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This year’s International Day 
of Persons with Disabili-
ties (PWDs) reminds us that 

achieving the Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals (SDGs) requires living 
up to the promise to leave no one 
behind, especially the 1.3 billion 
persons with disabilities world-
wide.

According to the United Nations 
(UN) Secretary General, António 
Guterres, today, at the halfway 
point to the 2030 Agenda, PWDs 
continue facing systemic discrimi-
nation and barriers that restrict 
their meaningful inclusion in all ar-
eas of society.

Truly sustainable development 
for PWDs require a laser-like focus 
on their needs and rights not only 
as benefi ciaries but as active con-
tributors across social, economic, 
and political life.

“This means ensuring that PWDs 
are at every decision-making table, 
in line with the Convention on the 
Rights of PWDs, and across coun-
tries’ efforts to achieve the SDGs 
from poverty eradication to health, 
education, and climate action,” 
Mr Guterres says in his message 
posted on the UN website.

He says UN is leading by exam-
ple through its disability inclusion 
strategy, and by supporting mem-
ber states as they drive progress 
for, and with PWDs. 

This year, the World Health Or-
ganisation (WHO) joins partners 
around the world to call for action 
to achieve the SDGs for, with, and 
by PWDs.

More than 1.3 billion people ex-
perience signifi cant disability to-
day, which represents 16 percent 
of the global population. 

A statement from the WHO web-
site indicates that many PWDs die 
earlier, are at increased risk of de-
veloping a range of health condi-
tions, and experience more limita-
tions in everyday functioning than 
the rest of the population. 

“We call these poorer health out-
comes ‘health inequities’ because 
they are largely avoidable and 
driven by unjust factors within and 
beyond the health sector. These 
factors include, for example, dis-
crimination in our societies, ineq-
uitable policies, the determinants 
of health, lack of access or qual-
ity of care, and negative attitudes 
of health workers,” the statement 
reads in part.

These health inequities, accord-
ing to WHO are a stark reminder 
that PWDs are too often left be-
hind, and that achieving good 
health and well-being for all SDGs 
requires the meaningful participa-
tion and empowerment of persons 
with disabilities.

Achieving the SDGs for, with, and 
by PWDs is now, more than ever, 
within our reach, so long as we are 
united. 

In 2019, Mr  Guterres launched 
the Disability Inclusion Strategy 
(UNDIS) to bring disability inclusion 
in every work and core function of 

the entire UN system. 
“The UNDIS has given us the 

tools to initiate a bold systemic 
transformation and is driving un-
precedented progress for, with, 
and by PWDs around the world. 
These achievements are remark-
able demonstrations of the value 
of systemic planning for disability 
inclusion, a cause for celebration, 
and a source of aspiration to pur-
sue these efforts,” the WHO state-
ment reads.

Implementing the UN disability 
inclusion strategy

According to WHO, disability 
inclusion should not be an after-
thought. The needs of PWDs must 
be integrated into our thinking. 

UNDIS demands change
To ensure sustainable and trans-

formative change, the UNDIS has 
both a policy and an accountability 
framework. The policy establishes 
the highest levels of commitment 
and a vision for the UN system on 
disability inclusion for the next de-
cade. 

Achieving health equity through 
disability inclusion in the health 
sector

PWDs have the right to the high-
est attainable standard of health 
as those without disabilities. How-
ever, the WHO Global report on 
health equity for persons with dis-
abilities demonstrates that while 
some progress has been made in 
recent years, the world is still far 
from realising this right for many 
PWDs who continue to die earlier, 
have poorer health, and experi-
ence more limitations in everyday 
functioning than others. 

These poor health outcomes are 

due to unfair conditions faced by 
PWDs in all facets of life, including 
in the health system itself. Coun-
tries have an obligation under in-
ternational human rights law to ad-
dress the health inequities faced by 
persons with disabilities. 

History
The annual observance of the 

International Day of Disabled Per-
sons was proclaimed in 1992 by 
United Nations General Assembly 
resolution 47/3.

The UN indicates that the day 
aims to promote the rights and 
well-being of PWDs in all spheres 
of society and development and 
to increase awareness of the situ-
ation of persons with disabilities 
in every aspect of political, social, 
economic, and cultural life.

Building on many decades of 
UN’s work in the fi eld of disabil-
ity, the Convention on the Rights 

of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD), 
adopted in 2006, has further ad-
vanced the rights and well-being of 
PWDs in the implementation of the 
2030 agenda for sustainable de-
velopment and other international 
development frameworks.

Inclusive society and develop-
ment

Evidence and experience show 
that when barriers to their inclu-
sion are removed and PWDs are 
empowered to participate fully in 
societal life, their entire community 
benefi ts. Barriers faced by PWDs 
are, therefore, a detriment to soci-
ety as a whole, and accessibility is 
necessary to achieve progress and 
development for all.

The Convention on the Rights 
of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) 
recognizes that the existence of 
barriers constitutes a central com-
ponent of disability. 

Under the Convention, disability 
is an evolving concept that “results 
from the interaction between per-
sons with impairments and attitu-
dinal and environmental barriers 
that hinder their full and effective 
participation in society on an equal 
basis with others.

Accessibility and inclusion of 
PWDs are fundamental rights rec-
ognised by the CRPD and are not 
only objectives but also prerequi-
sites for the enjoyment of other 
rights. The Convention (Article 9, 
accessibility) seeks to enable per-
sons with disabilities to live inde-
pendently and participate fully in 
all aspects of life and development. 

It calls upon states to take ap-
propriate measures to ensure that 
PWDs have access to all aspects 
of society, on an equal basis with 
others, as well as to identify and 
eliminate obstacles and barriers to 
accessibility.

Exclusion. One billion people, 
or 15 per cent of the world’s 
population, experience some form 
of disability. However, many of 
them are still facing exclusions in 
today’s society. 

Disability inclusion key 
to achieving SDGs

Persons With 
Disabilities 
protest at the 
Offi ce of the 
Prime Minister 
in 2022. There 
is a need to 
recognize 
the potential 
of PWDs as 
contributors 
to society and 
to enhance 
current efforts 
to mainstream 
their needs, 
and rights. 
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“Truly sustainable development for persons 
with disabilities requires a laser-like focus 
on their needs and rights not only as 
benefi ciaries, but as active contributors across 
social, economic and political life. This means 
ensuring that persons with disabilities are 
at every decision-making table, in line with 
the Convention on the Rights of Persons 
with Disabilities, and across countries’ efforts 
to achieve the Sustainable Development 
Goals — from poverty eradication, to 
health, education and climate action. The 
United Nations is leading by example 
through our Disability Inclusion Strategy, 
and by supporting member states as they 
drive progress for, and with, persons with 
disabilities,”

Mr António Guterres, United Nations 
Secretary General
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