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Dear colleagues and friends,  

I am delighted to be here at the forum on Disability-Inclusive Humanitarian Response, to 

discuss commitments that will be made in coming days to transform humanitarian action 

so that it is more inclusive of people with disabilities.  

The UN Secretary-General called for the World Humanitarian Summit recognizing that 

we need to make bold changes at all levels to better meet the needs and priorities of the 

world’s most acutely vulnerable people, including people with disabilities.  

People with disabilities are particularly vulnerable when a crisis hits. It is harder for them 

to flee danger, and when  assistance arrives, it is more difficult for them to access it. 

Women and girls with disabilities face a greater risk of violence, including sexual 

exploitation, and discrimination; and children and youths with disabilities 

disproportionately experience a lack of access to education.  

Approximately 1 in 7 people affected by a crisis has a disability. Often invisible to 

humanitarian actors, these people are frequently overlooked in the planning of relief 

operations.  

According to an online consultation held with people with disabilities and organizations 

representing them, as part of the consultation process for the World Humanitarian 

Summit, three quarters of respondents said people with disabilities were unable to access 

appropriate basic life-saving assistance in most crises, including access to water, shelter, 

food, health or education services. Half reported no access to services specific to their 

needs.  

This inadequate assistance is compounded by limited data on people with disabilities and 

of their specific needs, in crisis situations, indicated the study. 
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We are all gathered here at the World Humanitarian Summit to try to change this 

narrative. In his ‘Agenda for Humanity’ the UN Secretary-General calls on leaders to 

commit to bold actions to reduce vulnerability and suffering at its source, and to ensure 

that ‘no one is left behind’, as promised in the 2030 Sustainable Development Agenda. 

To make good on this promise, people living with disabilities must be proactively 

included in our assistance efforts. Inclusion in this case, is both a matter of rights and of 

principles.   

Protecting people with disabilities from harm in situations of risk is at the core of the UN 

Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. While the humanitarian principles 

of humanity, impartiality, neutrality and independence, which guide humanitarian 

assistance stipulate that aid must be delivered on the basis of need, without 

discrimination. In other words, it must be responsive to the particular needs and 

vulnerabilities of people with disabilities. 

Over recent years we have made significant progress in developing international policies 

and frameworks that are inclusive of people with disabilities. The 2030 Sustainable 

Development Goals and the post-2015 Sendai Disaster Risk Reduction framework are 

important examples of this.  

Guidance and policies are also improving at the operational level. By strengthening the 

centrality of protection in humanitarian action, the Inter-Agency Standing Committee has 

also stressed greater accountability to people living with disabilities. 

UNHCR is among a number of UN agencies to develop guidance on how to reflect 

disability concerns into their work. 

And Handicap International has developed important guidance and tools to steer an 

inclusive approach to people with disabilities in disaster management, in drought and 

food crisis response, and on accessing populations in need. 

Despite this progress, we recognize that more is needed.  

Here at the World Humanitarian Summit we will hold a Special Session on the inclusion 

of persons with disabilities, which will give leaders an opportunity to announce their 

commitments to consult with and integrate people with disabilities into all phases of 

humanitarian action.  

And here at the Summit, more than 70 individuals representing States, UN agencies, the 

international NGO community, and global, regional and national organisations of people 

with disabilities will launch a ground-breaking Charter on Inclusion of Persons with 

Disabilities in Humanitarian Action.  

Piloted by Australia, Finland and Thailand, the Inter Agency Support Group of the 

Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, and Handicap International, the 

process in developing this charter has been widely praised for its innovation, inclusion 

and transparency, in the true spirit of the World Humanitarian Summit.  The Charter sets 



 3

out an agenda to make humanitarian action inclusive of people with disabilities. OCHA is 

glad to be among the signatories. 

We call on leaders to sign up to this charter, and commit to concrete actions to strengthen 

the capacity of national and local authorities, international and civil society organisations 

to improve their policies, programmes and practices in terms of disability inclusion. 

Over coming months and years we must seize this opportunity to turn this Charter into 

action. We welcome the engagement of the Inter-Agency Standing Committee to help 

spearhead this work.  

The challenge of inclusion will not be solved overnight, but by engaging global leaders 

and mobilizing political will, through the partnerships and initiatives launched at this 

Summit, we can shift course and deliver the kind of help for vulnerable people living in 

crises, that will help them not only to survive but to thrive.  

 


