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INFORMATION NOTE 

 
 

The Right to Development - Disability 
 

The right to development of persons with disabilities 
 
The right to development belongs to everyone without discrimination, including persons with 
disabilities. The Declaration on the Right to Development states that ‘the right to development is 
an inalienable human right by virtue of which every human person and all peoples are entitled to 
participate in, contribute to, and enjoy economic, social, cultural and political development in 
which all human rights and fundamental freedoms can be fully realized’. The Declaration 
envisages a development paradigm which is people-centred, and where every human person 
has the right to realize his or her full potential, in an environment which enables development, at 
both the national and global levels. 
 
Development must be inclusive of and accessible to persons with disabilities. However, this is a 
distant reality for many. 
 
Persons with disabilities comprise some 15 percent of the world’s population (source: 
WHO/World Bank, World Report on Disabilities, 2011). Around 50 per cent of them cannot 
afford health care in comparison to a third of persons without disabilities in the same situation. 
Persons with disabilities are twice as likely as persons without disabilities to find the skills of 
health professionals inadequate to their needs.   
 
At the same time, persons with disabilities are more likely to be unemployed than persons 
without disabilities. Moreover, persons with disabilities have worse living conditions and carry a 
higher burden of costs for medical care, assistive devices and personal support than others in 
the community, making persons with disabilities generally poorer than others with similar 
income. 
 

Realizing the right to development of persons with disabilities 
 
The Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) recognizes the fact that over 
half the number of persons with disabilities in the world live in poverty. In keeping with the spirit 
of the Declaration on the Right to Development wherein international cooperation is 
fundamental, States parties to the CRPD have agreed to cooperate internationally with other 
States, with the UN and the organizations of persons with disabilities to tackle this problem, 
including through making development cooperation inclusive and accessible to persons with 
disabilities (article 32, CRPD).    
 
This is not only an imperative in itself. If persons with disabilities are not included in 
development efforts, international development goals will not be met. Take for instance the 
Millennium Development Goal on Achieving Universal Education. If we do not ensure inclusive 
education for all persons with disabilities, this goal will never be met.   
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This requires a twin-track approach to development. At times, disability-specific development 
programmes are necessary. But the rights of persons with disabilities must also be 
mainstreamed in development programmes in general. Building schools without ramps or 
assisting free elections without providing voting materials in Braille only excludes persons with 
disabilities from development – and deny their right to development. 
 

Challenges to realizing the right to development of persons with 
disabilities 
 
Many challenges remain. Realizing the right to development of persons with disabilities is not 
about maintaining the status quo. Development cooperation that builds segregated schools or 
refurbishes mental health institutions denies the right to development of persons with disabilities 
and their right to live independently in the community. Realizing the right to development of 
persons with disabilities requires the adoption of a human rights-based approach to disability 
which respects their active, free and meaningful participation in development, the fair 
distribution of resulting benefits, and their inclusion in society on an equal basis with others. 
 

 
‘We should not forget that international cooperation under article 32 is not about 
maintaining the status quo or about repackaging old ways of doing things. It is about 
facilitating the move from a charity or medical approach to disabilities to a social 
model. In this sense, international cooperation should assist States to meet their 
obligations under the Convention, build the capacity of persons with disabilities to 
realize their rights, dismantle the barriers and negative attitudes in society that 
prevent full implementation of disability rights, and build the institutions necessary for 
the promotion, protection and monitoring of the Convention.’ 
 
Ms. Navi Pillay, High Commissioner for Human Rights, 4 March 2011 

 

 
Development cooperation does not always respect the full diversity of disabilities. Persons who 
are blind, deaf, or have psychosocial or intellectual disabilities tend to be disproportionately 
neglected in development – which only exacerbates exclusion. And as with all development, a 
gender and age perspective should ensure that it covers all persons with disabilities, men, 
women, boys and girls, if inclusive development is to be possible. 
 

Act together now 
 
The High Commissioner for Human Rights has a duty to promote and protect all human rights 
including the right to development for all without discrimination. OHCHR seeks to raise 
awareness, enhance understanding and promote dialogue on the right to development through 
a series of events and public information activities. More information, including the text of the 
Declaration on the Right to Development, is available on OHCHR website:  
 
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/Development/Pages/DevelopmentIndex.aspx 
  
For further information, please contact R2D@ohchr.org  
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