Lesotho’s Census is Counting Everyone - Except Those Who Matter Most:

Something is wrong with how Lesotho counts its citizens with disabilities; and the numbers
prove it. In 2006, the national census recorded that persons with disabilities comprised 3.7%
of the Basotho population. By 2016, that figure had fallen to 2.5%. No disaster struck in
those ten years. No epidemic selectively eliminated Basotho citizens with disabilities. The
only plausible explanation is that the 2016 census failed to count them properly. And unless
something changes, the upcoming population and housing census will repeat the same
failure.

The Bureau of Statistics and the Development Planning Department have told organisations
of persons with disabilities that consultation has already taken place, a meeting held during
qguestionnaire development in late 2024. That, they say, is sufficient. It is not. Inviting
disability advocates to comment on a draft questionnaire, once, near the end of the design
process, is not inclusion. It is the appearance of inclusion. It is what the disability rights
movement calls “consultation theatre”: a procedural performance that leaves the
fundamental decisions unchanged and the people most affected still on the outside.

This approach is not merely inadequate, it is unlawful. Lesotho is a State Party to the United
Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. Article 31 of that Convention
requires that data collection on disability be carried out with the full participation of persons
with disabilities. “Nothing about us, without us” is not a slogan. It is a legally grounded
principle that demands persons with disabilities be treated as decision-makers, not as
subjects to be studied. The SDGs, which Lesotho has committed to implementing, reinforce
the same pillar: that no one should be left behind principle, and that the data used to
measure progress must itself be produced inclusively.

Genuine inclusion is not a favour granted at the margins of the census process. It requires
structural integration from the very beginning. Persons with disabilities must be represented
in census planning bodies at leadership level, not as token advisors, but as co-architects of
methodology. They possess irreplaceable expertise about the barriers that prevent accurate
self-identification and reporting: inaccessible enumeration materials, enumerators untrained
in disability etiquette, questionnaire language that does not reflect lived experience. When
that expertise is excluded, the methodology reflects the assumptions of non-disabled
planners, and the data that results is compromised before a single household is visited.

The census workforce must also reflect the population it is counting. Proactive recruitment
of qualified enumerators and supervisors with disabilities is not a concession to political



correctness, it is a proven mechanism for improving data quality. Diverse teams reach
communities that homogeneous teams miss. Enumerators with disabilities build trust with
respondents with disabilities. The practical case and the rights case point in the same
direction.

The Bureau of Statistics should establish formal partnerships with LNFOD and its structures
at national, district, and community levels. These partnerships must carry real authority,
joint decision-making over community engagement strategies, shared oversight of outreach
efforts, and a genuine seat at the table in evaluating whether the census is reaching
everyone it should. Partnership in name only, where disability organisations are informed
rather than consulted and consulted rather than empowered, reproduces the same
exclusion it claims to address.

The stakes of this failure extend far beyond the census itself. Census data is the foundation
upon which national development planning is built. It shapes resource allocation,
infrastructure decisions, service delivery models, and legislative representation. When
persons with disabilities are undercounted, they are underserved, not by accident, but by
design, because planners are working from data that renders them invisible. The 2016
undercount did not simply produce an incorrect statistic. It produced a decade of policies
calibrated to a disability population that was smaller, and less complex, than the reality.

The upcoming census is a once-in-a-decade moment. The Ministry of Finance and
Development Planning and the Bureau of Statistics face a clear choice: continue with a
model of superficial, one-off consultation that has already produced a decade of unreliable
data, or open the doors to authentic, structural inclusion that honours both Lesotho’s
international obligations and the dignity of its citizens with disabilities. LNFOD has made its
position clear. The disability community has made its demand clear. The question is whether
those in authority have the will to listen, not in a single meeting, but throughout every stage
of the process that will define how Lesotho sees itself for the next ten years.



