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Abstract
Despite increasing awareness and high-level commitments on disability inclusion by
humanitarian donors and actors, persons with disabilities continue to be ignored from
humanitarian assistance. Rights and inclusion of persons with disabilities are a
foreign policy priority for the Ministry for Foreign Affairs of Finland, including in
humanitarian assistance. The primary means for donors, such as Finland, to
promote disability-inclusive humanitarian action are funding and advocacy.
Trade-offs between flexible and earmarked funding for disability inclusion are
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challenging when reporting on results is inadequate. This article shares examples on
how the Ministry promotes inclusion of persons with disabilities in humanitarian
action and explores challenges that need to be resolved by stakeholders.

Keywords: Disability inclusion, humanitarian assistance, government donors, multilateral organizations,

flexible funding, reporting.

Introduction

The rights and inclusion of persons with disabilities are a priority in Finland’s
foreign and security policy.1 Finland promotes the implementation of the United
Nations (UN) Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) in
its human rights policy, development policy and cooperation and humanitarian
assistance and in particular emphasizes intersections among disability, gender and
the rights of women and girls with disabilities. In addition, disability inclusion is
a cross-cutting objective in Finland’s development policy. To that end, the
Ministry for Foreign Affairs of Finland (MFA) has integrated minimum criteria
for ensuring that rights of persons with disabilities are considered across sectors
and funding instruments. These include disability-inclusive context analyses,
preventing and mitigating risks to rights of persons with disabilities, removing
barriers to participation and ensuring the collection of disability-disaggregated
data. In its humanitarian assistance, the MFA advocates for the rights of persons
with disabilities and their access to services essential for their survival, protection
and recovery during and in the aftermath of crises.

The focus on persons with disabilities is the outcome of powerful advocacy
from the Finnish disability rights movement combined with strong ministerial-level
support for disability-inclusive international cooperation. Finnish organizations of
persons with disabilities (OPDs) have a long history in promoting the human
rights of persons with disabilities, both domestically and internationally. As a
result of this advocacy, supporting and collaborating with OPDs is a cornerstone
of Finland’s international cooperation. Many of these Finnish OPDs implement
development cooperation programmes with funding from the MFA. For example,
Disability Partnership Finland2 supports local OPDs in the Global South to
advocate for and promote rights of persons with disabilities in their countries.

1 Ministry for Foreign Affairs of Finland (MFA), Theories of Change and Aggregate Indicators for Finland’s
Development Policy 2020, 26 April 2021, available at: https://um.fi/documents/35732/0/theories-of-
change-and-aggregate-indicators-for-finlands-development-policy-2020.pdf/7bc4d7f2-ffc8-5f4d-8382-
43193fd887e8?t=1619609986346 (all internet references were accessed in October 2022).

2 Disability Partnership Finland is a non-profit development cooperation organization comprised of a
network of eight Finnish OPDs. The organization aims to strengthen the capacity of local OPDs in the
Global South to better advocate for rights of persons with disabilities in their contexts. See
Vammaiskumppanuus, “Disability Partnership Finland – The World Belongs to Everyone”, available at:
www.vammaiskumppanuus.fi/en/.
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The Abilis Foundation is a Finnish non-governmental organization that grants
project funding to grassroots OPDs and small businesses run by persons with
disabilities in developing countries.

Several studies show the disproportionate impacts of crises on persons with
disabilities and the barriers that persons with disabilities face in accessing
humanitarian services.3 In 2012, the MFA commissioned a report from the Abilis
Foundation. In that report, Abilis developed recommendations on how to better
address the rights of persons with disabilities in Finland’s foreign policy.4 The
report identified gaps in humanitarian assistance that further exacerbated the
negative impacts of crises, such as the lack of accessibility in preparedness and
the lack of coordination in the humanitarian sector to address the needs of
persons with disabilities. At the time, these findings confirmed observations made
by MFA officials during monitoring visits in humanitarian contexts that, despite
efforts to focus on the needs of those considered to be in the most vulnerable
situations, the situation of persons with disabilities in humanitarian crisis had not
improved in the last decade.

For decades, humanitarian actors have recognized the vulnerability of
persons with disabilities in humanitarian crises. As a result, disability has
traditionally been categorized as one vulnerability factor among others and
assigned as a targeting criterion for prioritized assistance, including provision of
shelter, water and food. Insufficient understanding and application of the social
model have prevented humanitarian actors from recognizing how to improve
conditions for persons with disabilities in humanitarian contexts. With the social
model, disability is recognized as a social construct in which disability is the
result of the intersection of impairments with environmental and attitudinal
barriers that hinder participation of persons with disabilities on an equal basis
with others. Under the social model, the responsibility lies with society to
dismantle barriers that prevent full participation of persons with disabilities. This
means that without a restructuring of humanitarian practices, policies and
attitudes to remove barriers, persons with disabilities remain invisible and their
actual needs and right to equality overlooked.

During the 2010s, the MFA’s understanding of disability in humanitarian
contexts shifted towards recognizing disability as a social construct and a human
rights issue. Finland’s current humanitarian policy, which was revised and
launched in 2019, explicitly states that improving rights of persons with
disabilities in crisis contexts is a priority and criterion for funding.5 Finland’s
humanitarian action has long taken a needs-based approach and has emphasized

3 See, for example, Handicap International, Disability in Humanitarian Context: Views from Affected People
and Field Organisations, 2015, available at: https://reliefweb.int/report/world/disability-humanitarian-
context-views-affected-people-and-field-organisations.

4 Abilis Foundation, Vammaisten ihmisoikeudet Suomen ulkopolitiikassa, Helsinki, 2012, available at: https://um.
fi/julkaisut-aiheittain/-/asset_publisher/pNPEiXNbcwol/content/julkaisu-vammaisten-ihmisoikeudet-suomen-
ulkopolitiikassa/35732.

5 MFA, Finland as a Donor of Humanitarian Assistance, 2019, available at: https://julkaisut.valtioneuvosto.
fi/handle/10024/161936.
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the importance of neutrality and non-discrimination. In the past decade, Finland
has focused on disability-inclusive humanitarian action and actively promoted the
protection of and respect for the rights of persons with disabilities in crises
settings.6 Finland’s current humanitarian policy states that the MFA will work
towards ensuring that all humanitarian actors consider the rights and needs of
persons with disabilities and ensure their full participation.

Donors have a number of means to promote priority issues. This article
discusses the primary influencing channels for a donor to ensure that policy
priorities are addressed by implementing partners, namely through funding and
advocacy.7 Funding allocation processes entail quality assurance, eligibility and
criteria in grant processes to guide funding recipients. A donor’s influencing of
multilateral organizations through funding includes decisions on replenishments,
and core and earmarked budget allocations.8 International recruitment,
secondments and staff placements are considered part of the MFA’s resource
contributions to multilateral organizations. Advocacy can include policy
influencing, dialogue with funding recipients and awareness raising in national
and international platforms. These can take place in corporate governance bodies
such as boards of multilateral organizations, through formal channels such as
bilateral consultations with donors and organizations, information channels such
as joint events and meetings of like-minded groups, among others.9 In its
humanitarian policy and assistance, Finland has aimed to support key initiatives
that would drive disability-inclusive humanitarian action. Often these are
anchored in existing commitments or processes that advance disability inclusion.

The results and impact of Finland’s funding and advocacy are difficult to
assess and verify. A recent external evaluation of Finland’s humanitarian
assistance reported that Finland is a valued donor and that Finland’s policy
dialogue on non-discrimination and inclusion of persons with disabilities is found
by partners to be relevant and valuable.10 The evaluation also found that
Finland’s humanitarian assistance has led to some significant normative results
on disability inclusion, but that data on humanitarian results are lacking.
Country-level results related to disability are not yet available.11 According to the
latest The State of the Humanitarian System study, gaps between policy

6 MFA, Finland’s Humanitarian Policy, 2012, available at: https://um.fi/documents/35732/48132/finlands_
humanitarian_policy.

7 Rose Worden and Patrick Saez,How Do Humanitarian Donors Make Decisions, and What Is the Scope for
Change?, Center for Global Development, 28 October 2021, available at: www.cgdev.org/publication/how-
do-humanitarian-donors-make-decisions-and-what-scope-change.

8 MFA, Evaluation of Finnish Development Policy Influencing Activities in Multilateral Organisations, Vol. 1:
Main Report, 2020, available at: https://um.fi/documents/384998/0/Vol1+_MainReport_Evaluation+of+
Finnish+Development+Policy+Influencing+Activities+in+Multilateral+Organisations+%281%29.pdf/
2666cd6a-0bb2-1c76-0659-db1ac6fa30bf?t=1591860985653.

9 Ibid.
10 MFA, Catalysing Change: Evaluation of Finland’s Humanitarian Assistance 2016–2022, Vol. 1: Main Report,

2022, pp. 20–32, available at: https://um.fi/development-cooperation-evaluation-reports-comprehensive-
evaluations/-/asset_publisher/nBPgGHSLrA13/content/evaluointiraportti-muutosta-kaynnistamassa-suomen-
humanitaarinen-apu-2016-2022-1/384998.

11 Ibid., pp. 33–6.
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commitments on disability-inclusive humanitarian action and their operational
implementation and gaps in reporting of results appear to be systemic throughout
the humanitarian sector, as although awareness among humanitarian actors on
disability inclusion has increased over the last years, significant gaps remain in
operational implementation.12

This article aims to outline the primary means that Finland has used to
promote disability-inclusive humanitarian action, while recognizing that the
effectiveness of these measures remains unclear. Therefore, this article also
discusses some of the main challenges faced by donors in advancing protection
priorities.

Finland’s funding and advocacy to promote and advance rights
and inclusion of persons with disabilities in humanitarian
assistance

This section describes some of the main actions that Finland has taken to promote
the rights and inclusion of persons with disabilities in humanitarian assistance.

The UN CRPD as a guide for Finland’s international cooperation

The CRPD guides Finland’s international cooperation on rights and inclusion of
persons with disabilities. Key CRPD articles relevant to Finland’s foreign policy
are Articles 11 and 32.
Article 11 on situations of risk and humanitarian emergencies states that:

States Parties shall take, in accordance with their obligations under
international law, including international humanitarian law and international
human rights law, all necessary measures to ensure the protection and safety
of persons with disabilities in situations of risk, including situations of armed
conflict, humanitarian emergencies and the occurrence of natural disasters.13

Article 32 on international cooperation states that:

1. States Parties recognize the importance of international cooperation and its
promotion, in support of national efforts for the realization of the purpose
and objectives of the present Convention, and will undertake appropriate and
effective measures in this regard, between and among States and, as
appropriate, in partnership with relevant international and regional

12 A. Obrecht, S. Swithern and J. Doherty, The State of the Humanitarian System, Active Learning Network
for Accountability and Performance in Humanitarian Action (ALNAP), London, 7 September 2022,
pp. 145–6, available at: https://sohs.alnap.org/help-library/2022-the-state-of-the-humanitarian-system-
sohs-%E2%80%93-full-report-0.

13 UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, Convention on the Rights of Persons with
Disabilities, UN Doc A/RES/61/106, 13 December 2006, available at: www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-
mechanisms/instruments/convention-rights-persons-disabilities.
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organizations and civil society, in particular organizations of persons with
disabilities. Such measures could include, inter alia:
(a) Ensuring that international cooperation, including international development

programmes, is inclusive of and accessible to persons with disabilities;
(b) Facilitating and supporting capacity-building, including through the

exchange and sharing of information, experiences, training programmes
and best practices;

(c) Facilitating cooperation in research and access to scientific and technical
knowledge;

(d) Providing, as appropriate, technical and economic assistance, including by
facilitating access to and sharing of accessible and assistive technologies,
and through the transfer of technologies.

2. The provisions of this article are without prejudice to the obligations of each
State Party to fulfil its obligations under the present Convention.14

Finland ratified the CRPD in 2016. Finland is currently in its second National
Action Plan for the CRPD’s implementation.15 The National Action Plan
stipulates how Finland will implement the CRPD’s various articles, including
Articles 11 and 32. For example, to operationalize the fulfilment of rights and
inclusion of persons with disabilities in its human rights-based foreign and
security policy, the National Action Plan includes objectives on raising awareness
and taking the rights of persons with disabilities into account in humanitarian crises.

Finland applies a two-track approach, employing both targeted measures
and mainstreaming.16 Finland does not have a dedicated disability-inclusion
strategy for international cooperation, but actively advances rights of persons
with disabilities in the majority of its funding instruments. Still, gaps in
implementing disability inclusion in some funding mechanisms persist. Through
internal training on non-discrimination and disability issues, as well as
integration of disability inclusion in planning, quality assurance and reporting
processes, the MFA works towards more consistent implementation. Continuous
capacity building is important both within the MFA and externally to improve
understanding of CRPD commitments.

Finland’s promotion of the rights and inclusion of persons with
disabilities in humanitarian action in its global advocacy

Finland has become a significant global advocate for inclusion of persons with
disabilities in global events and platforms, including in influencing the policies of

14 Ibid.
15 Ministry of Social Affairs and Health, Right to Social Inclusion and Equality: National Action Plan on the

UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (2020–2023), 2021, available at: https://julkaisut.
valtioneuvosto.fi/handle/10024/163217.

16 MFA, Leaving No One Behind: The Finnish Approach to Addressing the Rights of Persons with Disabilities in
the Development Cooperation and Policy, 2018, available at: https://um.fi/publications/-/asset_publisher/
TVOLgBmLyZvu/content/the-finnish-approach-to-addressing-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities-in-the-
development-cooperation-and-policy.
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multilateral organizations. The MFA prioritizes disability inclusion in its policy
influencing, both in diplomacy in international fora and in funding multilateral
humanitarian organizations. A recent external evaluation commissioned by the
MFA on its policy influencing activities in multilateral organizations found that
“Finland was considered a defender of human rights … and to possess
experience, expertise and credibility especially related to … the rights of persons
with disabilities”.17

An example of the MFA’s advocacy in promoting rights and inclusion of
persons with disabilities in the humanitarian sector is showcased in Finland’s
active role in the lead up to and at the World Humanitarian Summit held in
2016. In particular, Finland played an important role as part of the core group
that prepared the Charter on the Inclusion of Persons with Disabilities in
Humanitarian Action – a significant result for Finland’s advocacy and a huge
milestone for disability-inclusive humanitarian action. Leading up to the Summit,
the MFA worked with other States, UN agencies, civil society and OPDs, as well
as with International Disability Alliance – an instrumental partner providing
technical assistance and expertise – to ensure that disability inclusion was given
prominence. This ground-breaking Charter was launched at the Summit and is
considered one of the most important outcomes of the event, with endorsement
to date from more than 260 stakeholders, including governments and
organizations.18

The Charter outlines concrete solutions to improve the situation of persons
with disabilities in humanitarian crises. For example, the Charter calls for inclusive
policies and guidelines that “based on existing frameworks and standards, [support]
humanitarian actors to improve inclusion of persons with disabilities in emergency
preparedness and responses”.19

The Charter has, in turn, shaped Finland’s humanitarian policy, in which
non-discrimination, participation, rights and inclusion of and accessibility for
persons with disabilities are central.20 In addition, Finland’s humanitarian policy
states that results should be disaggregated by age, sex and disability for all
humanitarian projects and operations implemented with MFA funding. When
funding Finnish non-governmental organizations, the MFA applies quality-
assurance criteria to grant proposals: applicants are required to describe in both
grant applications and final reports how they address the rights and needs of
persons with disabilities. The aim is to guide organizations to ensure better
inclusion of persons with disabilities in their projects and programmes.

The MFA has also worked to further support operationalization of the
Charter. To that end, the MFA, together with other government donors, has
provided financial and technical support for the development of system-wide
inter-agency guidelines on the Inclusion of Persons with Disabilities in

17 MFA, above note 8, p. 23.
18 Charter on Inclusion of Persons with Disabilities in Humanitarian Action, available at: https://

humanitariandisabilitycharter.org/.
19 Ibid.
20 MFA, above note 5.
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Humanitarian Action, which were later endorsed by the Inter-Agency Standing
Committee (IASC) in 2019.21 To ensure the voice and participation of persons
with disabilities, these guidelines were developed with the active engagement of
persons with disabilities and their representative organizations and aim at driving
change and transformation across all sectors of humanitarian action. The impact
and use of the guidelines among humanitarian actors have not yet been assessed.

Policy influencing for the rights and inclusion of persons with disabilities
is central in Finland’s humanitarian work

Finland, like other donors, raises policy priorities in its bilateral consultations with
and on governing bodies of multilateral humanitarian organizations. Together with
MFA headquarters, Finland’s missions in New York, Geneva and Rome play a key
role in this kind of policy influence. One of the major achievements is a joint
ministerial letter of support for a UN system-wide approach to disability
inclusion, which the MFA as penholder drafted with like-minded States,
addressed to the UN Secretary-General in 2018 – and which played a pivotal role
in the process that eventually led to the UNDisability Inclusion Strategy (UNDIS).22

The UNDIS launched in 2019 and is a UN-system-wide policy and action
plan for strengthening disability inclusion. It includes annual mandatory reporting
against accountability indicators for all UN organizations. In addition to Finland’s
work that helped lead to the UNDIS, in 2021 Finland also contributed funding to the
implementation of the Strategy. Finland’s New York mission continues to follow up
with implementation of the Strategy across the UN system.

The MFA missions maintain dialogue with headquarters of international
organizations, which receive Finland’s regular budgetary, unearmarked support,
as well as with other, like-minded donors. The MFA headquarters, together with
the permanent missions in New York, Geneva and Rome, consistently includes
disability inclusion as one of the agenda items in dialogue and updates on current
issues and progress made in humanitarian affairs. For example, the Rome mission
has systematically and actively advocated for disability inclusion at the World
Food Programme (WFP). According to the external evaluation commissioned by
the MFA on its work to influence policy, “in the case of the WFP, the MFA was
perceived as very active in influencing the executive board during the entire
evaluation period, highlighting consistently Finnish policy priorities such as the
needs and rights of women and girls, the rights of persons with disabilities”.23

The Rome mission also maintains dialogue on the implementation and results of

21 IASC, IASC Guidelines, Inclusion of Persons with Disabilities in Humanitarian Action, 2019, 19 November
2019, available at: https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/iasc-guidelines-on-inclusion-of-persons-
with-disabilities-in-humanitarian-action-2019.

22 UN, Disability Inclusion Strategy, 2019, available at: www.un.org/en/content/disabilitystrategy/. For more
information on the process, see, for example, UN Special Rapporteur on the Rights of Persons with
Disabilities, “Strengthening the Inclusion of the Rights of Persons with Disabilities in the United
Nations –UNDIS”, available at: www.ohchr.org/en/special-procedures/sr-disability/strengthening-
inclusion-rights-persons-disabilities-united-nations-undis.

23 MFA, above note 8, p. 92.
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the WFP’s road map on disability inclusion for 2020–2021. Although the MFA does
not typically earmark funding, it invested in the road map with funding for the
WFP’s dedicated trust fund.24 Earmarked funding has provided a deeper and
more specific dialogue with the WFP and has led to better reporting on progress
and on the results of the road map.

Advocacy extends to MFA-supported and -organized events with other
donors at international forums to promote and raise awareness on disability
inclusion. For example, in Geneva, the Permanent Mission of Finland to the UN,
together with Australia and the United Kingdom, has co-chaired the Group of
Friends of the Charter on Inclusion of Persons with Disabilities in Humanitarian
Action since 2016. The Group of Friends is an informal network of States
supporting the strengthening of inclusion of persons with disabilities in
humanitarian action and was founded to advance the implementation of the
Charter. Finland and the Group of Friends, in collaboration with OPDs and
international humanitarian organizations, regularly organize events to increase
the understanding of the importance of disability inclusion in humanitarian
action. These events include ones, for example, at the UN Office for Coordination
of Humanitarian Affairs’ (OCHA) Humanitarian Networks and Partnerships
week, the UN Economic and Social Council Humanitarian Affairs Segment and
at the 33rd International Conference of the Red Cross and Red Crescent. Events
aimed at raising awareness are important for improving understanding of
disability issues and for creating space for discussion and ideas. Still, it is difficult
to assess the effects or impacts of such events, as it is not feasible to track how
participants use the information they have gained.

However, one of the challenges with policy influencing is that policy
commitments do not always translate into concrete advancement of the rights
and inclusion of persons with disabilities. Although humanitarian actors agree
that addressing the needs of persons with disabilities is central to the
humanitarian principle of impartiality, many challenges persist in realizing the
meaningful inclusion of persons with disabilities.25 For example, Finland served
on the UN Central Emergency Response Fund (CERF) Advisory Group from
2017 to 2020. While in that role, Finland successfully advocated for persons with
disabilities to be included as one of the four priority areas in CERF,26 which is a
humanitarian fund intended to complement humanitarian funding mechanisms
by providing grants for rapid response and underfunded emergencies. However,
an independent review indicates the challenges in translation of policy

24 WFP trust funds hold contributions whose purpose, scope and reporting requirements fall outside the
WFP’s regular operational programmes but that are consistent with its policies, aims and activities.
The MFA earmarked funding towards the WFP’s dedicated trust fund on disability inclusion for the
purpose of kick-starting the WFP’s work on disability inclusion.

25 TasneemMowjee and Andy Featherstone, Independent Review of the Four Priority Underfunded Areas for
the Central Emergency Response Fund (CERF), 10 October 2020, p. 3, available at: https://cerf.un.org/sites/
default/files/resources/CERF%20Priority%20Areas%20Review%20Final%20Report%20201010.pdf.

26 CERF, Q&A on the Emergency Relief Coordinator’s Four Priority Areas for CERF, Advisory Group
Meeting, 19–20 June 2019, available at: https://cerf.un.org/sites/default/files/resources/Q%26A%20on%
20the%20ERCs%20Four%20Priority%20Areas%20for%20CERF_0.pdf.
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commitments to concrete results.27 The review examined the implementation of the
four priority areas (support for women and girls, programmes targeting persons
with disabilities, education in protracted crises, and other protection aspects),
including looking at, for example, how the priority areas were incorporated into
the CERF programme cycle and how implementing partners reflected the priority
areas in service delivery. Findings showed that CERF funding had increased in
some of the priority areas (education and protection). Although the focus in
CERF on persons with disabilities had increased attention to provision of
assistance to persons with disabilities, mainstreaming disability inclusion had not
yet made much progress. Some of the challenges identified in the report that
undermined progress were a system-wide lack of tracking funding and
mainstreamed activities as well as a weak capacity to identify and assist persons
with disabilities. The report also stated that there was broad agreement on the
relevancy of the priority areas, but nevertheless humanitarian actors felt that the
priority areas were “yet another demand on the already over-stretched resources
of humanitarian actors rather than fundamental to ‘do no harm’ and for
effectiveness”.28

Strategic investments as a source of support for humanitarian
organizations’ work on disability inclusion

In addition to Finland’s provision of flexible funding, the MFA has allocated
funding to specific investments intended to accelerate disability-inclusive
humanitarian action, such as toward the IASC guidelines, toward disability-
inclusion specialists and toward dedicated trust funds for disability inclusion.

Key investments towards disability-inclusive action include funding for
specific positions at international humanitarian organizations, such as disability-
inclusion specialists and junior professional officer posts. Although the impacts of
such investments have not been assessed, through dialogue with the
organizations, recruitment of thematic experts has proven to concretely support
changes within the organization. Finland’s collaboration on disability-inclusive
humanitarian action with the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR)
has a long history. With funding from Finland, the UNHCR recruited a
disability-inclusion specialist for 2014–2016. Collaboration with the UNCHR
continued in the drafting of the Global Compact on Refugees in 2018. At the first
Global Refugee Forum, the MFA, together with the UNHCR, drafted a guidance
document on commitments on disability inclusion. The MFA ensured that
inclusion of persons with disabilities and respect for the rights of persons with
disabilities were reflected throughout the document. In preparations for the
Global Refugee Forum, the MFA contributed to the webinars that the UNHCR
and the International Disability Alliance organized for regional OPDs. Finland
pledged at the Forum to support the UNHCR in its efforts on disability inclusion

27 T. Mowjee and A. Featherstone, above note 25.
28 Ibid.
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in forced displacement settings, and has done so by, for example, funding a junior
professional officer post.

In order to build awareness and discussion among donors, protection
issues, including disability inclusion, were made one of the priority themes during
Finland’s co-presidency of the Good Humanitarian Donorship Initiative, which is
an informal group of forty-two donors working together for more effective and
ethical humanitarian assistance. The MFA commissioned a study in 2022 to
explore whether flexible, unearmarked funding combined with advocacy is an
effective means to ensure disability-inclusive humanitarian action. Findings of the
study were presented in the Good Humanitarian Donorship meetings for
discussion on how donors can best work with humanitarian organizations to
improve the access of persons with disabilities to humanitarian assistance in
contexts where unearmarked funding combined with advocacy has not yielded
desired results. The main outcomes of the study were that disability inclusion was
visible in strategies, but this had not yet translated into implementation in
country operations, and the lack of systems to track funding and to monitor
disability-inclusive activities makes it difficult to report results.29

Concrete results of these investments may be visible only after many years,
and assessing the impact of Finland’s contribution is likely to be difficult, as global
processes are slow and changes in large organizations incremental. Also, disability
inclusion tends to be one of many competing protection priorities, thus
potentially making it even more challenging to achieve concrete results. Lack of
disability data collection further weakens reporting progress on disability-
inclusive implementation.

Increased awareness as a contributor to strategic action in humanitarian
organizations – despite persistent implementation gaps

Clearly, a significant shift in awareness of the rights and needs of persons with
disabilities has occurred in recent years. Since the adoption of the CRPD in 2006,
but particularly since the Charter on Inclusion of Persons with Disabilities in
Humanitarian Action, international humanitarian organizations have increasingly
paid attention to the inclusion of persons with disabilities through both targeted
and mainstreaming measures. Targeted measures include, for example, activities
to identify persons with disabilities in humanitarian registration processes, and
the provision of physical rehabilitation and assistive devices. Mainstreaming
disability-inclusive measures can mean, for example, removing barriers, such as
in accessibility of the built environment or of communications and information,
for persons with disabilities to access services, and ensuring the participation of
persons with disabilities in programming.

29 Good Humanitarian Donorship (GHD), Brief on the GHD Study: Everyone’s Business –Use of
Unearmarked Funding for Disability Inclusion in Humanitarian Action, June 2022, available at: www.
ghdinitiative.org/assets/files/Brief-GHD-Study-on-use-of-unearmarked-funding-for-disability-inclusion-
in-humanitarian-action.pdf.
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Many humanitarian organizations have adopted their own organization-
specific strategies and guiding documents. For example, the International Red
Cross and Red Crescent Movement adopted its Strategic Framework on Disability
Inclusion in 2015,30 and the International Committee of the Red Cross adopted
its Vision 2030 on Disability in 2020.31 The UNHCR launched its Disability
Inclusion Action Plan 2020–202432 as part of implementation of the UNDIS.33

Nevertheless, persons with disabilities still face barriers in accessing humanitarian
services and continue to be left behind in humanitarian crises, as the 2022
humanitarian response to Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has shown.34 While there
is a recognition of the importance of disability inclusion in humanitarian
organizations at the headquarters level and among human rights actors, it is
insufficiently mainstreamed across operational contexts. Such mainstreaming
could be, for example, ensuring accessibility for persons with disabilities in
humanitarian services and providing data disaggregated by disability in annual
system-wide reports, which are the main source of information for donors and
the wider public. While reference is made to physical rehabilitation and projects
focusing on, for example, the provision of assistive devices, other important
themes largely remain absent from these reports, including results on the extent
to which persons with disabilities are able to access humanitarian protection and
assistance and of disability inclusion more widely.

The following section discusses some of the main challenges that donors
face related to funding and advocacy for inclusion of persons with disabilities in
humanitarian action.

Challenges in advancing disability-inclusive humanitarian action

Finland’s consistent and long-term commitments to specific issues in its
international policy influencing, such as rights of persons with disabilities, is well
recognized according to Finland’s partners.35 This article has already discussed
the primary tools that the MFA uses to support and promote disability-inclusive
humanitarian action: funding and advocacy. The effectiveness of these measures
remains an important question that donors and other stakeholders must consider.
Are resources, especially funding, being used to ensure that persons with

30 Council of Delegates of the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement, Adoption of the
Strategic Framework on Disability Inclusion by the International Red Cross and Red Crescent
Movement, 7 December 2015, available at: https://rcrcconference.org/app//uploads/2015/03/CoD15_
Res-4-disability-inclusion-FINAL-EN.pdf.

31 International Committee of the Red Cross, The ICRC’s Vision 2030 on Disability, 6 August 2020, available
at: www.icrc.org/en/publication/4494-icrcs-vision-2030-disability.

32 UNHCR, Disability Inclusion Action Plan 2020–2023, 2019, internal document.
33 Disability Inclusion Strategy, above note 22.
34 UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, Ukraine: 2.7 Million People with Disabilities at

Risk, UN Committee Warns, 14 April 2022, available at: www.ohchr.org/en/statements/2022/04/ukraine-
27-million-people-disabilities-risk-un-committee-warns.

35 MFA, above note 8, p. 92.
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disabilities can access humanitarian services? Are donor advocacy messages on
disability-inclusive humanitarian action relevant and effective? Are grant-
awarding criteria tailored to ensure results and positive impact? What are the
most effective means of ensuring that impact?

Donors’ commitments to flexible funding – and the ensuing trade-offs

In terms of resourcing disability-inclusive humanitarian action, it is important to
examine the use of flexible versus earmarked funding. Flexible and unearmarked
funding is one of the core commitments in the Grand Bargain. The Grand
Bargain was launched at the World Humanitarian Summit in 2016 and is an
agreement between donors and humanitarian organizations to improve the
effectiveness and efficiency of humanitarian action.36 Flexible funding is vital for
enabling operational organizations to prioritize allocation of funds based on
humanitarian needs and react swiftly to emergencies and crises. Like other
donors, Finland has made Grand Bargain commitments to progressively reduce
earmarking of humanitarian contributions. While flexible funding can be both
unearmarked (also referred to as core) funding, and loosely earmarked funding,
Finland aims to provide specifically unearmarked funding.37 In 2021,
unearmarked funding comprised 46% of Finland’s humanitarian funding.

Despite the Grand Bargain and its related commitments, earmarked
funding still plays a role in the humanitarian space. In particular, earmarked
funding is one of the tools used by donors to ensure overlooked priorities gain
attention. Donors must often weigh the implications of flexible versus earmarked
funding for thematic and often underfunded priorities such as disability
inclusion, gender equality, child protection and psychosocial support. As opposed
to flexible funding, earmarked funding is typically used to ensure humanitarian
assistance for specific sectoral or thematic priorities and geopolitical contexts.
However, the practice has been found to be detrimental to the ability of
humanitarian organizations to respond to urgent needs.38 Changing and
competing donor priorities have also affected the ability of humanitarian
organizations to operate according to their own strategic goals. Organizations can
even face difficulties in understanding and fulfilling the multiple, diverse
requirements of different donors.

Another trade-off when considering earmarked funding is long-term
sustainability and ownership of disability inclusion in the organization receiving

36 IASC, About the Grand Bargain, available at: https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/about-the-grand-
bargain.

37 For detailed definitions of multi-year and flexible funding, see IASC, Multi-Year and Flexible Funding –
Definitions Guidance, 15 April 2020, available at: https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/grand-
bargain-official-website/multi-year-and-flexible-funding-definitions-guidance.

38 Interagency Standing Committee Humanitarian Financing Task Team, Donor Conditions and their
Implications for Humanitarian Response, April 2016, available at: https://reliefweb.int/report/world/
donor-conditions-and-their-implications-humanitarian-response.
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funding.39 In other words, once the earmarked funding ends, there is a risk that
progress on disability inclusion will end, unless new or flexible funding is
allocated. Earmarked funding may be necessary for now, as humanitarian
organizations are not yet sufficiently resourcing disability inclusion. At the same
time, organizations receiving significant amounts of earmarked funding for a
variety of priorities are less able to adapt operations to the changing contexts and
humanitarian needs locally and internationally.40

Finally, earmarked funding often faces distinct reporting requirements.
Earmarking is typically accompanied by reporting on the use of the earmarked
funds, whereas flexible funding may not cover thematic priorities of interest to
donors. For donors, earmarking is one way to ensure implementation of
protection priorities as well as accountability on the use of public funds to both
political decision-makers and taxpayers.41 Avoiding earmarking of funds would
entail humanitarian organizations’ integrating disability inclusion into their
regular programming and operations, covering costs from their core budget and,
importantly, reporting results accordingly.

Moving forward, organizations must apply disability-inclusive budgeting
whether from flexible or earmarked funding. While integrating disability-inclusive
design into organizational processes and planning does not necessarily require
funds, often mainstreaming necessitates actions that do require funding to ensure
good-quality implementation. These may be, for example, piloting of new
processes such as disability-disaggregated data collection, training on disability
and on the rights of persons with disabilities, and participatory activities to
engage persons with disabilities and their representative organizations. Also,
funds are needed for some accessibility measures such as communication using
sign language interpreters and easy-read materials, as well as transportation and
personal assistants for persons with disabilities to be able to participate in activities.

Transparent reporting on disability-inclusive humanitarian action as
necessary for accountability

For government donors to be held accountable and report to political decision-
makers and taxpayers on the use of public funds, mechanisms for reporting and
tracking the use of funds are important. Expenditure on disability inclusion does
not necessarily translate directly into concrete demonstrable results for persons
with disabilities, but lack of tracking the use of funds makes it difficult for donors
and humanitarian organizations alike to monitor resources and budget for

39 Piera Tortora and Suzanne Steensen,Making Earmarked Funding More Effective: Current Practices and a
Way Forward, Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, Development Co-operation
Directorate Report Number 1, 2014, available at: www.oecd.org/dac/aid-architecture/Multilateral%
20Report%20N%201_2014.pdf.

40 Marte Nilsen, The Politics of Humanitarian Aid to Myanmar: Competing Strategies among Norwegian Aid
Organizations, Peach Research Institute Oslo, 2019, available at: www.prio.org/publications/12330.

41 Victoria Metcalfe-Hough, Wendy Fenton, Barnaby Willitts-King and Alexandra Spencer, The Grand
Bargain at Five Years: An Independent Review, ODI, London, 8 June 2021, available at: https://odi.org/
en/publications/the-grand-bargain-at-five-years-an-independent-review.
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disability-inclusive humanitarian assistance. Unless disability inclusion is resourced
with earmarked funding, donors face difficulties in obtaining reports on
implementation of and results from disability inclusion. The use of flexible
funding for disability inclusion has not been assessed or researched widely, but
one report on monitoring and tracking disability inclusion in multilateral
international organizations states that information on expenditure on disability
inclusion is mostly lacking.42

A report from the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD) highlights the importance of transparent reporting and
discussion of results to ensure more meaningful dialogue with partners.43 Annual
reports from multilateral humanitarian organizations are generally based on their
overall strategy and annual plans, and cover a vast range of activities, but often
do not adequately include results on persons with disabilities accessing
humanitarian protection and assistance. Mainstreaming disability inclusion across
all programmes can have the largest impact in reaching persons with disabilities.
International humanitarian organizations already implement many programmes
and operations that benefit persons with disabilities. These are often disability-
specific programmes such as physical rehabilitation and provision of assistive
devices. Mainstreaming throughout humanitarian protection and assistance
appears to be less prevalent. Targeted programmes and actions are certainly vital
to persons with disabilities in humanitarian contexts. However, the needs of
persons with disabilities are just as varied as those of everyone else; therefore,
ensuring access to all humanitarian protection and assistance is important.

Some qualitative information on the implementation of mainstreaming
disability inclusion is available primarily from narrative reports, but quantitative
data are largely lacking. For UN entities, the UNDIS outlines concrete measures for
organizations to take to ensure that they are inclusive to persons with disabilities.
The strategy includes an accountability framework with indicators against which
UN entities are required to report. The indicators on strategic planning, for
example, require disability-disaggregated data. Organizations that have progressed
further than the basic level are then expected to implement systems for tracking
resource allocation for disability inclusion. With an increasing number of
multilateral organizations adopting their own disability-specific strategies and
action plans, and UN entities implementing the UNDIS requirements, reporting
against various relevant indicators is likely to increase in coming years.

Reliable disability data as largely lacking from reporting

All organizations, including donors, face major challenges in collecting reliable
disability data. This is primarily due to gaps in global disability data, disability

42 Mona Christophersen, Ingunn Bjørkhaug and Åge A. Tiltnes, Tracking Disability Inclusion in Multilateral
Organizations, Faforeport 2022:04, 21 February 2022, available at: www.fafo.no/zoo-publikasjoner/fafo-
rapporter/tracking-disability-inclusion-in-multilateral-organizations.

43 P. Tortora and S. Steensen, above note 39.
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data collection, and tracking of expenditure and actions on disability inclusion.
Disability-disaggregated data is an area where donor requirements, such as the
MFA’s, and efforts by organizations have increased. This increase includes a
growing use of questions and methodology developed by the Washington Group
on Disability Statistics,44 which is a UN Statistical Commission City Group
focusing on disability data. The Washington Group developed internationally
validated questionnaires for reliable and cross-nationally comparable disability
data in large-scale surveys, such as censuses. Disability-disaggregated data on
persons accessing humanitarian protection and assistance can help identify the
specific needs of persons with disabilities through inclusive and accessible
baseline assessments, feedback and accountability mechanisms, and monitoring
progress toward implementing inclusive and accessible services.

Disability-disaggregated data can provide information on the extent to
which persons with disabilities are accessing humanitarian protection and
assistance. Still, assessing the impacts of disability-inclusive actions is not
enough.45 To track implementation of disability-inclusive approaches and
demonstrate results, organizations would need to have, for example, a reporting
system with mandatory indicators for country-level implementation. Indicators
would generate comparable data across the organization and could be used to
track annual progress. Internal reporting processes should consistently require
and include information on disability inclusion and persons with disabilities.
Importantly, reporting requirements must also be extended to implementing
partners of humanitarian organizations. Tools for tracking disability-inclusive
programming and operations and for collecting disability data already exist. The
OECD’s Development Assistance Committee (DAC) disability policy marker46

for tracking programmes and interventions aimed at inclusion and empowerment
of persons with disabilities is one possible tool, for example, that some
government donors, including the MFA, and multilateral organizations are
already currently using.

Both donors and humanitarian organizations must recognize the
importance of allocating adequate time and resources necessary for good-quality
disability-inclusive programming and operations as well as data collection and
reporting. Although the aforementioned tools for tracking and data collection are
gradually being used by multilateral organizations, information from disability
data is not yet available in reports. Developing, testing and implementing a
marker requires significant time and resources, including setting up systems,

44 The Washington Group on Disability Statistics website provides all of the validated questionnaires, in
multiple languages, as well as information on the application of the questionnaires. See Washington
Group on Disability Statistics, “Question Sets”, available at: www.washingtongroup-disability.com/
question-sets/.

45 Claire F. O’Reilly, Louise Caffrey and Caroline Jagoe, “Disability Data Collection in a Complex
Humanitarian Organisation: Lessons from a Realist Evaluation”, International Journal of
Environmental Research and Public Health, Vol. 18, No. 19, 2021.

46 OECD-DAC, The OECD-DAC Policy Marker on the Inclusion and Empowerment of Persons with
Disabilities: Handbook for Data Reporters and Users, 10 December 2020, available at: https://one.oecd.
org/document/DCD/DAC/STAT(2020)48/en/pdf.
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guidance, criteria for each marker level, and training. Testing of disability data
collection in humanitarian contexts has shown that training on disability and
rights of persons with disabilities are key for reliable data.47 Particularly training
enumerators and staff can improve the validity and reliability of data. Studies
show that a poor understanding of disability results in underestimations of the
prevalence of disability.48 Inappropriate approaches to disability, such as the
medical approach, which focuses on curing the person’s impairment as a way for
the individual to be part of society, and the charity approach, which views the
individual as a passive aid recipient, perpetuate harmful stereotypes and
perceptions of persons with disabilities. Not only do the charity and medical
approaches to disability overlook the agency of persons with disabilities, but they
can also undermine the rights and inclusion of persons with disabilities and even
cause harm. Resourcing should include disability-inclusion experts and
participation of OPDs to support good-quality and CRPD-compliant, disability-
inclusive mainstreaming and programming.

Conclusions

This article has highlighted the significance of investing in transparent expenditure
tracking and reporting on results for a meaningful exchange between humanitarian
organizations and donors. For continued commitment to flexible funding,
humanitarian organizations must be able to report on results of disability-
inclusive humanitarian action. Also, donor messages and priorities should be
coherent. There exist challenges in balancing reporting on the largest possible
quantity of persons in affected populations reached by humanitarian actors with
the quality of humanitarian assistance, in other words the extent that persons,
who are often in the most vulnerable situations in a crisis, can access
humanitarian assistance. Donors often place demands on value for money and
cost-effectiveness of reaching the largest number of affected people possible.
Resources, such as those described in this article, are essential for reaching those
people who cannot readily access humanitarian assistance, such as persons with
disabilities. Of course, in acute crises it is vital to reach as many as possible
quickly. However, an increasing number of humanitarian crises are prolonged,
thus providing opportunities for better and more inclusive planning and
implementation. Cost-effectiveness and timeliness of humanitarian assistance for
persons with disabilities are likely to improve when disability-inclusive measures
are integrated into organizational processes.

In addition, donors should coordinate messaging and avoid competing
priorities. At the same time, too few donors are currently prioritizing inclusion of

47 Leonard Cheshire and Humanity & Inclusion, Disability Data Collection: A Summary Review of the Use of the
Washington Group Questions by Development and Humanitarian Actors, October 2018, available at: www.
humanity-inclusion.org.uk/sn_uploads/document/2018-10-summary-review-wgq-development-humanitarian-
actors.pdf.

48 Ibid.
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persons with disabilities in humanitarian action or providing funding towards
disability-inclusive humanitarian action. Donor coordination and a broader donor
base would create synergies in terms of joint and deeper understanding, and
stronger advocacy and policy influencing. For a more effective impact, both donors
and humanitarian organizations would benefit from enhanced coordination
between donors and joint dialogue with their humanitarian partners. Platforms for
dialogue on disability inclusion already exist, for example the aforementioned
Group of Friends and the Global Action on Disability Network.49

Disability inclusion in humanitarian action is evolving. All stakeholders,
including governments, would benefit from sharing good practices and key challenges
with each other. Governments and donors can learn from the progress made in other
organizations. Government donors, which themselves are large organizations, face the
comparable challenges of ensuring that disability inclusion is recognized and
mainstreamed across organizational structures and processes, funding instruments
and sectors. Similarly to humanitarian organizations, governments should have key
elements and technical capacity in place at headquarters, such as strategies and
expertise on the rights and inclusion of persons with disabilities, as well as adequate
staff in embassies to follow up and maintain dialogue with humanitarian
organizations. This would allow for better follow-up on the implementation of
disability inclusion and more effective engagement in technical and organization-
specific discussions in annual consultations. This would require time, resources and
accumulation of knowledge, which can be challenging with a diplomatic rotation
system, typical in most foreign ministries. Also, setting up markers and collecting and
reporting disability-disaggregated data are challenging for government donors, but a
necessary requirement for tracking implementation of policy priorities.

A few key questions deserve further investigation by donors and
humanitarian organizations alike. Firstly, although humanitarian organizations
may have disability-specific strategies in place for advancing inclusion of persons
with disabilities and they may have dedicated high-level experts to discuss and
share information on progress, information is not yet available – or perhaps not
yet known – on what the actual impact is for affected persons with disabilities in
contexts of humanitarian crises. Also, as progress is made in the development
and implementation of disability-inclusive humanitarian action, it is as yet not
clear to what extent these actions are compliant with the CRPD. Lastly, major
gaps remain in facilitating collaboration in the humanitarian sector with OPDs.
Funding for capacity building of OPDs on humanitarian action, as well as
coordination among national OPDs for easier and more effective collaboration
with humanitarian actors, is limited. Dialogue between donors, humanitarian
organizations and OPDs on issues raised in this article could help progress
disability-inclusive humanitarian action even further.

49 The Global Action on Disability Network is a coordination body of bilateral and multilateral donors,
agencies, public and private foundations, as well as key coalitions of the disability movement with a
common interest in achieving disability-inclusive international development and humanitarian action.
For more information, see GLAD Network, “The Network”, available at: https://gladnetwork.net/network.

Advancing rights and inclusion of persons with disabilities in humanitarian action:

a donor perspective

433

https://gladnetwork.net/network
https://gladnetwork.net/network

	Advancing rights and inclusion of persons with disabilities in humanitarian action: a donor perspective
	Introduction
	Finland's funding and advocacy to promote and advance rights and inclusion of persons with disabilities in humanitarian assistance
	The UN CRPD as a guide for Finland's international cooperation
	Finland's promotion of the rights and inclusion of persons with disabilities in humanitarian action in its global advocacy
	Policy influencing for the rights and inclusion of persons with disabilities is central in Finland's humanitarian work
	Strategic investments as a source of support for humanitarian organizations work on disability inclusion
	Increased awareness as a contributor to strategic action in humanitarian organizations–despite persistent implementation gaps

	Challenges in advancing disability-inclusive humanitarian action
	Donors commitments to flexible funding–and the ensuing trade-offs
	Transparent reporting on disability-inclusive humanitarian action as necessary for accountability
	Reliable disability data as largely lacking from reporting

	Conclusions


