic. In Libya, IFES
and educators are adapting civic education
courses, training educators online before
the new school year starts. In Ukraine, IFES
launched a series of webinars called /s the
impossible possible? How to teach the
interactive Democracy: From Theory to
Practice course online.”?> |IFES has engaged
70 university-level educators throughout
Ukraine to discuss the challenges

of e-learning.

participation of young people, the pandemic has

had important economic ramifications that impact
their prospects. Fragile states, which are less likely to have the resources to effectively handle the
pandemic, have a higher percentage of young people compared to stable democracies.”® The pandemic
has exacerbated existing gaps in employment — young people were three times more likely to be
unemployed before the pandemic — hindered access to education and destabilized young people’s
financial prospects.”* Nine out of 10 young entrepreneurs in Asia-Pacific, for example, have seen declines
in their businesses due to the coronavirus pandemic.”

Global election postponements due to the pandemic may uniquely impact some young people,”
6including in voter registration.”” Young people who were not old enough to vote on the original Election
Day but will reach the age of enfranchisement on
the rescheduled Election Day will need to ensure
they are registered to vote. In countries that use a
passive voter registration process, new voters are
automatically enrolled when they reach the age of
majority. In countries where voters must actively
register, EMBs should reopen the registration
process or consider alternatives such as same-day
registration to ensure all people who have reached
the age of enfranchisement by the new election date
are able to vote.

IFES has partnered with the Kimpact
Development Initiative (KDI) to train young
Nigerian volunteers to track incidents of
human rights violations and gender-based
violence during the COVID-19 pandemic
and during the 2019 general elections.
Through Zoom and a WhatsApp group, KDI
trained young volunteers to use a checklist
for collating and documenting incidents.

KDI leaders intend to use the data collected
to bring policymakers’ attention to the
increased gender-based violence and human
rights violations during the pandemic and
call on authorities to address these incidents.

There are also multiple opportunities for creating
longer-term habits of political engagement during
the pandemic. Some election administrators,
including those in the U.S. state of Kansas and the city
of Milwaukee,”® are proactively recruiting younger
people to serve as poll workers as they are less likely
to suffer adverse effects from the virus.” If more people serve as poll workers from a young age, it has
the potential to create habits of political engagement that could last a lifetime.

This is especially relevant as young people in many countries around the world experienced high levels
of political apathy before the pandemic.8® There is a growing sense among young people that politicians
have not adequately responded to the socioeconomic impacts of the pandemic, thus entrenching
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potential patterns of nonengagement in political
life.8 That said, the pandemic has provided
opportunities for young people to leverage their
social media savvy to contribute to positive change
during the pandemic.

Arecent UNICEF report found that "many of today’s
youth take to digital spaces to develop their civic
identities and express political stances in creative
ways, claiming agency that may not be afforded to
them in traditional civic spaces.”® As civic space,
at least temporarily, is increasingly moved online,
young people have turned to digital activism to
support their communities and each other. Young
people are already mobilizing in numerous ways,
including in Kyrgyzstan, where, with IFES support,
young people have held a series of Instagram Live
sessions focused on how to deal with the isolation
and anxiety brought on by the global lockdown as Drawing by a young Bangladeshi woman that encourages
well as hygiene measures to prevent the spread social distancing during COVID-19

of COVID-19. These initiatives have been developed inclusively, with sign language interpreters and
representation from young men and women. In South Sudan, young people are using the hashtag
#COVID19SS to identify misinformation about the virus. A young Peruvian activist created a subscription-
based service that shares verified information, as well as a website with best practices for marginalized
communities to protect themselves from the virus.®

While young people are using their
digital activism skills to engage in
positive advocacy during global stay-
at-home orders, use of social media
can also lead to increased exposure
to online disinformation and hate
speech. Critical thinking skills and
digital literacy are essential to
prepare young people to participate
as global citizens online. Young
people can not only use tools to
combat cyberbullying and other
negative online behaviors, but they
can contribute their own innovative
approaches®* In Bangladesh, young leaders have taken individual action to promote safety messages
on good hand-washing techniques and videos on how to identify disinformation through social media
platforms, while others have created leaflets and face masks to safely distribute to community members.8

-

A young Kyrgyz woman participates in an Instagram Live session

Of great concern is the fact that more than 60 percent of the world’s students have been impacted
by school closures during the COVID-19 pandemic.®® As schools are closed, young people may
not have access to formalized civic education, leading to a democratic learning gap. Despite
these challenges, some schools have created new opportunities for participation through distance
learning. The Ministry of Education in Moldova, with support from the Council of Europe, conducted
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consultations with 150 students and 80 civic education teachers to assess a new online curriculum.?
This good practice includes perspectives from both students and teachers in curriculum development.
These kinds of interventions are critical to reduce the learning gap on democratic participation.

Older People

[ have voted all my life, so [ hope to do the same this week, but I'm afraid about going
out these days. The number of infections is falling, but the mortality rate among
older people is still worrying so I'm not sure if [ should risk it.”

- Lee Yong-joo, 79-year-old voter, South Korea®

According to the UN World Population Prospects: The 2019 Revision, by 2050 16 percent of the world's
population will be over 65 and the number of people over 80 years old will have tripled.® Older people
are not specifically mentioned in most international human rights treaties, though Article 5 of the Madrid
International Plan of Action on Ageing notes
that as people age, they should have equal
access to political life. However, the plan does
not engender the same implementation and
enforcement commitments as international
treaties. For this reason, advocates have been
pushing for a UN Convention on the Rights of
Older Persons.?®

Older people, particularly those living in areas
with weak health care systems, often serve as
caregivers, with older women more likely to
have caretaking duties.® People over 60 years

Saye

old have higher fatality rates from the virus,%? An older woman casts her ballot in Ukraine during the 2019

and violence against older persons is also parliamentary elections

on the rise during the pandemic.”® Older people might also live in group homes or other types of
institutions where the virus spreads faster, leading to strict quarantine measures. In many countries,
mobile ballot boxes would routinely have been available for voters living in retirement or nursing
homes or those temporarily in a hospital. In the
current context, it remains unclear if mobile
ballot boxes will be used. In the South Korean
elections in April, older voters were allowed to
cast their ballots from home or in hospitals,®*
where voting booths were set up outside.®®
Serbia, which held parliamentary elections amid
~ Global Alliance for the Rights of Older People®® | the pandemic in June 2020, offered mobile
ballot boxes so that older voters and voters
with disabilities could vote from home. In future
elections globally, mobile ballot box teams should be provided with guidance on how to strictly adhere
to PPE guidelines. Neglecting to follow PPE guidelines causes a particular risk when mobile ballot box
teams come into direct contact with voters in groups at high risk of adverse effects from COVID-19.

“COVID-19 has exposed the global nature of
ageism and the systematic and persistent denial of
older persons’ human rights. These challenges are
not confined to a single country or region, they
are universal and more urgent than ever.”
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In some countries, a majority of poll workers are

over 60 years old.?”” Some EMBs have automatically “We need to broaden our partnership with
released older poll workers from their commitment to civil society and others and consult older
serve — an ageist approach that removes agency from persons to harness their knowledge and
older people. A better alternative would be to provide ensure their full inclusion in shaping the
informational materials about the risks and mitigation policies that affect their lives.”

measures and allow all poll workers, regardless of
age, to be excused from their duties, should they so
choose. The Union Election Commission (UEC) in
Myanmar, for example, has consulted the Ministry of
Health and Sports to seek advice on introducing health and safety measures for the voter list display,
the campaign period and polling stations, which will be added to training and voter education materials.
The UEC is also considering how best to allow older voters, voters with disabilities and voters in care
facilities or hospitals to vote safely in advance without having to risk queuing at the polling station and
to reduce the number of voters on Election Day.

— UN Policy Brief: The Impact of
COVID-19 on older persons®®

More political activities are moving online to avoid potentially spreading COVID-19. Older people are
less likely to have access to the internet or be fluent in the myriad social media options available for
dissemination of voter education information.?® Additionally, recent studies have shown that older
people are more likely to share fake news associated with politics and that they have closed social media
“bubbles” - i.e., they are reading and sharing content with likeminded people. To ensure older people
are included in political life, alternative voting procedures, voter education dissemination methods and
any other formal or informal measures should always be developed in consultation with older people.

Internally Displaced Persons, Refugees and Migrant Workers

In these uncertain times, ... meaningful IDP participation in decisions affecting them,
are as relevant as ever.”

- UN Global Protection Cluster, April 2020

Displaced people, including internally displaced persons, refugees and migrant workers, are
disproportionately impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic and are at risk of being excluded from policy
decisions that impact their lives. According to the International Organization for Migration, there are 272
million migrants globally (approximately 3.5 percent of the world’'s population), of which 86.1 percent
are of voting age.’* In 2018, it was estimated that about 25.9 million people were refugees.’®? Forced
displacement from conflict and climate change is increasing; there were more than 33.4 million new
internal displacements in 2019 alone, across 145 countries.1®3

Multiple international agreements commit states to protecting the rights of these groups. For
example, the ICCPR and the Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement, endorsed by the 2005 UN
World Summit, guarantee political rights of internally displaced persons; IDPs shall have “the right
to vote and to participate in governmental and public affairs, including the right to have access
to the means necessary to exercise this right."!* The 2018 Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and
Regular Migration encourages migrants to be able to take part in home country elections.’®® The
1990 International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of
their Families protects the right to vote for and be elected in a person’s country of origin.
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Despite these protections, there are numerous
barriers to political participation for displaced
persons and migrants, and the pandemic throws
many of them into sharp relief. Displaced persons,
who often live in crowded living conditions
with limited access to health care and financial
resources, face additional risk of exposure to the
COVID-19 pandemic.'°® Furthermore, the fear
and tensions around the pandemic have resulted
in increased levels of discrimination and abuse
against the displaced.!®” Government policies also
have wide-ranging intentional and unintentional
consequences for migrants.'® The economic
impacts of COVID-19 lockdowns may also leave

Migrants in India wait in line to take transportation home . . . . - .
amid the COVID-19 pandemic. Public transportation was displaced people in a highly precarious position in

strictly curtailed to limit the spread of the virus, leaving many  regard to health, income and position in society,

migrants unable to get home. which can impact their access to opportunities for

political participation. Political participation of these groups is crucial for preventing marginalization,
promoting reconciliation and making governments more responsive and accountable, including with
respect to solutions for IDPs. Securing IDPs’ electoral rights in their area of origin or in their current
location, for example, is a key component of a durable IDP settlement solution.

International and regional migrant workers who would otherwise return home to vote may not be able
to do so because of movement restrictions, resulting both in exposure to COVID-19 and in barriers
to electoral participation. In Singapore, for example, workers from countries such as Bangladesh and
India were forced to stay in crowded dormitories to stop the spread of COVID-19. However, as a result,
the virus spread within the migrant community.’° In India, the government provided only four hours'
notice before instituting stringent stay-at-home orders, which stranded millions of migrant workers
thousands of miles away from home and severely limited transportation, creating a large-scale migration
crisis.’® Because many migrant workers in India are members of marginalized castes, such as Dalits,
they experience additional discrimination. For migrants, the concept of “social distancing” can also
perpetuate caste-based discrimination and violence.
While it is unclear how this situation will impact the
political rights of migrants in the long term, itis clear
that this mistreatment will emerge as a polarizing
political issue in future elections and an advocacy
priority for civil society.

In Ukraine, IFES supported the EMB to
develop new regulations to broaden the
definition of who can register online during
the COVID-19 pandemic. Previously,
voters were required to cast their ballots

The logistics of IDP electoral participation were in the district for which they were voting.
complex before the pandemic and have been Since many IDPs cannot travel as a result
exacerbated by the crisis. Participating in elections of movement restrictions, the legislation,
can increase the visibility of issues important to adopted in June 2020, has enfranchised 1.2
displaced persons. The risks of disenfranchising million displaced Ukrainians, who will now
individuals and intensifying the exclusion of be eligible to vote in local elections.

marginalized populations are high, including on
issues such as COVID-19 response and recovery.
Politics and elections are important forums for consultation with displaced persons on the issues they
encounter during the pandemic and any proposed solutions. However, IDPs encounter a number of
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barriers to political participation because, in many cases, they are forced to leave their homes with little
warning. Even before the COVID-19 crisis, IDPs may not have had access to the official documentation
necessary for voter registration or voting. As a result, EMBs may not have updated records with locations
of IDPs and migrants.!? As a result of COVID-19 lockdowns, IDPs may have had their movement
further restricted while away from home. Displaced persons’ increased risk of contracting COVID-19,
the discrimination they face and resulting risks of violence also may make it more difficult — or even
dangerous — for them to run as candidates or to vote.

EMBs can take measures to increase participation of displaced persons, such as amending legal
frameworks to ensure displaced persons can vote either for candidates in their constituencies of
origin or current constituencies. To counter potential discrimination against displaced persons, election
organizers can sensitize the public to inclusion of migrant communities. In Armenia, “sincere talk,” a
UN campaign to reduce COVID-19 discrimination against migrant communities that uses storytelling
techniques, builds on previous anti-hate speech campaigns, which aimed to reduce discrimination
against persons who are HIV-positive.’* Additionally, it is critical that information be made widely
available in the languages used by displaced persons. EMBs can also consider other special polling
arrangements that may be needed, including absentee voting and additional polling stations to ensure
all eligible voters are included. Additional security provisions may also be needed since displaced
communities may be at risk of violence from their peers. In Lebanon, for example, cases of violence
against refugee women and girls doubled in March as the disease spread to these communities.!'*
Displaced women should be consulted and have a role in sharing critical information about violence
prevention with their communities.*®

LGBTQ People

[A religious leader] said that COVID-19 was a punishment for same-sex marriages,
which sets people towards a more homophobic attitude. This reaffirms the
importance of combating anti-LGBT propaganda.”

- LGBTQ rights activist, Ukraine!!®

As has been documented by rights organizations globally, the pandemic is taking a devastating toll
on the LGBTQ community,'” which already faces extreme stigma, violence, economic inequality
and limited or no access to justice in many countries.*® UN treaty bodies have confirmed that sexual
orientation is covered by international human rights treaties as protected from discrimination, such as
under the Universal Declaration on Human Rights.'*® Despite this, there are relatively few openly LGBTQ
politicians and elected officials around the world, with civic activism by the LGBTQ community — such
as public campaigns or Pride events — consistently coming under both verbal and physical attack in
many countries. The COVID-19 pandemic has heightened violence against the LGBTQ community,
increased misinformation and isolated individuals from political and public life.

Due to the pandemic, civic and political life is increasingly moving to online spaces. While this does
present some opportunities — for example, for youth who identify as LGBTQ to connect with their
communities while under lockdown — a number of LGBTQ rights activists have noted an increase in
disinformation about LGBTQ people linked to the COVID-19 crisis.’>® Not only does this disinformation
and hate speech impact the personal safety of LGBTQ individuals, it can skew electoral results in favor
of those running on anti-LGBTQ platforms, leading to the formation or maintenance of exclusionary
policies and legislation by future elected representatives.
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In countries where LGBTQ people are targeted and
IFES has supported Ukrainian LGBTQ same-sex relationships are criminalized, LGBTQ
rights organizations during the COVID-19 people experiencing COVID-19 symptoms may be
pandemic to pivot toward using digital reluctant to seek treatment or identify themselves
formats for online consultations on political due to fear of violence or arrest.’® This has led
and electoral rights, sharing research on to further isolation by individuals who are either
the political participation of the LGBTQ immunocompromised or unable to seek medical
community and its allies with political actors assistance due to stigma. They may also not be
to raise awareness. receiving critical political and electoral information

during this time if there is inadequate online

information or a lack of access to technology. LGBTQ
individuals are also far more likely to live in poverty, with economic inequalities likely to further increase
during the pandemic.’?? As discussed in the section on women, economic inequalities significantly
impact not only an individual's ability to run as a candidate but also their ability to provide support for
candidates they believe represent their interests, which could also lead to less funding for individuals
running on pro-LGBTQ rights agendas.

At the polling station, voters openly identifying as LGBTQ can face intimidation, harassment and violence,
particularly in light of COVID-19 disinformation or hate speech that may blame the cause or spread
of the virus on LGBTQ individuals. This type of scapegoating, in which the LGBTQ community has
been blamed for causing or spreading the virus, has been reported in Ghana, Guyana, Kenya, Liberia,
Russia, Uganda, Ukraine, the United States and Zimbabwe.!?* Particularly in light of social distancing
requirements, it is essential that security staff and electoral justice arbiters are fully briefed on the rights
of the LGBTQ community to participate as well as strategies to adequately protect these individuals
at the polling station, should violence or harassment occur. As should be the case with or without a
pandemic, threats and violence against LGBTQ individuals in elections and politics should be prosecuted.

Indigenous Peoples

We have seen the COVID-19 pandemic lay bare the inequities that we experience
across Indian Country. Our people deserve to be seen and heard and valued and
counted at the ballot box.”

- Minnesota Lieutenant Governor Peggy Flanagan,
a citizen of the White Earth Nation'**

The rights and interests of Indigenous Peoples, who make up approximately 5 percent of the world's
population,'?> have frequently been disregarded or actively undermined by nonindigenous governance
structures. The UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples protects the collective rights
of Indigenous Peoples to participate both in the political life of the country, and, as peoples, to
maintain and strengthen their own distinct governance institutions (Article 5). It also calls for states to
include Indigenous Peoples as participants in decision-making that impacts their rights (Article 18).1%¢
International Labor Organization Convention No. 169, an international treaty, calls on signatory states
to ensure access of Indigenous Peoples to “decision-making in elective institutions” and policymaking
that impacts them.*?” Despite the rights outlined in these international frameworks, Indigenous Peoples
continue to endure significant discrimination and marginalization from political decisions that affect their
lives. As a result, Indigenous persons in many countries may harbor a deep distrust of non-Indigenous
governments.
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Indigenous Peoples within a particular country are often diverse — representing many languages and
cultures. For example, Guatemala, a country of 2.2 million people — more than half of whom self-
identify as Indigenous — has 21 recognized Indigenous languages.*?® Information about the pandemic,
which provides key information on voter safety, may not be available in Indigenous languages. When it
is provided, difficulty accessing this information is compounded by technical terms used for elections
and health crises that are less known among the
community. Without political information in their
languages, Indigenous persons experience significant
barriers not only to knowing when, where and how
to vote but also to researching candidates’ policy
positions.

‘Imagine those who are illiterate, they

don’t know what social distance means, or
sanitizer, let alone COVID-19 and the impact
of the virus. ... This is a direct violation of

the right to accessible information in one’s

The COVID-19 pandemic has disproportionately mother tongue”
impacted Indigenous communities.’*® The Navajo
Nation (Diné), which includes 173,000 people, has
counted more than 6,500 COVID-19 cases and 300
related deaths as of June 2020.%! Some Indigenous
Peoples have applied their own solutions to stop the spread of the virus, such as besesandingon
quarantines in Indonesia, during which members of the group who return from outside the village are
required to build a hut in a separate area, away from their peers, for at least one week.**? In Brazil, for
example, COVID-19 is a direct threat to the survival of 103 Indigenous groups in the Amazon, who do
not have the resources to combat the virus. The Brazilian government has cut budgets of government
agencies responsible for protecting rights of Indigenous Peoples and has been accused of promoting
invasion of traditional lands by outsiders.t*3

— Pratima Gurung, National Indigenous
Disabled Women's Association Nepal*??

The COVID-19 pandemic has also exacerbated barriers to meaningful participation in political life,
especially elections. Elections are a unique opportunity to express opinions on policies and representatives,
including around critical COVID-19 response, yet governments may need to convince Indigenous
persons that voting or running for office will
increase their inclusion in policymaking and
provide real benefits for their communities. The
historical relationship of Indigenous Peoples to
voting and elections in many cases is fraught,
and government efforts to increase political
participation should reflect an awareness of
this history.

Enfranchisement, such as the expansion of
political rights to Indigenous Peoples under
Bolivia’'s first Indigenous president,** and
empowerment, including the election of Native

, _ L o candidates in the United States,'* can have

A Colombian Huitoto man sails on a raft along the Takana river in . . . ) i
Colombia during the coronavirus pandemic. Indigenous people  1@sting impacts on the inclusion of Indigenous
often have long journeys to the closest polling station. persons. At the same time, non—lndigenous

governments must respect the rights to self-determination held by Indigenous Peoples, who retain
the right to participate fully, if they so choose, in the political, economic, social and cultural life of the
state. Choice here is important, as globally, Indigenous Peoples have struggled to gain recognition and
affirmation of their identities as distinct peoples with their own lifestyles and social, cultural and political
systems. Government messaging on political inclusion and inclusion in policy development, including
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for COVID-19 response, that fails to acknowledge and respect Indigenous Peoples’ choice to optin or
opt out can be dismissed by stakeholders as a continuation of assimilationist policy.

Indigenous persons may live in remote areas, left unserved by post or official government offices. Even
accessing official identification presents a huge barrier to Indigenous persons, who may not have birth
certificates or other documentation because registration sites are difficult to access and because of
historic distrust of government. In Australia, researchers found that up to 18 percent of Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander children did not have birth certificates.’*® This can present significant barriers to
registering to vote, particularly when government offices are closed or open only limited hours due to
the pandemic. As one report on barriers to voting for Indigenous Peoples in the United States identified:
"Among those who were registered to vote, 10 percent stated that it was difficult for them to travel to
register. Among [those] ... not registered, a whopping 34 percent said that it would be difficult for them
to travel to a place to register ... But travel distance was also identified by the respondents as a major
factor that inhibited voting."*” Polling locations outside of Indigenous communities also increase the risk
of spreading COVID-19 into the community, yet polling stations may not be open within their borders.
As Ahtza Dawn Chavez, a member of Kewa Pueblo, described: “Some communities had requested
early voting sites, but the law says that any registered voter can vote at those sites [off the reservation].
These are sovereign nations. If they close their borders off, they close them [to the outside]. Now we're
trying to figure out where these community members can vote. 38

During the COVID-19 pandemic, it is likely that more voters will use postal voting to avoid going to polling
stations where they are more likely to be exposed to the virus. Many EMBs are considering alternative
voting methods such as mail-in ballots and online voting. For Indigenous Peoples who live in less densely
populated regions, not only are polling stations for in-person voting difficult to reach, but post offices
can be distant, and many Indigenous persons do not have conventional mailing addresses.**® For these
reasons, mail-in ballots are not on their own an effective means of enfranchising Indigenous persons.
In the United States, a law restricting who could post a marked ballot was temporarily overturned to
ensure that Native voters in Montana could use third-party organizations to transport their ballots.**
There is no single approach that guarantees access for Indigenous voters; EMBs must consult with
Indigenous Peoples to ensure that available in-person polling and alternative options, used alone or
in combination, increase opportunities to vote.

Ethnic, Religious and Linguistic Minorities

Reports of violence, discrimination and exclusion on the basis of race, ethnicity,
national origin and religion all over the world paint a grim picture ... Reports have
also laid bare the meaning and persistence of structural racism - everywhere in the
world, racial, ethnic and national minorities are hardest hit by the pandemic.”

- E. Tendayi Achiume, UN special rapporteur on contemporary forms of racism,
racial discrimination, xenophobia and related intolerance!*!

The International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination guarantees the
right of everyone, without distinction as to race, color, or national or ethnic origin, to participate in
elections.**? The UN Declaration on the Rights of Persons Belonging to National or Ethnic, Religious
and Linguistic Minorities notes that the “promotion and protection of the rights of persons belonging
to national or ethnic, religious and linguistic minorities contribute(s) to the political stability of States
in which they live."'* Despite these international commitments, with few exceptions, ethnic, religious
and linguistic minorities in most countries are more likely to be more marginalized, poorer and have
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less access to education and health care than majority communities.’** Structural, systemic and
multigenerational discrimination, often originating from and reinforcing the notion that they are outside

of the “mainstream,” make minorities more vulnerable

to COVID-19."*° This structural discrimination has led In Myanmar, IFES and its local partners

to a lack of economic and education opportunities, developed comic books, including one on
poor access to health care and reliance on jobs countering disinformation and hate speech
that put them on the front lines of the pandemic. and one on inclusive political participation.
Even in high-income countries such as the United They have been printed in three languages,
States, data shows that racial and ethnic minorities including two minority ethnic languages
face a disproportionate burden of illness and death — Kachin and Kayin — and in braille. IFES
from COVID-19.1¢ Further complicating matters, in partners are in the process of distributing
many countries, religious institutions are closed due these civic education awareness materials,
to quarantine measures, leaving religious minorities along with Ministry of Health pamphlets on
without the sense of community that they derive the virus and disposable masks and hand
from collective worship. sanitizers, in their target communities.

UN Secretary-General Antonio Guterres has said
that "the pandemic continues to unleash a tsunami of hate and xenophobia, scapegoating and scare-
mongering.”% He urged states to “strengthen the immunity of our societies against the virus of hate.”
As discussed in more depth in Preserving Electoral Integrity During an Infodemic, for example, attacks
on Asians and people of Asian descent have increased globally during the pandemic.®

In countries where political leaders use discriminatory language and hate speech to divide and rule,
minorities face another layer of imminent danger as they find themselves blamed for the spread of the
virus. Muslims, Jews, Hindus, Christians, Chinese, East Asians and numerous other groups have been
scapegoated and targeted as being vectors of the disease in countries where they are minorities.’*® In
a number of European countries, Roma are subjected to draconian lockdowns and overpolicing. In
Bulgaria and Slovakia, there have been more soldiers and police in Roma communities than medical
professionals.’™° In Italy, Spain and Romania, some political parties are using social media to spread false
claims that Roma are responsible for spreading the virus.*>! Disinformation and hate speech campaigns
that blame specific communities for the spread of the disease threaten the physical and mental safety
of their targets and may also have implications for electoral and political participation. Disinformation
campaigns further deepen the alienation and perception of “otherness,” thus entrenching negative
assumptions that they are not qualified to represent or lead their broader communities.

Linguistic inclusiveness, long acknowledged to be crucial in health care settings, is also key to effective
crisis communication and political engagement. Campaigning and political activity in minority areas
may not follow health and safety regulations due to a lack of information in minority languages and/
or access to sufficient resources to procure PPE. A lack of information on COVID-19 in minority
languages has been reported by advocates around the world, including in Nepal, India and Papua
New Guinea.’® In Bolivia, IFES is supporting the EMB ahead of the 2020 elections to develop 21
animated training and public awareness videos of polling processes in Spanish with sign language and
in three Indigenous languages: Quechua, Aymara and Guarani. In addition, IFES is working with the
EMB to translate public-facing electoral guides into Quechua, Aymara, Guarani, Tacana, T'simane and
Bésiro. In Georgia, IFES is working with representatives from local Azerbaijani, Kist and Armenian ethnic
communities to produce nationally recognized public service announcements, which help magnify
the inequality these communities have faced during the pandemic and rally for “One Georgia” ahead
of the October 2020 elections.
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Recommendations

The COVID-19 pandemic has engendered additional roadblocks to inclusive political participation,
but it also presents opportunities to “build back better,” create more resilient institutions and establish
higher levels of trust in the electoral process. With these three principles in mind, recommendations
for election management, legislators, civil society and other electoral stakeholders are provided below.

Recommendations

Legal Framework

1.

In consultation with representatives from marginalized communities, consider
introducing temporary special measures and affirmative actions to improve
representation in elected and appointed bodies, such as increased public funding
for campaigns and additional representation in political parties, EMBs and as polling
officials. If within the mandate of the EMB, make these changes at the regulatory
level for expedience. If not within the EMB’s mandate, consider legal amendments.

Actors

EMB,
legislators,
civil society

Strengthen anti-hate speech, disinformation and misinformation regulations or
codes of conduct regarding the campaign, particularly speech that targets and/or
endangers marginalized populations. These measures should be crafted in ways
that do not disproportionately threaten freedoms of expression and the press or
open the door to selective enforcement against political opponents.

EMB,
legislators

Ensure that the legal framework requires electoral and political information to be
in an accessible format (e.g., sign-language, captioned, easy-to-read, translated
into relevant Indigenous and/or minority languages), including information posted
online.

EMB,
legislators

Strengthen oversight of both in-person and virtual campaign activities and
expenditures and ensure equal and publicly funded access to media for political
contestants. This could include measures such as eliminating candidate fees for
those facing increased economic inequality due to COVID-19, increasing access to
free media time for candidates and ensuring that all adhere to campaign spending
limits.

Planning and Implementation

EMB,
legislators

5. During the planning, risk assessment and implementation phases for|EMB,

elections during the pandemic, include not only health representatives |international
but also representatives from rights-based organizations and marginalized [ community
communities to ensure that response measures respect international standards.
In particular, consult with representatives of groups facing discrimination or
underrepresentation to hear their suggestions for ensuring turnout and
political participation for their communities during the pandemic.t®
Prior to finalizing and implementing a COVID-19 mitigation plan, conduct focus
groups to ensure these perspectives are sufficiently addressed.

6. Should the country context require, ensure that adequate resources are budgeted | EMB,
for separate sanitary and hand-washing facilities for women voters, polling staff | legislators
and other electoral actors, including a unisex option.
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Recommendations

Actors

7.

Recognizing that women will likely be tasked with increased care work, allocate
resources for safe child care facilities for polling staff, voters and/or other electoral
stakeholders.

EMB

Should postal voting be expanded:

» Ifin-person voting is still being staged, ensure that postal voting is an option
rather than a requirement for groups particularly at risk of infection, such
as voters with disabilities and older voters.

e Ensure that information is provided in easy-to-understand and accessible
formats.

EMB, CSOs

If public transportation is unavailable due to the pandemic, ensure that there are
nonpartisan, accessible, free or low-cost options for people to travel to their polling
station. Alternatively, ensure that there are sufficient polling stations to serve all
communities without need for public transport.

EMB, local
authorities

10.

Gather feedback from individuals in the communities they represent or serve as
they participate in each stage of the electoral process (e.g., voter registration)
during the COVID-19 pandemic to evaluate the measures taken so far. Share
this information with electoral decision-makers to inform their approach going
forward.

CSOs

11.

If moving activities and events online, ensure that content and delivery is adapted
to be accessible in online formats.*™*

CSOs

12.

Coordinate advocacy efforts and build coalitions across different identity-rights
groups to raise awareness of the political rights of marginalized populations during
a pandemic in an intersectional manner.

Training and Education

CSOs

13. Ensure that voter education messaging includes information about the secrecy | EMB, CSOs
and independence of individual votes, particularly if postal voting is expanded.

14. Target dissemination of voter education messages to individuals who may be self- [ EMB, CSOs
isolating due to disability or age.

15. Ensure polling staff are adequately trained to assist voters with disabilities while [ EMB
complying with health and safety measures.

16. Design voter education messages for online and broadcast media outlets that [ EMB, CSOs
include diversity in representation and language, as a lack of in-person messaging
may make it more difficult for ethnic or linguistic minorities or those with low or
no literacy to access information.

17. Increase voter and civic education messaging, particularly targeting young people | EMB, CSOs,
and first-time voters who may no longer have access to formalized civic education | educational
courses if schools are closed. institutions
After the crisis, expand civic education efforts to include information on human
rights and political rights and how inequalities are exacerbated during times of
crises, including pandemics.

18. Train educators and facilitators on accessible and inclusive online facilitation | EMB, CSOs,
techniques. educational

institutions
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Recommendations

Actors

19. Launch public outreach campaigns that promote pluralism, tolerance, coexistence
and inclusive national identities and counter disinformation and hate speech.

Voter and Candidate Registration

EMB, CSOs

economic hardship due to the pandemic.

Electoral Campaign

23. Monitor, expose and sanction online behavior by electoral contestants that uses
hate speech or knowingly spreads disinformation.

24. If there is a need to limit the number of polling stations used during the pandemic,
ensure that the polling stations that remain open are still accessible for people with
disabilities and that communities (e.g., Indigenous or ethnic minority) still have an
adequate number of polling stations locally.

Voting Operations and Election Day

20. Ensure that registration procedures are streamlined, simplified and accessible, | EMB,
particularly for: young people who may come of age prior to a rescheduled | legislators
election; people who are displaced or become displaced during the registration
period; people who are unable to travel due to quarantine measures; and other
groups who may face additional obstacles to registering.

21. Ensure that, as electoral procedures are moved online, they are accessible (e.g., | EMB, CSOs
translated into local languages and follow best practice for online disability access).

22. Consider waiving registration fees for candidates who are facing increased | EMB,

legislators

EMB, CSOs,
journalists,
electoral
justice actors

EMB

. Collect and analyze gender, age, disability and relevant identity-based disaggregated
data on voter registration and voter turnout throughout the electoral process and
apply this data to adapt measures being taken to ensure inclusion.

EMB, CSOs

. Ensure that PPE distributed for use in polling stations fits women electoral actors
correctly.

EMB

. Consider using masks with a clear section in the front to allow for lip reading.
Alternatively, consider providing a white board to allow polling station workers to
communicate in writing with voters as needed.

EMB

. Sanitize tactile ballot guides and any other high-touch assistive devices after each
use. s

EMB

. As harassment and identity-based violence may increase during a pandemic,
ensure that security personnel are adequately trained and in place to safely de-
escalate and assist voters facing harassment and/or violence at the polling station,
while respecting health and safety measures.

30. Ensure that the results and tabulation process, as well as the results themselves,
are accessible for voters and observers with disabilities and adequately translated
and posted online in relevant languages.

EMB, security
actors

EMB

31. Conduct a thorough lessons-learned exercise on COVID-19 measures, with a
particular focus on the impact of these measures on marginalized populations.

EMB, CSOs,
international
community
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Annex A: Barriers Chart

This chart describes how some peoples’ political participation is uniquely impacted by COVID-19
because of their identity. Once identified, there is an opportunity for different marginalized groups
to engage in collective advocacy to address common barriers. Detailed analysis of barriers to each
group identified as a result of COVID-19 and recommendations for mitigating those barriers are further

analyzed in the paper.

Common
Barriers to
Political

Participation
During
COVID-19
Pandemic

Discrimination

Persons
with
disabilities

X

*may be
restricted
from
participating
because of
high risk
levels

Young

persons

Older
persons

X

*may be
restricted
from
participating
as poll
workers
because of
high risk
levels

Ethnic,
religious
and
linguistic
minorities

Indigenous
persons

Information on
postponements/
ballots not
available in
appropriate
languages

X

*Deaf
communities
and other
sign
language
users

No official
address to
receive voter
information or
mail-in ballot

X

*temporarily
in hospital

Living away
from official
address due
to COVID-19

movement

restrictions

Less attention
from
informational
campaigns,
including on
CoviD-19
policy response

Disinformation
implies their
participation
is spreading

CoOVID-19

X

*e.g. not
adhering
to stay-
at-home
orders
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Common
Barriers to
Political

Participation
During
COVID-19
Pandemic

Cannot get
official ID
because
government
offices may
be closed due
to COVID-19

Women

Persons
with
disabilities

X

*reqistration
location
inaccessible,
stigma

Young
persons

Ethnic,
religious
and
linguistic
minorities

IDPs,

refugees
Older on

ersons .
P migrant
workers

Indigenous
persons

LGBTQ
people

X X

*historic
distrust of
government,
may not
register at
birth

*incorrect

gender

X on D
and/or ID

includes

deadname

pandemic

Cannot register
or vote because
government
offices and
polling stations
may be open
with limited
hours due to
CoOvID-19

X

Polling places
moved to less
accessible
locations due
to COVID-19
concerns

X

*limited
time to
vote

X

*polling
stations
moved from
assisted
living
facilities

X

X
*polling

stations
moved
to more
distant
locations

*polling
station
moved
to more
distant
locations

*polling
stations
moved from
retirement
communities

Increased
caretaker
responsibilities
or lack of
access to
caretakers

Increased levels
of violence and/

or neglect
Digital divide
impacts ability
of population
to use online
tools and
access online

information
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Annex B: Summary of Findings

Risk of
infection

Older people are at high risk of serious infection during the COVID-19
pandemic, while also historically making up the majority of poll workers
in some countries. Quarantine, shelter-in-place and shutdown measures
can isolate people with disabilities from political information and
participation, particularly due to the high risk of severe infection for many
people with disabilities. Displaced persons and migrant workers may not
be able to adequately follow social distancing guidelines because they
live in cramped quarters. Individuals who are HIV-positive or otherwise
immunocompromised in the LGBTQ community may be further isolated
from political participation due to the need to shelter in place and
quarantine to stay safe. Women often make up the majority of both health
and polling station workers in many countries.

Lack of trust in
government

Indigenous persons and ethnic, religious and linguistic minorities may
distrust the government because of historic injustices, leading to skepticism
regarding the government’s efforts to keep these populations safe while
participating in political life during a pandemic. In countries where the
public perceives the government’s handling of the pandemic to be poor,
lack of trust could be increased. This dynamic could lead to long-term
disengagement from young people, who are at the stage in life in which
they are forming their opinions on the utility of engagement in politics.

Digital divide

While political campaigns, voter registration drives, voter education and
other activities, such as office work, move online because of COVID-19,
many people from marginalized groups experience additional barriers to
participating as a result of the digital divide. Older persons may be less
comfortable than others using the internet. Online events may not be
accessible to persons with disabilities or they might not have assistive
devices, such as screen reading software or adapted keyboards at home.
Internet penetration may be low where displaced persons, Indigenous
persons and ethnic minority groups live as well as others who live in rural
areas. Women may not have access to the internet if they do not have
the resources to purchase devices or data, or if mobile phones and other
devices are controlled by men in their households.

Lack of
information
and civic and
voter education
in accessible
format and
minority
languages

A lack of accessible formats, including insufficient translation into relevant
languages, could keep voters from minority groups, including ethnic and
linguistic minorities, persons with disabilities who are sign language
users, Indigenous persons, IDPs, refugees and migrant workers, from
receiving critical electoral information. People with low literacy, who are
often members of these identity groups, may not have access to easy-to-
read or wordless materials. With schools and universities closed, young
people may not have the same access to civic education, voter education
or registration drives as in the past.

International Foundation for Electoral Systems

_31-



Stigma and
discrimination

Women - particularly women facing intersectional discrimination due to
disability, socioeconomic status, age or race — will face further obstacles to
their political participation due to increases in socioeconomic inequalities.
Ethnic, religious and linguistic minorities as well as Indigenous
populations, women and the LBGTQ community may disproportionately
experience both in-person and online hate speech and violence during the
pandemic, particularly during political campaigns. The LGBTQ community,
who already face extreme economic precarity, stigma and violence across
the globe, now face further threats to their political rights. Disinformation
surrounding the pandemic fuels homophobia and bigotry, making it even
more difficult for the LGBTQ community to vote and politically participate
safely and fully. Because of increased risk of contracting the virus, older
persons and persons with disabilities may face additional stigma and
discrimination when participating in public life. Because of misinformation
on COVID-19, IDPs, refugees and migrant workers may be assumed to be
spreaders of the virus, which causes discrimination.

Poverty

Persons with disabilities, Indigenous persons, young people, migrant
workers and displaced persons are less likely to have access to financial
resources, which increases the chances of contracting COVID-19 and
compounds barriers to political access — from not having enough money
to buy the necessary PPE to safely visit a polling station to lack of resources
for running for office. This will be described in further detail in sections
below.

Inaccessible
transportation

Internally displaced persons, refugees and migrant workers may not be
able to travel due to conflict or socioeconomic circumstances that may
be compounded by quarantine measures. This may impact their ability

to vote where they are registered. If migrant workers lose their jobs due
to the economic downturn, they may need to return home despite the
risks, facing numerous challenges that could leave them impoverished,
discriminated against as potential carriers of COVID-19, traumatized or
dead. Restrictions on transportation separate people with disabilities from
assistants and sign-language interpreters, and — due to economic injustice
— people with disabilities are less likely to have the financial resources to
procure private transportation. Each of these challenges undermines their
right and ability to campaign, participate and vote.
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Risk of violence

During the pandemic, women, LGBTQ persons, persons with disabilities
and older persons, who may have less independence because of

limited access to economic opportunities and/or increased domestic

care work, may be subjected to increased domestic violence. This has

a direct impact on the ability of these identity groups to vote freely,
access resources to campaign for office or to have the time to participate
politically. Persons who are part of ethnic minority groups and/or migrant
workers, particularly persons of Asian descent, may experience additional
discrimination and violence because of disinformation about how
COVID-19 spreads. With schools and community centers closed, young
people are spending more time online and their economic prospects may
be dwindling, leading to a higher risk of radicalization or recruitment by
criminal networks.

Young people may be expected to care for persons in their families who
are older or ill, which can limit availability to go out to vote. Women also

Traditional may experience disproportionately increased care duties due to school
roles closures and quarantines, limiting their time for political and electoral
engagement. Men might be expected to find ways to make money or
otherwise support the family rather than engaging in politics.
For older people and people with disabilities who live in institutions,
Conflict- peop peop

affected areas,
displacement
and/or group

general lockdowns and quarantines in these institutions (as well as limits
to public transport) may make it impossible for them to vote in person or
access a mobile ballot box. Travel may be greatly restricted in locations

impacted by conflict, including where IDPs and refugees live, because of

home livin
g concerns the virus will spread.
If elections are postponed due to the pandemic, some young people
may come of age after the originally scheduled election and would need
Impacts of to be added to voter registration lists through appropriate processes.
government Government offices may have limited operating hours as a result of

office closures

COVID-19, which can make it difficult for LGBTQ people and IDPs to
update their registration. EMB offices may close or have limited staff
working, which could impact sections that focus on marginalized groups,
particularly women and persons with disabilities.
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	2 
	“We have seen how the virus does not

discriminate, but its impacts do — exposing

deep weaknesses in the delivery of

public services and structural inequalities

that impede access to them ... We see

the disproportionate effects on certain

communities, the rise of hate speech, the

targeting of vulnerable groups, and the

risks of heavy-handed security responses

undermining the health response.”

– António Guterres,

Secretary-General of the United Nations5


	“While COVID is impacting minorities

disproportionally, we should not see minorities

only as victims. As an example, we have over

two hundred Dalit women working as frontline

workers during the pandemic, distributing

rations and services in urban slums and

neighborhoods in Delhi. We have created

a WhatsApp group for these two hundred

women and act as a central trusted node that

broadcasts accurate information through this

network.”

- Representative of the National Confederation

of Dalit and Adivasi Organizations, India18


	“Violence against women in political life

is any act of, or threat of, gender-based

violence, resulting in physical, sexual,

psychological harm or suffering to women,

that prevents them from exercising and

realizing their political rights, whether in

public or private spaces, including the right

to vote and hold public office, to vote in

secret and to freely campaign, to associate

and assemble, and to enjoy freedom of

opinion and expression. Such violence

can be perpetrated by a family member,

community member and or by the State.”27


	A 2018 IFES assessment of violence against

women in elections in Zimbabwe indicated

that violence against women in online

spaces has been steadily increasing. With

the pandemic forcing campaigning to move

further into online spaces, consideration

must be given to gendered online hate

speech and violence.


	Gender equality pamphlet, including COVID-19

awareness, developed by the Union Election

Commission in Myanmar, with the support

of IFES


	To take advantage of an increased sense

of solidarity in response to COVID-19 in

Georgia, IFES developed a series of public

service announcements featuring young

women with different types of disabilities

advocating for equal access to rights and

inclusion in political and public life during

the pandemic.


	Screenshot from a video produced in Tunisian Sign Language to share information on

COVID-19 with Deaf Tunisians as part of the Icharti Sawti (My sign, My voice) group


	“During this time of social distancing and

stay-at-home orders, people with disabilities

are at the greatest risk of human rights

violation, being subjected to violence and

hate speech. As we are to stay-at-home, I’m

using social media, particularly Facebook,

to advocate on behalf of young people with

disabilities.”

– Nayem Molla, disability rights advocate

with IFES’ Students Against Violence

Everywhere program in Bangladesh51


	To collect information on the unique

challenges women with disabilities and

youth with disabilities face in the context of

COVID-19, IFES, in partnership the Pacific

Disability Forum, implemented a short

survey to distribute to its regional networks

in the Pacific via email and Facebook.

Survey results indicated that nearly all

participants are relying on technology,

particularly smartphones and radio, to

access information on COVID-19. The survey

also revealed that people with disabilities

are more likely to use social media apps to

communicate than those without a disability.

Survey findings are being used to facilitate

the development of a support network

among people with disabilities in the Pacific

and to strengthen avenues for women with

disabilities and youth with disabilities to voice

their concerns with decision-makers.


	IFES is supporting educators to continue

education for democracy online during

the COVID-19 pandemic. In Libya, IFES

and educators are adapting civic education

courses, training educators online before

the new school year starts. In Ukraine, IFES

launched a series of webinars called Is the

impossible possible? How to teach the

interactive Democracy: From Theory to

Practice course online.72 IFES has engaged

70 university-level educators throughout

Ukraine to discuss the challenges

of e-learning.


	IFES has partnered with the Kimpact

Development Initiative (KDI) to train young

Nigerian volunteers to track incidents of

human rights violations and gender-based

violence during the COVID-19 pandemic

and during the 2019 general elections.

Through Zoom and a WhatsApp group, KDI

trained young volunteers to use a checklist

for collating and documenting incidents.

KDI leaders intend to use the data collected

to bring policymakers’ attention to the

increased gender-based violence and human

rights violations during the pandemic and

call on authorities to address these incidents.
	Drawing by a young Bangladeshi woman that encourages

social distancing during COVID-19


	A young Kyrgyz woman participates in an Instagram Live session
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An older woman casts her ballot in Ukraine during the 2019

parliamentary elections


	“COVID-19 has exposed the global nature of

ageism and the systematic and persistent denial of

older persons’ human rights. These challenges are

not confined to a single country or region, they

are universal and more urgent than ever.”

– Global Alliance for the Rights of Older People96


	“We need to broaden our partnership with

civil society and others and consult older

persons to harness their knowledge and

ensure their full inclusion in shaping the

policies that affect their lives.”

– UN Policy Brief: The Impact of

COVID-19 on older persons98


	Migrants in India wait in line to take transportation home

amid the COVID-19 pandemic. Public transportation was

strictly curtailed to limit the spread of the virus, leaving many

migrants unable to get home.


	In Ukraine, IFES supported the EMB to

develop new regulations to broaden the

definition of who can register online during

the COVID-19 pandemic. Previously,

voters were required to cast their ballots

in the district for which they were voting.

Since many IDPs cannot travel as a result

of movement restrictions, the legislation,

adopted in June 2020, has enfranchised 1.2

million displaced Ukrainians, who will now

be eligible to vote in local elections.111


	IFES has supported Ukrainian LGBTQ

rights organizations during the COVID-19

pandemic to pivot toward using digital

formats for online consultations on political

and electoral rights, sharing research on

the political participation of the LGBTQ

community and its allies with political actors

to raise awareness.


	“Imagine those who are illiterate, they

don’t know what social distance means, or

sanitizer, let alone COVID-19 and the impact

of the virus. …This is a direct violation of

the right to accessible information in one’s

mother tongue”

– Pratima Gurung, National Indigenous

Disabled Women’s Association Nepal129


	A Colombian Huitoto man sails on a raft along the Takana river in

Colombia during the coronavirus pandemic. Indigenous people

often have long journeys to the closest polling station.


	In Myanmar, IFES and its local partners

developed comic books, including one on

countering disinformation and hate speech

and one on inclusive political participation.

They have been printed in three languages,

including two minority ethnic languages

– Kachin and Kayin – and in braille. IFES

partners are in the process of distributing

these civic education awareness materials,

along with Ministry of Health pamphlets on

the virus and disposable masks and hand

sanitizers, in their target communities.
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