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Background
The commitment of the international community to promote the full and effective participation of
persons with disabilities in all aspects of society and development is deeply rooted in the goals of
the United Nations’ Charter: promotion of economic and social progress and universal human
rights for all, reaffirming the dignity and worth of the human person and the promotion of better
standards of life in larger freedom. 1
At the United Nations, the international policy discourse sought to advance the “full participation
and equality” of persons with disabilities. In the course of the three decades the General Assembly
adopted the World Programme of Action concerning Disabled Persons (1982), the Standard Rules
on Equalization of Opportunities for Disabled Persons (1993) and, most recently, the Convention
on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (2006). 2
This landmark Convention is a benchmark document which ensures the equal enjoyment of
universal human rights and fundamental freedoms by persons with disabilities. Together with other
international human rights and development instruments, it provides a comprehensive framework
for national policy-making and legislation, including international cooperation, for building
inclusive society, and development.
In spite of advances in the international normative framework on disability, a gap between policy
and practice continues to exist. All too often, disability and persons with disabilities remain
invisible in society and development. It is an urgent concern of the international community that
disability is included in the emerging global development agenda such as in the context of followup to Rio plus 20 and the ongoing preparatory processes to define the United Nations post-2015
development agenda.
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Mainstreaming disability in the global development agenda
In the years since the Millennium Declaration,3 years which saw the drafting and adoption of the
Convention, the need to include persons with disabilities in the international development agenda
has gained increased international recognition.
Globally, over 1 billion people or 15 percent of the world’s population live with some form of
disability.4 Available data indicates that persons with disabilities experience disproportionately
high rates of poverty and face exclusion and lack of equitable access to resources such as
education, employment, health care and legal and support systems.5
The General Assembly has reiterated that it is impossible to genuinely achieve internationally
agreed development goals, including the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), without
incorporating the rights, well-being and perspective of persons with disabilities in development
efforts at all levels. The omission of disability in development efforts affects not only persons
with disabilities and their families, but also adversely impacts on the achievement of internationally
agreed development goals (IADG). The invisibility of disability in the Millennium Development
Goals has therefore represented a tremendous missed opportunity, albeit one that may be avoided
in terms of the emerging post-2015 development framework.
As the 2015 deadline for the achievement of the Millennium Development Goals draws near, the
international community has begun to address the issue of a future global development agenda. As
discussions in this regard gain momentum, the international community has before it a critical
opportunity to ensure the inclusion of disability in the emerging framework. To this end, the
General Assembly in 2011 decided to convene a High-level Meeting on Disability and
Development, at the level of Heads of States and Governments, on 23 September 2013, to consider
the overarching theme “The way forward: a disability-inclusive development agenda towards 2015
and beyond.
The 2013 High-level Meeting on Disability and Development will provide a critical opportunity to
bring global attention to the situation of persons with disabilities and to adopt an action-oriented
outcome document for disability-inclusive development. The Meeting, in this context, should
reaffirm the role of persons with disabilities as both agents and beneficiaries, who would also take
the lead in development processes, emphasizing the commitment of the United Nations to equality
and the empowerment of persons with disabilities. The Meeting could also position the progressive
removal of barriers faced by persons with disabilities as a main pillar of its vision and strategy.
The report of the Secretary-General “Realization of the Millennium Development Goals and
internationally agreed development goals for persons with disabilities: a disability-inclusive
development agenda towards 2015 and beyond”6 provides recommendations on priority areas for
inclusion in the outcome of the High-level Meeting on Disability and Development, as well as in
ongoing efforts to mainstream disability in the development agenda towards 2015 and beyond.
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Based on the information available to the Secretariat, the following key issues were identified for
inclusion in a disability-inclusive post-2015 development framework:
-

Improved disability data and statistics

-

Participation in decision-making processes;

-

Capacity building;

-

Promotion of international cooperation

-

Gender equality and disability

-

Strengthening of civil society organizations, especially DPOs;

-

Disability-inclusive disaster preparedness and management;

-

Early inclusive education for children with disabilities;

-

Employment of persons with disabilities

-

Greater involvement of private sector;

-

Greater attention to persons with disabilities faced with multiple and aggravated forms of
discrimination;

-

Promotion of raising-awareness campaigns

Through the consultative process for the HLMDD, it is also expected that entry points are further
identified and collaborative partnerships may be developed to promote the inclusion of disability in
the emerging post-2015 development framework

Some of the key challenges to disability-inclusive development
Member States and the United Nations system shared largely consistent views on the challenges to
their efforts to mainstream disability in the development agenda and processes. The following key
four priority areas for action has been identified as essential for the realization of disabilityinclusive development, as well as the overarching objective of sustainable, equitable and inclusive
development. The following section highlights the four areas and gives examples to illustrate some
of the common challenges encountered in the mainstreaming of disability in practice in each of
these areas.
1. Strengthening and applying the international normative framework on disability
The international normative framework on human rights and development related to disability7
provides a strong foundation for ensuring explicit inclusion of disability as a cross-cutting issue in
the post-2015 development agenda. At the national level, although progress has been made in
recent years in the promotion of disability-inclusive development, there remains a persistent gap
between policy and practice. The challenge is to translate international commitments into actual
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changes on the ground by improving legislative, regulatory and policy frameworks and
mechanisms and their implementation. Some of the most common challenges faced in practice in
this area include the following:
§

Most countries are either in the process of ratification or full implementation of the
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities and its Optional Protocol. More
resources, technical assistance and development cooperation are required to accelerate
this process.

§

Domestic legislative and policy frameworks on disability have not been harmonised in
light of the international normative framework on disability and, particularly, the
CRPD;

§

Even where laws had been enacted to advance the status of persons with disabilities,
supportive regulatory frameworks and resources for implementation are severely
lacking;

§

Institutional mechanisms including monitoring and implementation mechanisms to
mainstream/integrate disability issues into development policies and programmes are
missing.

Recommended Actions:
§

Ratification and full and effective implementation of the Convention on the Rights of
Persons with Disabilities and its Optional Protocol as well as other human rights and
development instruments.

§

Harmonise national legislative, policy and institutional structures in line with the
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities and other international human
rights and development instruments. For example, persons with disabilities should have
the equal opportunities in the sectors of education, social protection, health, work and
employment.

§

Operationalize the international normative framework on disability by recognizing the
cross-sectionalities between the CRPD and other human-rights instruments, including
the CEDAW and CRC as well as development instruments relating to MDGs, IADGs
and other development goals.

§

Establish national coordination mechanisms as appropriate and monitor implementation
to ensure development policies and programmes are inclusive of persons with
disabilities.

2. Promoting accessibility for inclusive and sustainable development
Acessibility has been a major policy objective in the international normative framework on disability
and development. Accessibility has been recognised as one of the key barriers to functioning and
participation and both a means and a goal of inclusive and sustainable development: an essential
4

precondition for sustained and equitable development- and universal human rights- for all. Global
trends in population ageing has further highligthed the rising demand for for accessible environments
in the future with the objective to build an environment that serves all potential users. The need to
advance universal accessibility remains urgent in many areas including in the following areas:
§

Access to physical environment, such as public buildings and spaces for work,
education, health services and other spheres of life;

§

Access to information, communication and technology;

§

Inaccessible transport systems;

§

Persons with disabilities remain particularly vulnerable to the impact from natural
disasters and emergency situations. Urgent attention is required to ensure emergency
and disaster relief and reconstruction efforts are inclusive and accessible to all persons
with disabilities.

Recommended Actions:
§

Implement measures to promote progressive removal of barriers to the physical
environment, transportation and information and communications technology.

§

Take into account the universal design approach as a tool for mainstreaming disability in
the general system of society.

§

Consider ways in which, accessibility can be promoted through the development and
implementation of relevant public policies, as appropriate, in the local context.

§

Adopt natural disaster and emergency response and reduction strategies taking into
consideration the needs of all persons with disabilities. Ensure that minimum accessibility
standards are met and established from the very beginning of disaster management efforts.

§

Specific attention should be given to ensuring that persons with disabilities among refugees
and displaced populations have full access to camp infrastructure and facilities and services.

3. Addressing gaps in capacity-building
To accelerate the mainstreaming of disability in development processes, key stakeholders must be
well-informed of the situation of persons with disabilities in society and development, as well as their
rights and well-being as set out in the international norms and standards relating to disability. At
present, however, stakeholders at all levels (including Governments, the United Nations system and
other international organizations and civil society organizations) frequently lack the capacity to
adequately address disability issues in the implementation of international and national development
policies, programmes and monitoring and evaluation. Examples of factors contributing to the existing
capacity gap on disability include:
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§

Lack of knowledge and understanding of disability and the situation of persons with
disabilities among the general population;

§

Lack of assessment of existing programmes and services for persons with disabilities to
better understand gaps in specific expertise and skills;

§

Many countries still experience skills shortages for instance, in the fields of rehabilitation and
inclusive education and qualified professionals are urgently needed;

§

Inadequate resources and efforts dedicated to capacity development initiatives aimed at
empowering persons with disabilities and their organizations.

Recommended Actions:
§

Strengthen the knowledge, awareness and skills of all stakeholders at both policy and
operational levels.

§

Assess existing programmes and services for persons with disabilities to better understand
gaps in specific expertise and skills.

§

At both the policy and operational levels, capacity-building should target different roles of
stakeholders, including policymakers, development practitioners, service providers,
researchers, and other stakeholders for developing specific skills and expertise needed in
respective realms of work.

§

Promote new forms of capacity-building that could support both persons with disabilities
and their representative organizations to take part in the decision-making in development
processes, monitoring and evaluation of disability inclusive development goals at global,
national, regional and local levels.

4. Assessing the situation of persons with disabilities: inclusive monitoring and evaluation
frameworks
At the global level, the lack of internationally comparable data and statistics on disability has been a
major obstacle in inclusion of disability in the mainstream development framework The need for
comparable data and statistics on disability and the need to strengthen their inclusion in the monitoring
and evaluation on development policies has been well recognised by the international community and
the General Assembly has repeatedly called for improvements in that area.8 Urgent action must be
taken to improve the quality, availability and use of disability data to formulate disability-sensitive
policies and programmes and support the inclusion of disability in any monitoring and evaluation
mechanisms established for the post-2015 development framework. Examples of issues contributing to
the lack of comparable data and statistics on disability include:
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§

Wide variance of definitions, standards and methodologies used to identify the conditions
of persons with and without disabilities, thus hampering progress in global monitoring of
the situation of persons with disabilities in development;

§

Existing data statistics of a varying nature and quality, which are very often not
internationally comparable and creating obstacles for the disability inclusive development
agenda;

§

The existing data gap on the situation of persons with disabilities in the context of the
MDGs continues to be a challenge, in ensuring the MDGs processes are inclusive of
persons with disabilities;

§

Lack of priority given to dedicated disability surveys; such surveys are necessary to gain a
more comprehensive picture of the situation of persons with disabilities in the context of
society and development, for example to gather information on the use and need for
services and information on environmental factors hindering their full and effective
participation.,

Recommended Actions:
§

Strengthen the collection, compilation and analysis of national disability data and statistics,
using existing guidelines on disability measurement.9

§

Consider initiating a periodic United Nations global report on disability and development
for benchmarking progress in the equalization of opportunities for persons with disabilities
and support the inclusion of disability indicators in the monitoring and evaluation of future
goals and targets of the post-2015 development framework.

Next Steps
This Issue Paper has highlighted the common challenges faced in practice to mainstream disability in
the development agenda. Based on the recommendations already identified by the General Assembly
to promote the realization of the internationally agreed development goals, including the Millennium
Development Goals for persons with disabilities, the Issue Paper proposes actions that can be
considered in the outcome from the High-level Meeting to attain this objective. It can be used in the
preparatory process of the High-level Meeting on Disability and Development to guide discussions at
the global, regional and national levels to advance the mainstreaming of disability in development and
promote a disability-inclusive post-2015 development agenda.

Secretariat for the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities
Division for Social Policy and Development
United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs
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