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UNICEF calls for children with disabilities to be included in all development

Children with disabilities have the same rights as all children

NEW YORK, 2 December 2011 – Marking the International Day of Persons with Disabilities, UNICEF today called on the global development community to focus greater attention and investment in helping children and young people with disabilities to realize their rights, and renewed the call for universal ratification of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. 
 
“Children with disabilities have the same rights as all children, and they deserve the same chance to make the most of their lives and to make their voices heard,” said UNICEF Executive Director Anthony Lake. “We need to break down the barriers that prevent full participation of children with disabilities – from programmes that ignore their needs, to prejudice that discounts their ability to contribute.”

The struggle of a 30-year old Peruvian citizen exemplifies the difficulties faced by all children and adults with disabilities. Maria Alejandra Villanueva lost the right to vote in 2010, because of changes in the Peruvian law, and her national identification card received a “mental handicap” label. 
Villanueva and her friends from the Peruvian Society of Down Syndrome contacted a representative of the Attorney General office, and in December 2010 they received permission to vote in time for the 2011 presidential elections. The national identification document, however, still carried the “mental handicap” stamp.

“When I went to renew my identification card, and the clerk directed all the question to my mother, I felt invisible,” Villanueva wrote in a statement to the UN. “We, persons with Down syndrome, have a voice, our own voice, not that of our mothers or fathers.” 
Villanueva succeeded in her fight this past October, when Peru officially lifted mandatory placement of the disability label on ID documents for the more than 23,000 people with intellectual disabilities in the country.

Children with disabilities are among the most marginalized and excluded groups of children. Compared to their peers, they are routinely denied access to health, education and social services. They are often excluded from opportunities to participate in their communities, and are more vulnerable to violence and abuse. 
 
Girls with disabilities also face additional discrimination because of their sex.  In addition to marginalization within the family, community, school and wider social circles, girls with disabilities are often at greater risk of violence, injury, abuse, neglect or negligent treatment, maltreatment and exploitation.
 
And children with disabilities are less likely to receive necessary healthcare, be taken to clinics, receive medication or be immunized.  They are also often the last to receive information that would help them to stay safe, including how to avoid HIV/AIDS, and how to tell adults when they feel endangered. Such information is rarely available in formats accessible to blind or deaf children or those with intellectual disabilities.
 
One of the chief barriers to improving the lives of children with disabilities is the paucity of reliable data.  When children with disabilities are not included in data collection efforts, they are equally absent from policy discussions and budget allocations.  

The situation of children with disabilities is improving, but there are still extraordinary gaps, especially in places where poverty and inequality are more prominent.  As the global community works together to achieve the Millennium Development Goals with greater equity, it must do more to create effective legislation to protect the rights of children with disabilities, to establish programmes and services to support children with disabilities and their families at the community and national levels, and to dispel stereotypes, fight stigma and change attitudes towards disability.
 
“UNICEF is committed to working with our partners to overcome the barriers that stand between children with disabilities and the full realization of their rights,” said Lake.
 
