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Missed Opportunities:

The Need for Landmine Survivor

Rehabilitation in

Introduction

Persons with disabilities in develop-
ing countries are “regarded by their
own communities as the most disad-
vantaged,”! yet poverry alleviation and
international aid programs have consis-
ently failed to prioritize their rehabili-
tation and Integration into sociery.
Within the scope of mine action (land-
mine removal, victim assistance and
mine risk education), landmine sur-
vivor assistance receives only five per-

Rural Areas

Nearly half of Nicoragua's labor force are agricufiural
workers, yet there are few opportunities for farmers with

cent of all humanitarian mine action disabilites

funding.? Persons with disabilities,
whether their disabilities were caused by war,
agriculmural or industrial accidents, diabetes,
infection or other causes, are often ignored.

The legacy of landmines in Central
America, potenrially dangerous farming activ-
ities and severe poverty have combined with
the lack of sufficient health services to dispro-
portionately increase the prevalence of disabil-
ities in rural arcas and force many individuals
and families to leave once-productive farms
and other income-generating activities to seek
new activities in the city. Oftentimes, the
development community in general and reha-
bilitation projects specifically reinforce the
spatial mismatch between persons with dis-
abilities in rural arcas and the availabilicy of
urban-based services and programs, giving
petsons with disabilities the choice of remain-
ing isolated in their home communities or
moving ro the city and having to rebuild there
without family and friends.

The following three strategics are needed
for sustainable solutions to the barriers faced
by landmine survivors and other Cenrral
Americans with disabilities in rural areas:

1. Increasing the social networks of per-
sons with disabilities into existing civil society
as a way to promote social change and com-
munity mobilizatien in rural areas.

2. Recasting rehabilitation within the over-

all framework of poverty alleviation rather
than as a segregated activity unto itself,

3. Enhancing the existing strengths and
resources of people with disabilities and their
rural communities through access, assistive
technologies and public awareness.

Whe are the People?

To address the needs of persons with dis-
abilidies in rural areas, a better understanding
of their needs and resources is necessary.
Non-directive interviews are essential not only
in collecting informarion, but in mobilizing
communities and identifying local leadership.
The following is an example of the life story of
a landmine surviver living in nerthwest

Nicaragua.

Profile of Jose de la Cruez
Mertinel

Mr. de la Cruez Mertinel, who volun-
teered o be interviewed in February 2004, is
36 years old. In 1988, he stepped on a land-
ming as a young soldier and has used a pros-
thesis since. He is from Comarca village in Los
Lomas (the hills) and lives on his family’s small
plot of land.

Mr. de la Cruez Mertinel supports his wife
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and four chiidren (ages six through 14 years
old) through subsistence farming and a 500
cordoba a month ($32 U.S) veteran’s pen-
sion. Their house is handmade from palm
leaves, He feels that non-governmental organ-
izations (NGOs) discriminate against him
because of his prosthesis even though
he is capable of farming. His disabili-
ty does not impede him in any major
way with the exception of fooring and
balance when working with large ani-
mals. He has never heard of the
Organization of American Srares
(OAS)—a major supporter of [and-
mine survivors—and has never been
invited to be a part of any economic
cooperative or training opportunity.3

There are many themes represent-
ed in Mr. de la Cruez Mettinel’s Story
and rhose of other landmine survivors
that agreed ro be interviewed. The
themnes include increased risk in rural
areas, lack of opporrunites in rural areas, and
non-inclusion in development projects and
opportunities.

Increased Risk in Rural

Farming is one of the most dangerous
occupations worldwide. In a developed coun-
try such as the United States, over 13 million
rural Americans have chronic or permanent
disabilities. The United Narions reported in
the 1990 Disabifity Statistics Compendium thar
the rate of disabilities is greater in rural areas
almose universally throughour the developing
world, and independent studies have found
that “disabled people resident in rural arcas,
particularly low/middie-income countries,
have much mere limited access ro appropriate
support tesources than in urban ones.”>
Inadequate educational outrcach on safery
issues, low access to health care and the rem-
nants of conflict—war wounds, landmines
and unexploded ordnance have made
Central American agricultural workers and
their families disproportionately ar risk of
becoming disabled and losing their livelihoods
in comparison to residents in urban areas. In
mine-affected countries in Central America,
nearly 95 percent of incidents of limb loss to
tandmines occur in rural areas.® At Walking
Unidos, a Polus Center (2 U.S.-based NGO
specializing in rehabilitarion program plan-

ning and design)-supported prosthetic out-
reach clinic located in Leon, Nicaragua, over
65 percent of patients are from rural areas,
despire the clinic’s location within the heart of
a major city and the lack of adequate trans-
portacion to the city.

Despte logistical difficulties
tn rural areas, community
organizing and developing
activities are an essential task

in social and economic
rehabilitarion.

According o the World Health
Organization, 36,000 Nicaragunans are suffer-
ing from mobility disabilities (a significant
number of whom have experienced limb loss)
with approximarely 20,700 people with dis-
abilities living in rural Nicaragua.

The Rural-Urban Divide

The gap between investments in the rural
and wrban—or agricultural and industrial—
sectors, in Latin America has been well-docy-
mented since Michael Lipron first advanced
his “urban bias” thesis in his 1976 book Wiy
Poor Peaple Stay Poor: A Study of Urban Bias in
World Development. Lipton wrote that “the
rural sector contains mosr of the poverty, and
most of the low-cost sources of potential
advance; but the urban sector containg most of
the  articulateness, organization  and
power...[making] the development process
necdlessly slow and unfair.”? Urban bias has
been replicated in rehabilitation. Resources
thar benefic persons wich disabilities are
almost solely based in urban arcas.

Agriculture remains 2 vital contributor to
the economy of Nicaragua. Tn Nicaragua,
agriculture is more imporrant than industry in
tcrms  of percentage of Gross National
Product (GNP} at 34.1 percenc i 19988 and
grew at an average annual rate of 5.4 percent
during the 1990s, far ahead of both the indus-
trial (4.1 percent) and service (1.1 petcent)

secror growth rates,” despite receiving tel iy,
Iy low amounts of invesrment. Neatly hajf of
the labor force (46.5 percent) in Nicaragy, ;,
directly dependent upon agricultural wark,
yet economic incegration schemes for Pperson,
with  disabilities have focused almog,
exclusively on small industry (crafts)
and services, 10

Rescarchers intercsted in urhs,
bias kave shown thar income inequali.
ties within countries, often rcsulting
from the failure to invest in agricyl-
ture, basic education and other bene-
fits that would target the poor, are 5
constraint  upon growth for (he
naricnal economy as a whole, 11 ‘

There are good reasons why reha-
bilitation centers are located in
citiess—namely elecericity, access (g
shipping, access to population of these
in need of rehabilitation and s
forth—and there are good reasons for

fostering econamic opportunities for those |
with disabilities living in the cities. But chere
should not be an expectation that persons
with disabilities automatically relocare into
cities. Instead, creating cquity berween invest-
ments in rural and urban rehabilitation muse

be at the forefront of new iniriatives and
research.

Non-inclusion in
Opporiunities

Whether disabilities occur as a result of
landmines, accidents or illness, agricultural
workers and others in rural areas are plunged
into a vicious cycle of poverty. As found
through interviews of persons with disabiliries
in rural areas and site visits to agriculural
development projccts in norchwest Nicaragua
conducted in Februaty 2004, persons with
disabilities are often excluded from potentially
bencficial development projects within their
communities, In the most extensive rural
development project in Leon province, a 772-
person  cooperative with a2 complex in
Characeca village including a dairy processing
plant, fisk hatchery, and poulery and livestack
producticn, not a single person with a disabil-
ity was included!? despite a prosthesis-user
living on adjacent property. The Nicaraguan
government and the majority of international
donors have developed disability policies man-
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dading the inclusien of persons with disabili-
(ies into development projects, yet the palicies

often go unimplemented.1?
\What Needs to be Done?

The research provided in rhis paper is
ot adequare or appropriate for drawing
up specific strategies and projects in
Nicaragua, much less anywhere else in 8
the world. Such activities require partici-
patory planning techniques that reveal
more than statistics or a handful of inter-
views will and can mobilize landmine
survivors and others to implement the
projects themselves wirh the resources
and support of partners. That said, it is
scill possible to offer some broad recom-
mendations or “things to think about.” ©
Initial thoughts should include: promat-

ing social change by bringing new groups Many persons with disabilities come to the city fo B ork
of people together, understanding reha- such as selling lottery fickets, o low-paying job that does not
overarching vtilize mony of their skifls.

bilitation ~ within  an
framework of poverty-alleviadon and
increasing access to existing opportunities in

rural areas.

Social Change and
Leadership Through New
Networks

Nicaragna passed Law 202 on the
“Prevenrion, Rehahilitation and Equality of
Opportunity for Persons with Disabilities™ in
1998. However, a Unired States Agency for
International Development (USAID) reporc
concluded that it has not been implemented
in any substantial form and its actual imple-
mentation will be dependent upon the polici-
cal leadership skills of the disabled communi-
ty irself. !4 A central feature of Law 202 is rhar
it mandates all medium and large businesses
to follow an affirmative action policy of hiring
two percent of their total employees from the
disabled community.

Promoting new “person-to-person” con-
tact, or simply bringing people together, is a
move tawards enacting social change.1> Such
interactions, espccially when centered around
activities that address the common goed of a
given communify, can foster new analytical
frameworks, priorities and values for partici-
pants. Nicaragua has a strong civil society with
dozens of veterans orpznizations, self-help

associations and other disabiliry-focused grass-
roots activities. Unfortunartely, many are based
in ciries and lack the resources to organize in
rural areas. There may cven be attempts to
organize in rural areas; unforrunately, from
the small sampling made, it is obvious moie
needs to be done. Bringing representatives

from these groups out to the rural areas; to
pass on their ideas, establish new contaces and
foster rural chapters is essential. Rural areas are
nor a wastcland of civil society. Existing coop-
eratives, non-governmenrtal associations,
church groups, schools and so forth are
already available. Bringing community leades-
ship rogether with persons with disabilities
and encouraging their inclusion in the com-

munity s a necessity for social change.

Disabilities and Poverty

Alleviation

The full social and economic rehabilitation
of persons with disabilitics has been identified
as an effective stracegy for poverry reduction!®
for whole communities, yer disability contin-
ues to be a low priority in narional and inter-
national development plans. The World
Bank’s Vosices of the Poor study identified per-
sons with disabilities as oftcn considered “the
most disadvantaged by their peer groups,” or,
put simply: the poorest of the poor. It is esti-
mared that 25 percent of people in developing
countries are adversely affected by disabilities,
cspecially because of the loss of financial
resources, employment and added depend-
ence of themselves or 2 family member,!” and
the entire nation is affected by the loss of tax
revenues, increased use of resources from

social safety nets, and the cyclical effects of
creating a permanent underclass. Disabilicy
and poverty are related and cannot be solved
witheut addressing both because “not only
does disability feed poverty, but poverty—
which contributes to increasingly hazardous
envitonments while limiting access o health
and medical services—is for many also
the cause of disability” and “contribuces
to maling the disabled popularion poor-
er and keeping them beyond the possibil-
itics to pay for services they may need.”1®
The International Labor Organiza-
tion's Disability and Poverty Reduction
Strategies 2002 analysis of the Interna-
tional Monertary Fund {IMF) and World
Bank’s new Poverry Reducrion Strategy,
an attempt to reduce poverty through a
bortom-up approach replacing Structural
Adjustment Programs concluded “per-
sons with disabilicies have not been
involved in an opportunity 1o be includ-
ed in the most important poverty-reduc-
rion iniriarive of recent years.”1?

The rehabilitation and disability advocacy
community needs to not simply focus on “dis-
abiliy” projects, but to work with USAID
missions and others w include persens with
disabilities in other prierity areas. For exam-
ple, in a recent meeting with a USATD mis-
ston in Ethiopia, it was learned that no provi-
sions to include persons with disabilicies in a
national HIV/AIDS initative had been made
despite the fact that people with disabilities,
especially women, arc disproportionately
affected by HIV/AIDS. The Polus representa-
tives were able to advocate that an asseciation
for women with disabilities be included
among those chosen to implement the project.
It will most likely take further advocacy for
such inclusion to take place, but it is an

absolute necessity.

Rehabilitation workers have a responsibili-
ty to learn about the full spectrum of poverty-
alleviation activides in an area, advocate for
the inclusion of persons with disabilities, fos-
ter partnerships berween rehabilitation and
non-disahility development groups, and edu-
cate other 2id workers on disabilities and their
common needs with the entire population.

Access to Opportunities

Many local Leon organizations have
formed cooperatives to address the near-100
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percent unemployment of persons with dis-
abilities by providing job training and
employment to persons with disabilitics, bur
few have been sustainable or successful as a
gateway to other opportunitics. An Inter-
American Development Bank study released
in 1997 found that many “specialized educa-
tion and social programs perpetuate segrega-
tion and dependence of people with disabili-
ties, and yield lictle or no return to sociery and
are costly to be sustained.”® In the past six
years, the few employment projects that do
provide opportunities to persons with disabii-
ities have continued to exclusively targer per-
sons with disabilities, thus replicating social
attitudes that sce persons with disabilities as
different, the objects of charity and not social-
ly valued. These activities have included
income generation but also have not provided
the oppartuaity for persons with disabiliries to
pursue jobs ourside these designated, low-pay-
ing areas®! and prevent individuals from exer-
cising cheice and building upon their skills,
interests and resources.

Many persons with disabilities in rural
areas have land, skiils and the desire to conrin-
ue farming. Focus must be placed upon find-
ing creative and appropriate ways to increase
production from farmers, ranging from advo-
cating that persons with disabilities be inclid-
ed in rural cooperatives and micro-credit
schemes, using assistive technologies, and
increasing access to spaces and resources.
Short-term solutions such as a pifiata-making
workshop or sending individuals to the city 1o
sell lotto tickets fail to provide long-term solu-
tions that are so crucial to agriculture in rural
areas. Assistive technologies, such as those
developed by Breaking New Ground at
Purdue University already exist and can be
adapted to needs in Central America.
Expertise in universal design is growing in the
developing world and must be utilized at every
opportunity, Public awareness grows when
persons with disabilities assume leadezship
and other valued roles.

Beginning at the grassroots level, persons
with disabilitics must be given the opportuni-
ty to identify their own access priorities and
demonstration projects, and those priorities
must be addressed. The knowledge learned
must be used to then create a blueprine for
public policy and further implementation.

Conclusion

Returning to Jose de la Cruez Mertinel,
introduced earlier in this article, it is obvious
thar he and his family are extremely vulnerable.
That said, he also has resources and ralents that
could benefit his five dependants and his whole
communiry, To take on the challenge of truly
providing new social and economic opportuni-
ties and rehabilitation for persons with disabili-
ties in rural ateas, extensive planning, advocacy,
learning and the implementation of pilot proj-
ects will be required. The time to start is now.

* Photes cfo authar,
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