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Contribution to “Informal Interactive Hearings of the General Assembly with Non-governmental organizations, civil society organizations and the private sector, 14-15 June 2010”

“Overcoming invisibility: 

Making the MDGs inclusive of and accessible
 For persons with disabilities”
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Representing more than 650 million people with disabilities worldwide.




The International Disability Alliance (IDA) is a network of nine international and three regional organizations of persons with disabilities, promoting the full implementation of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD).

Why realization of the MDGs for Persons with Disabilities is imperative to achieve the MDGs 

Approximately 426 million people with disabilities in developing countries live below the poverty line and often represent the 15 to 20 per cent most vulnerable and marginalized poor in such countries
. 

General assembly resolution A/RES/64/131
 on “realizing the MDGs for persons with disabilities” recalls that persons with disabilities are facing multiple discrimination, particularly women with disabilities, and remain largely invisible to the implementation, monitoring and evaluation of the MDGs. 
Lack of access and inclusion for persons with disabilities in policies and programmes aimed at achieving the MDGs means that the achievement of the MDGs is impossible. For instance, less than 10% of children with disabilities have access to school in low income countries, making it unlikely to meet MDG 2. 
 The resolution calls on Member States and the UN system to take concrete steps to overcome this invisibility and to make MDGs inclusive of persons with disabilities by implementing the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities.

Persons with disabilities are still invisible to the MDGs 

Accessibility, inclusion and support for persons with disabilities were largely overlooked in the first MDGs review. The outcome document
 of the 2005 world summit supported the on-going process for a comprehensive convention on the rights of persons with disabilities.  This objective has since been achieved with the adoption of the Convention in 2006 and its coming into force in 2008. But in 2010, persons with disabilities still remain largely invisible to MDG implementation actions. 

The negotiations and adoption of the CRPD generated momentum, marked by several positive initiatives undertaken by different member states, UN
 and donor agencies
. However, looking closer at tangible outcomes for persons with disabilities in developing countries, it is apparent that while agencies have become more disability aware, they have yet to put the awareness into practice to ensure accessibility for and inclusion of persons with disabilities. 

On the eve of the 2010 MDG Review, it is apparent that no significant change has occurred: persons with disabilities are by and large excluded from the benefits of MDG policies and programmes
.  There are still very few references to disability in human development reports, MDG achievement funds guidelines, the MDGs mid-term review, and other key documents.  It is plain that disability remains too low a priority of major UN agencies and donor instruments in terms of planning, implementation and monitoring. 

Lack of data and statistics can no longer be an excuse

A major obstacle mentioned to explain the invisibility of persons with disabilities to the MDGs is the lack of statistical data: it is a sign of how disability has been neglected before being a difficulty for policy makers to address barriers and discrimination.

This cycle, which allows persons with disabilities to be perpetually overlooked, needs to be broken. This is what we need to achieve at the Summit: break the cycle of invisibility and exclusion and ensure inclusion of and accessibility for persons with disabilities. 
Many actions can be undertaken to reach beyond the barriers built up by statistical invisibility, and to begin work in ensuring the realization of the Millennium Development Goals for all, including persons with disabilities. I would like to especially highlight three globally applicable, concrete propositions:
1. Rebalance the  statistical burden of proof by assessing barriers and efforts towards inclusion
2. Prevent development money from going to efforts that will build or consolidate barriers to full participation
3. Support efforts of all stakeholders to make development inclusive with the creation of a UN Fund for disability rights

Concrete propositions to overcome invisibility and make MDGs inclusive

1. Rebalance the statistical burden of proof by assessing barriers and efforts towards inclusion

The statistical invisibility of persons with disabilities cannot be a reason for more discrimination. To achieve significant progress by 2015, more than their number, it’s the barriers they face that need to be assessed. While IDA acknowledges the need and related challenges to develop national inclusive and disaggregated statistics, we propose that from now on:

- Any MDGs reporting mechanisms, as well as Human Development Reports and World Development Reports, should systematically assess barriers to participation in, as well as efforts or failure to make policies and programs inclusive and accessible, for persons with disabilities

- Disability-related statistics – such as on causes of exclusion, measures of inclusion, accessibility – should be included in those reports’ published data set even if columns are left blank due to unavailability of data. 

- In any case organizations of persons with disabilities should be consulted so that, even in the absence of statistical data, their perspective would still be taken into consideration.

2. Prevent development money from creating or consolidating barriers to full participation

While significant policy efforts to remove all barriers and enhance true participation are a long-term goal, immediate action needs to be taken to ensure that no development monies are spent on creating new barriers or perpetuating existing ones. Each new program that has been conceived or pursued without thought to inclusion and accessibility invariably produces new barriers, or fails to capitalize on opportunities to remove existing ones, whether intentionally or unintentionally. This can occur, for instance, in the building of new schools and the design of community based programmes, the field of infrastructure reconstruction after natural disasters or conflict, in public resource (re-)allocation, poverty reduction programs, or in support of legislative change and policy reforms that would fail to be in compliance with the CRPD.

Spending development funds on non-inclusive programs is not only counter-productive, but is also a breach of States’ obligations towards the CRPD.  IDA proposes three suggestions to prevent the construction of new barriers to inclusion of persons with disabilities:

- The 2010 world summit outcome document has to clearly state the imperative duty of development cooperation stakeholders and programs to be inclusive of and accessible to persons with disabilities 

- All funds and procedures of application to, programming and monitoring of donor agencies should include accessibility for and inclusion of persons with disabilities as a cross-cutting issue and make sure that the projects and programmes funded are inclusive

- All member states mechanisms for debt relief and poverty reduction strategy should be inclusive and ensure that no barriers are created in the use of these funds.
3. Support efforts of stakeholders to make development inclusive with the creation of a dedicated funding mechanism

To make MDGs inclusive and implement the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, stakeholders require support, both technically and financially.  As exemplified by the success of funds active through UNICEF, UNIFEM and UNAIDS/The Global Fund, a UN disability rights fund would make a significant difference in gathering, mobilizing and disseminating knowledge and expertise, addressing issues at the policy-making level, and catalyzing additional financial resource allocations.  This fund would also allow more support to the imperative dialogue between disabled people’s organizations and policy makers.

Conclusion

Since the 2005 Review the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities has been adopted. The treaty is a stark reminder of the invisibility and exclusion persons with disabilities have endured in many places, including the inception of the MDGs in 2000. The progress made in the last five years and the challenges still ahead require that in taking stock in September member states ensure access to and inclusion of persons with disabilities in MDG policies and processes.  

The five years to come will not be enough to make society inclusive for all persons with disabilities. But the next five years must be marked by concrete implementation of the CRPD and the movement of UN organizations and member states beyond simple awareness to affecting change in policies and practices.  
Lack of data can no longer be an excuse for postponing action as persons with disabilities cannot wait to become statistically visible to enjoy their rights and to surmount the barriers of exclusion, poverty and discrimination. Inclusive and accessible MDGs should be one of the Summit’s goals.
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