23 March 2020

Mr. António Guterres
Secretary-General 
United Nations

Ref: A call for the urgent inclusion of persons with disabilities in the COVID-19 response

Esteemed Mr. Guterres,
[bookmark: _GoBack]We, the members of the Thematic Group on Disaster Risk Reduction of the Stakeholder Group of Persons with Disabilities for Sustainable Development, are writing to raise our concerns over the lack of inclusion of persons with disabilities in the worldwide response to the COVID-19 pandemic.
There are over one billion persons with disabilities in the world, with 200 million people experiencing considerable difficulties functioning in their everyday lives. Persons with disabilities consistently experience poorer health outcomes, lower educational attainment, less economic participation, and higher rates of poverty than persons without disabilities. Without due consideration in the response to COVID-19, persons with disabilities will face further barriers to accessing health care and will be disproportionately impacted. A failure to address the health, functioning and access needs of persons with disabilities in the COVID-19 response will result in suffering and hardship that could otherwise be avoided.
Persons with disabilities, by necessity, are among the most resourceful members of society. We urge the United Nations and Member States to recognize the contribution that persons with disabilities can make to flattening the COVID-19 curve and to building the resilience of communities and society. To do this, we need Member States to be pro-active in ensuring and sustaining the health and functioning of persons with disabilities during these difficult times.
As the world responds to the pandemic, we are deeply troubled by reports from some countries that the services and support networks that many persons with disabilities rely on have been cut or curtailed. We are concerned that the hearing impaired are receiving less information than others in society. We are concerned the diverse needs of persons with psychosocial will be ignored and further driven away from autonomy. We are worried that people who are visually impaired or have limited mobility may be inadvertently exposed to contaminated surfaces. We are concerned for persons with disabilities with comorbidities and underlying health conditions and who are reliant on care when physical distancing is not possible. 
Mr Guterres, we respectfully ask you to make a strong call to action to leave no one behind and to urge Member States to uphold Article 25 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities on health:  
States Parties recognize that persons with disabilities have the right to the enjoyment of the highest attainable standard of health without discrimination on the basis of disability. States Parties shall take all appropriate measures to ensure access for persons with disabilities to health services that are gender-sensitive, including health-related rehabilitation.
We stand ready to provide expertise and guidance and request all governments and health service providers to:
1. Establish disability inclusive health policies and employ them in all COVID-19 response efforts.     
2. Provide, or extend, social protection measures to persons with disabilities and their families.  
3. Guarantee and enhance access to health services for persons with disabilities and their carers, including access to personal protective equipment and hygiene products.
4. Ensure all communications about COVID-19 are accessible, understandable and in plain language. Communications and public service announcements must also be actionable by all.
5. Collect disability disaggregated data throughout the COVID-19 response and make non-identifiable information on disability and COVID-19 publicly available. 
6. Work with, and resource the participation of, persons with disabilities and their representative organisations to ensure disability inclusion through the COVID-19 response.
Mr Guterres, we thank you for your leadership and support and we place our trust in you to reach out to Member States and to lend your voice to ensure no one is left behind. We thank you.
Respectfully, and with our best wishes to you,

The Thematic Group on Disaster Risk Reduction

