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DISABILITY*
Introduction

Population censuses have not reflected, until very recently, the concern of the Colombian population for physical and/or psychological disability.  In fact, only with the census of 1993 has the questionnaire inquired, in a global manner, after certain types of impairment. The question, without any modifications, will be asked again in the 2003 census.

This situation is far from that recommended by United Nations Statistical Division (UNSD), which prescribes in-depth inquiry into the issue, with the objective of gaining reliable information on the prevalence and distribution of different types of disability among the population at the national, regional and local levels.

The World Health Organization (WHO) distiguished three dimensions of disability–related issues: (UNSD, Principles and Recommendations, 1998 p. 93): 

1. Impairment “concerns any loss or deviation of phsyiological, neurological or anatomical structure or function of an organ or body part (organ and body dimension).”

2. Disability “reflects any limitation or lack of ability that a person experiences in performing an activity in the manner or within the range considered normal for a person, in other words, a limitation in learning, speaking, walking or some other activity (individual dimension).” 

3.  Handicap concerns constraints on th erelationship between the person with a disbaility and the social and physical environment, for example, int eh areas of education , occupation, information or communication (social dimension).” 

The United Nations Statistical Division (1998 p. 93) advises that a census, owing to its inherent space limitations, should focus on only one of these three dimensions, and recommends using the disability dimension for the following reasons: 

1. Statements about disability do not require knowledge of specific medical details, as the notion of disability does not focus on the organ or body level. 

2. Disability questions cast a wider net and will capture information from those who recognize mild and moderate limitations in their activities as well as those that are more severe. 

3. Focused as it is on participation in activities of daily life, the concept of disability promotes the design of policies and programs concerning the rehabilitation needs of persons with disabilities.

4. Handicap can be derived by cross-referencing disability with other socio-economic variables, such as educational attainment, school attendance, marital status, and employment. 

The census question: 

Universe: the entire population.

Availability: 

	1964
	1973
	1985
	1993
	2003

	
	
	
	X
	X


The format of the question in the 1993 census seeks to detect the level of impairment in the population, following the organ/body approach, according to the World Health Organization (WHO): 

The question was asked in the most general way possible: “Do you have any of the following limitations?”

1. Blindness

1. Deafness

1. Muteness

1. Mental retardation or impairment

1. Paralysis or absence of upper limbs

1. Paralysis or absence of lower limbs

2. None of the above

Brief history of the question:

The question was structured as a series of “yes/no” variables to capture the possibility of multiple responses. 

Obviously, this captures only permanent and total impairments. The option “none of the above” seeks to guard against underestimation by differentiating those who do not report any impairment from those who do not answer.

Some confusion is possible in the first two categories, blindness and deafness.  Initially, the categories were total blindness and deafness; which is how they appeared in the test forms and in the enumerators’ training and supervisors’ manuals. At the last moment, the word total disappeared from the form.  Most likely, the enumerators continued to have in mind the earlier phrasing, as it was retained in the enumerator’s and supervisor’s manuals. 

Similarly, even though the manual gives instructions on how to ask the question, by reading all of the options, subsequent interviews of persons with disability made clear that, in these cases, the enumerator recorded the disability from observation, without asking the question. 

Lastly, enumerators were insufficiently trained to distinguish degrees of limitation or impairment of a person.

Criticism, cleaning and coding the data 

A simple formula was adopted to validate the consistency of the data collected: 

· if the question was left blank, it was assigned a value of 2 (none);

· if the question was outside the range, it was assigned a value of 9 (missing).

Prevalence rate:

The 1993 census shows the following results:

Table 1.  Prevalence of Impairments, Colombia, 1993

	
	Published figures
	Microdata sample

	Impairment
	Frequency
	%
	Frequency
	%

	Total blindness
	234916
	0.73
	23844
	0.74



	Total deafness
	169528
	0.53
	16856
	0.53

	Muteness
	41368
	0.13
	4076
	0.13

	Mental retardation or impairment
	113270
	0.35
	11380
	0.36

	Paralysis or absence of upper limbs
	60727
	0.19
	6088
	0.19

	Paralysis or absence of lower limbs
	62004
	0.19
	6122
	0.19

	None of the above
	31539175


	98.15
	3142532
	98.14

	Possessing some impairment (worksheet)
      according to category sums a
	593546

681813
	1.85
2.12
	59529

	1.86


	Total population
	32132721
	100
	3202061
	100


a Evidencing more than one impairment.

Source:  DANE, 199?, …. P. ________. (Fernan, please provide citation)
Quality of the data:

With the available information it is very difficult to evaluate the quality of the data. The authorities at DANE (Departamento Administrativo Nacional de Estadística), in general, consider the quality of the data to be low. Two estimates, however, can be made from other sources.

A study by the National Institute of the Blind (Instituto Nacional de Ciegos-INCI) in 1999, sought to identify those individual blind persons who appeared in the census and to evaluate the level of impairment of these persons.   The study was limited to the urban zones of three departmental regions and one subdivision of Bogotá:  Plato (Magdalena), Garzón (Huila), Granada (Meta) y Barrios Unidos (localidad 12), alcaldía menor de Bogotá. Despite the fact that these findings have not been published, and that the study was done six years after the census, it still may yield some clues. 

The procedure was to attempt to locate in each area the persons who appear as blind in the original census microdata as provided by DANE and make a better estimation of the level of impairment. According to the functionnaries of the INCI, a “not insignificant proportion of those people are not completely blind, but have low vision.”  This would seem to indicate an overestimation of the rate of blindness. 

A second, more in-depth study
 was carried out in 1996/97 in 37 cities.  The study included impairments, disabilities and deficiencies [minusvalías], according to the perception of the persons being interviewed. Because of the inclusion of disabilities, the results are not comparable. The prevalence rates in this study fluctuate from 18.4% in Pasto to 39.5% in Bellavista, while the prevalence rates in the census for limitations/impairment are around 2% at the national level.

The comparison of frequencies in Table 1 between published figures and the microdata sample shows that, whatever the strengths and weaknesses of the original data, they are faithfully reflected in the census microdata sample used by the census integration project. 

The 2003 census 

The same question format will be followed, specifying total in the case of the first two options, blindness and deafness.  Despite the appeals of various organizations representing disabled persons, no other questions or modifications will be included.

A comparison: the 2000 Mexican census
As an example of a census that deepens the investigation of disability in a population, the Mexican census enumeration form adds two dimensions to the question on type of disability: 

1. It includes the category “Do you have any other impediment?” [impedimento]

2. And it adds the question “Cause of the impairment”. 

With respect to the additional category “other impediment”, in the 1998 census pre-test, this category represented 0.8% of disabilities,
 after subtracting reclassifications which were not disabilities (headache, diabetes, etc.).

Integration with the IPUMS system

The harmonization of Colombian census categories on disabilities with the IPUMS-USA system is straight-forward between “ceguera” and “blind” and “sordera and mudez” and “deaf and dumb”.  These categories appear in both systems.  It is sufficient to adopt a convention: 

-    Disability present, code as (1)

-    Disability not present, code as (2)  or blank, and

-    Missing value, code as (9)

Particular care must be taken with the definitions of these disabilities. In the IPUMS system, the category “Blind” is defined as “totally or partially blind…”, which corresponds to “ciego o de baja visión” (“blind or low vision”). In the case of “sordera” and “mudez” (“deaf” and “mute”), the Colombian census differentiates between the two in separate categories, while the IPUMS system combines them in a single category. 

On the other hand, the IPUMS systems contains the option of “work disability”, which covers persons who “had any lasting physical or mental health condition that either limited the amount or type of work they could do, or prevented them from working altogether…”
, which could be compared, with the Colombian census of 1993, to one of the categories of variable 37 (economic variables) “during the last week, s/he primarily: 

1. Looked for work, but had worked before,

2. Looked for work for the first time,

3. Did not work due to vacations, leave or other reason,

4. Worked,

5. Studied,

6. Performed homemaking duties,

7. Was disabled with regard to work, [emphasis in original]

8. Lived off a retirement, pension or other capital income

9. Other situation

Option 7 refers to those who, due to permanent disability, are unable to engage in any type of work.

Cross-classifying the categories of disability with the occupation variable allow for the corroboration of the enumeration of impairment as well as an approximation of disability, which is produced upon determining how many of those persons answered “worked” or “looked for work”, despite their handicap.

Table 2. Population over 10 years of age, by disability and occupation. 1993

	Dis-ability
	Occupation

	
	Other


	Unem-ployed; Looked for  work 
	Looked for work for first time
	Did not work but was employed
	Worked
	Student
	Home
maker
	Disabled with regard to work
	Pension rent or other capital income
	
	Total

	
	(0)
	(1)
	(2)
	(3)
	(4)
	(5)
	(6)
	(7)
	(8)
	(9)
	

	Some 

      %
	7297
	849
	193
	501
	16847
	3488
	16516
	12839
	2222
	3143
	63895

	
	11.4
	1.3
	.3
	.8
	26.4
	5.5  
	25.8
	20.1
	3.5
	4.9
	


Source: 10% microdata sample,  IPUMS-Colombia 

The data, despite their crudeness, show how the level of  “handicap” captured by the census question is far from indicating an inability to work. Only one in five persons appears to be disabled with regard to work ( category 7), while close to one in three (28.8%) currently worked (4) or had work (3) or sought work (1 or 2). Lastly, a high proportion of those who indicate that they are engaged in homemaking are women (close to 90%).

Conclusions

The inclusion of the question on disability is in response to a provision of article 47 of the constitution, to design and implement programs which “contribute to the prevention, rehabilitation, and social integration of persons with physical or sensory limitations…” (DANE, 199?, [date missing in original] p. X)
.  The 2003 census reflects, in addition, the personal interest of the First Lady of Colombia, including language on “the petition made by the the Office of the First Lady of the Republic. This petition, however, was never formally made” (DANE, 1999:14).  Despite this objective (or even a broader one, aimed at equality of opportunity for all Colombians), these noble goals could be achieved, with difficulty, with such general and aggregate information.

Accordingly, the following suggestion is made: conform to the recommendations of the United Nations Statistical Division by collecting information on disability to achieve better disaggregation and capture a larger part of the population. 

The results discussed above, despite most likely representing an underestimation, show that the actual proportion of disabled represents a greater percentage of Colombians than the indigenous population; with 593,000 disabled persons and 574,000 indigenous Colombians, according to the 1993 census.  In contrast to the indigenous population, the disabled have no social or political representative in the Colombian Congress to promote consideration of their particular situation. 

Recomendations: 

Below are the recommendations put forward by representatives of some of the organizations which represent disabled persons: 

1. Include another question for “confirmation” of the condition of disability and the “qualification” of the same.

2. Offer more training to enumerators on this issue, to distinguish among the many grades of impairment or disability.

3. Publish census studies using the collected information, which has not been done to date.

4. Use the criteria of disability in place of impairment, as recommended by the United Nations Statistical Division. 

To be done: [Por hacer:]

1. Compare the census data with statistics and studies, mentioned above, whenever they are available. 

2. Comparison with similar countries.

3. Seek other relevant information. [Buscar otra información relevante.]
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Anexo: Plantilla (TEMPLATE_DISCAPACIDAD.XLS)

* Translator’s note: As this essay demonstrates, terms regarding disability can have subtle differences of meaning, which have changed over time, and which may be politically charged in certain contexts.  For purposes of this essay, the following translations form Spanish were used: discapacidad = disability; deficiencia = impairment; desventaja or limitación = handicap.


� Pontificia Universidad Javeriana. Estudio sobre población con discapacidad y acceso a servicios sociales. Informe final de consultoría. Documento Técnico ASS/118-98, Bogotá, 1998


� Resano, 1998


� “... had any lasting physical or mental health condition that either limited the amount or type of work they could do, or prevented them from working altogether.” (Documentación IPUMS)


� Libro rojo (Fernan, please cite the original document And page).
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