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LNFOD Magistrates Workshop Questions Representation of People with Disability in Legal System
12 July 2012: The Lesotho National Federation of Organisations of the Disabled (LNFOD) yesterday held a training session for magistrates on the importance of equal representation of people with disability in the courts of law. The workshop, held at the Lehakoe Club, was attended by eleven magistrates from the Southern, Northern and Central regions of Lesotho, along with representatives from a number of Disabled Persons Organisations and members of the media. 
“This training session was necessary as currently people with disability are not receiving equal representation before the law in many cases. Some of the issues faced by people with disability include lack of resources for translation and communication which deny them the opportunity to testify in court and play a role in the justice process,” commented Nhkasi Sefuthi, Human Rights and Advocacy Officer, LNFOD. 

“Another issue is the general attitude towards cases involving victims with disability, particularly intellectual disability. These cases are often delayed or simply never make it to the courtroom as the testimony of an intellectually disabled victim is regarded as unreliable and hence the requirement for additional supporting evidence is higher.
Although the recent gang rape of an intellectually disabled teen in South Africa drew international media attention to the situation, most assaults against victims with a disability go unreported and the communities are forced to seek their own justice.” concluded Nhkasi Sefuthi. 

The workshop covered such issues as the need for court funded sign language translators to allow hearing impaired witnesses to take the stand, training for prosecutors and law enforcement officials to communicate with intellectually disabled people and the role of magistrates in ensuring that justice is met for victims with disability. 
During the workshop, it was discovered that many magistrates were not aware of the difference between intellectual disability and mental illness which has prevented many intellectually disabled victims from taking the stand. According to the Criminal Procedure and Evidence Act 1981, individuals with a mental illness are deemed incompetent and hence canno appear before the court as a witness or complainant. 
Said Prosecutor Mrs Pearl Letsoela: “ Due to cultural attitudes and social attitudes, people with disabilities were not regarded as human beings, but after this training I have learnt a  lot. I have completely changed my attitudes toward disabled people. Mrs Letsoela further indicated that, “LNFOD did a great job for having organized this training workshop, as the magistrates are aware as to how to handle cases concerning people with disabilities”.  
Mrs Letsoela concluded by emphasizing that: “This awareness campaign should be carried out across the whole of Lesotho. And sign language training should be provided for Magistrates and Prosecutors”. 
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About LNFOD

Established in 1991, the Lesotho National Federation of Organisations of the Disabled (LNFOD) is an umbrella body of organizations dealing with disability in Lesotho. Its mission is to protect the rights of people with disabilities in Lesotho by providing support for disabled people’s organizations and empowering their members with life-skills, financial and material resources and representing their needs to the government, development partners and wider society. Its membership consists of the Lesotho National Association of Physically Disabled Persons (LNAPD) Lesotho Society of Mentally Handicapped Persons (LSMHP), Lesotho National League of the Visually Impaired Persons (LNLVIP) and National Association of the Deaf in Lesotho (NADL). 

For further information on LNFOD, please visit www.lnfod.org.ls
