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THE BOY WHO KICKED THE BALL ON THE ROOF
Keynote Speaker:  Robert Martin 
National Self Advocacy Advisor

IHC National Self Advocacy Team – New Zealand
My childhood was spent in New Zealand Institutions. My family and members of the general public were told that the Institutions would provide me and my friends with protection, that regulations would ensure that our rights were not violated. In reality, this was far from the case. These were places of disempowerment and isolation – we had little power ourselves and very few partnerships. This disempowerment meant that we were denied our basic human rights such as freedom, opportunities to learn, and access to ordinary experiences. The only way to express ourselves was through behaving in what was deemed a “challenging” manner. For some of us this meant engaging in self-injurious activities. My “challenging behaviour” was to kick a ball on the roof – I had the power to put it up there and make someone else get it down for me. 

Upon leaving the Institutions, I had to learn how to fit in to a society I knew very little about – it was through the partnerships I made that I began to learn how to become involved, to be the person you see today. The partnerships that are most memorable for me are those in which an equal relationship was achieved. It is a fantastic feeling to be treated the same as everyone else – nothing more, nothing less. Now I live an ordinary life and am actively involved in my community. But I ask, why can’t it be the same for all people with intellectual disabilities? This question is what drives me to be the best that I can be – my passion about the rights of people who have an intellectual disability. 

Although service provision and overall attitudes towards people with intellectual disabilities have greatly progressed since my youth, I still hold concerns about the balance of power for people with intellectual disabilities in today’s world. Some of my concerns are around issues of control, about decisions being made for us without our consultation, of being told what we are “really” thinking or feeling, about not being able to make a mistake, about the discouragement of making friends or entering in to relationships. The result of this imbalance still means a lack of power for people with intellectual disabilities. 

There are many preconceived ideas in the community about intellectual disability – about who we are and what we can and can’t achieve. Society’s negative attitudes and values are what disable us. We need to take more responsibility in changing these attitudes towards us, and the value that we add to our communities. There are many ways in which we can take on this responsibility and we need to have the courage and confidence to shape this change. I am passionate about our rights and how we can transform these changes in to reality.
We need to learn about declarations and International Laws that our Governments have signed and agreed to. We need to meet with the authorities who are responsible for this to work in partnership to maintain and uphold these laws. We need to get the whole disability sector involved and not work in isolation. We must be mindful that the issues of humanity do not sit with us only. We must share the issues and demonstrate collaboration amongst ourselves first, and then with our government partners.

As the UN Convention for the Rights of Persons with Disabilities states, we will all live in communities that respect the rights of all people. We will be able to choose to live where and with whom we wish. We will be able to have the support we need to live a full life regardless of our needs. We will have the same opportunity to make friends, build relationships and belong in our families. This is my dream, this is the way forward, there should be no exceptions. 

