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3. HI Operational Response to COVID-19 in humanitarian 
contexts 
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What is Disability? 

   

Women & men,  
boys & girls (of various 
ages) with long-term  
impairments (sensory, 
physical, intellectual or 
psychosocial) 
 

Environment 

(institutional, attitudinal,  

environmental) 

barriers and/or enablers) 

Social Participation 
& Protection 

Hindering participation 
in, or having access to 
humanitarian programs, 
services or protection 

“Disability is an evolving concept and […] disability results from the 

interaction between persons with impairments and attitudinal and 

environmental barriers that hinders their full and effective participation 

in society on an equal basis with others” […] (Preamble (e), CRPD) 
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Disability prevalence in humanitarian contexts  

• 15% of the world’s population, 
with higher numbers expected in 
humanitarian contexts 

 

• Syria: 30% of the population are 
persons with disabilities (2020 

HNAP) 

 

• Jordan: 27.5 % of refugees are 
persons with disabilities  (UNHCR 

registration data) 
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Disability and COVID-19 in humanitarian settings   

 

• COVID-19 exacerbated barriers faced by persons with 
disabilities to access services, such as health, water, 
sanitation, education, shelter and food, and to stay 
safe 

 

• Persons with disabilities are not inherently 
vulnerable, but they are exposed to multiple and 
heightened risks within humanitarian settings and 
health emergencies 

 

• Multiple risks are created by the intersection of 
disability, gender and age factors and pre-existing 
inequalities (among other factors) 

 

• Persons with disabilities are not a homogenous group 
and face various types of risks and barriers 

 

 



HI Study:  
COVID-19 in 
humanitarian 
settings  
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HI Study: COVID-19 in humanitarian 
contexts 

Evidence collected by HI and partners 
through primary data collection and 
testimonies in over 20 countries impacted 
by the COVID-19 pandemic in April/May 
2020.  

 



9 

Barriers faced by persons with disabilities  

Numerous physical, attitudinal, institutional 
and communication barriers in preparedness 
and response mechanisms:  

– Inaccessible environments, facilities and 
services  

– Inaccessible information hindering their 
ability to protect themselves and stay 
healthy 

– Negative perceptions and stigma impacting 
their safety and access to health, education, 
protection and livelihood services 

 

 

 

Copyright ©  @BwanaMdogo1  - Cartoonist and 
illustrator 
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Persons with disabilities face higher 
health risks   

Increased susceptibility of 
contracting the virus, developing 
severe complications and  facing 
difficulties to cope with the 
situation 

– Increased exposure to the virus  

– Underlying health conditions can 
increase infection risks and associated 
complications  

– Challenges to access healthcare, 
maintain treatment, access to rehab or 
social support services 

 

Copyright ©  @BwanaMdogo1  - Cartoonist and 
illustrator 
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Persons with disabilities are more exposed to 
socio-economic shock 

• Lack of access to formal and informal economy 

• Lack of disability-inclusive social support systems and public 
restrictions due to COVID disproportionally exposes persons 
with disabilities and their family to loss of income and food 
insecurity.  

• Loss of resources can induce negative coping strategies  
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Persons with disabilities and their caregivers, 
particularly women and children, face heightened 
protection risks such as abuse and violence  

• Increase protection risks and adoption of 
negative coping mechanisms  

• Due to: self-isolation, disruption of 
services, community life and social 
support, … 

  

Evidence pre-COVID:  
 
- Risk of violence 3-4 X 

higher for children and 
adults with disabilities  

 
- Women with 

disabilities 10X more 
likely to experience 
sexual  violence  
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Gaps in inclusive programming  

 

• Lack of evidence and data on disability (including on risks and 
barriers) and lack of meaningful participation leads to preventative 
measures often do not take into account the particular needs of 
persons with disabilities =>  negatively impacting their safety, 
physical and psychological wellbeing  

 

• Persons with disabilities are not systematically considered:  Policy 
gains are not yet translated into more inclusive practices, leading 
to a lack of resources and capacities, lack of accessibility and 
diversity of services  
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What is disability inclusion in the COVID-
19 response?  

• Ensuring all COVID-19 actions responds to the 
needs of all persons without any discrimination 
on basis of disability, age, gender, sexual 
orientation, ethnicity, etc.  

• Mainstreaming of disability, in combination with 
targeted actions (twin-track approach) through 
all phases of the response and during all steps of 
the program cycle  



HI’s Operational 
Response to 
COVID-19 
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HI Operational Response to COVID-19 



Inclusive 
Education  



General concerns for 
children with 
disabilities during and 
after Covid-19 crisis 
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General concerns for 
Education in emergencies 
for children with disabilities 
  
– 4 million school-age children 

who are refugees, are out of 
school  (UNHCR 2018) 

 
– A large proportion of these 

children are children with 
disabilities but there is a lack 
of clear data.  

 
– The global estimate is that 1/3 

of out of school children are 
children with disabilities. (Oslo 
Summit for Education in 
Development, 2015).    

 



Key challenges in emergencies 

Children with disabilities are overlooked in emergency registration 
systems.  

Education in emergencies budgets are often not flexible enough 
to ensure accessible and disability friendly programmes. 

It is assumed that making education inclusive in emergency 
situations demands high human and material resources.  
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Worlwide impact of Covid-19 crisis on 
education 
• Nationwide closures are 

impacting over 60% of 
the world’s student 
population (data 
06/2020) 

• In some countries, 
children are already back 
to school, priority is given 
to students in 
examination classes. 

School closures caused by Coronavirus 
(Covid-19)  
144 country-wide closures 
https://en.unesco.org/covid19/education
response 
 

https://en.unesco.org/covid19/educationresponse
https://en.unesco.org/covid19/educationresponse
https://en.unesco.org/covid19/educationresponse
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Concerns about children with disabilities in 
the education response to Covid-19 crisis 

• 90% of children with disabilities were out of school before the 
crisis and not benefiting from services delivered via school 
(feeding programs, health, MHPSS…) 

• They are more at risk of dropping out and being victims of  
domestic violence 

• Learning continuity is hampered by the lack of access to 
information, access to technology, inaccessible education 
platforms, radio lessons inadapted for Deaf children, etc. 

• Children with disabilities are overlooked in the mainstream 
education response from governments and humanitarian 
actors. 
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Post-covid-19 concerns 

• Learning loss at best or no return to school 

• « Blind sport » of accelerated learning initiatives 

• Anticipated budgets cuts in education following 
the crisis due to the economic crisis 

• A « built back better » that is not inclusive 
(accessible Wash, accessible access to 
information, internet/digital, etc.)  

• Children with disabilities are not prioritized and 
again left behind  

 
 



Humanity & 
Inclusion 
education 
response  
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HI IE sector and response in a nutshell 

 

 

• 52 of IE projects currently (June 2020) in 27 
countries 

• Education in emergencies sector in expansion 
since 2015; around 10 emergency projects  

• 80% of projects adapted their activities to 
Covid-19 crisis 

• Development of specific Covid-19 response in 
Chad, Uganda, Kenya, Rwanda and Mali. 
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Examples of Covid-19 adaptations 
When school are open: 

• Health /hygiene awareness & provision of material in educational 
settings  

• Distribution of sanitary kits for girls with and without disabilities 

• Train teachers and other school staff on signs of distress to refer 
children for psychosocial support... 

When school are closed: 

• Prevent abandonments in special schools/institutions 

• Update protection and health referral pathways   

• Provide alternative education modalities … 

Mitigate school closure negative impact: 

• Continue paying salaries of teachers  and classroom assistants 

• Support families  at risks 

• Advocate for mainstream humanitarian actors response to be 
inclusive of children with disabilities… 
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HI education responses 
Digital examples 

 Lebanon 

• Promoting the use of free websites that are accessible for 
children with disabilities, and supporting the  use of sites like 
ZOOM to facilitate teacher training and support to students and 
parents.  

 

 Egypt  

• Facilitators and teachers have developed short lessons and fun 
quizzes to support the children at home, through WhatsApp 
groups for children who need additional learning support.  

• Inclusive learning packs are also sent home, followed up by 
teachers’ phone calls.  
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Practical Example for teachers  

 Kenya  

• Classroom assistants, 
supported by teachers, are 
supporting learners at home, 
following social distancing 
rules and assisting learners 
and families with home-
learning. 

• They work with community 
outreach workers who 
already know the families, 
and help assess the learner’s 
educational needs. 

Pio Ongoro - A classroom assistant doing 
home-based learning  

(picture taken before Covid-19 crisis) 



Inclusive 
education 
guidance produced 
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Material produced 

 
• HI statement on the COVID response  
 
• 4 short guidance briefs with hyperlinks to relevant resources,  with 

“10 top tips” to support children with disabilities’ learning in terms 
of: 

 
#1. Inclusive Digital Learning 
#2. Teacher resources 
#3. Home Based Learning 
#4. TV and Radio Learning 

 
All documents are available on INEE website at following link: 
https://inee.org/covid-19/resources/inclusion  

https://inee.org/covid-19/resources/inclusion
https://inee.org/covid-19/resources/inclusion
https://inee.org/covid-19/resources/inclusion
https://inee.org/covid-19/resources/inclusion
https://inee.org/covid-19/resources/inclusion
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Home based Learning tips example 



Principles of 
adaptation and 
key messages 
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Principles of adaptations 

 
   Follow the Twin Track 

Approach:  

• Ensure that mainstream 
education approaches are 
inclusive of all children ( e.g. 
Educator Cluster response 
plans should be disability 
inclusive) 

• Ensure children's specific 
needs are met ( e.g. 
alternative teaching 
approaches and modalities). 

 

 Provide a multi-sectorial 
approach during and beyond 
the Covid-19 crisis. 
 

Inclusive Education  
for learners with disabilities 

at system level  
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Key messages for inclusive education  

 Ensure  that Education response plans  are disability 
inclusive 

 Ensure that children with disabilities are prioritised in 
humanitarian actors and government responses to 
target the most marginalised groups  

 Advocate that sufficient budget is targeted towards 
children with disabilities within the education sector, 
during and post COVID 19. 

 Support initiatives focusing  on children with disabilities 
and special educational needs  on the ground (with 
communities, parents, teachers, authorities etc. ) 
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General considerations/ recommendations for 
including persons with disabilities in the 
COVID-19 response  

1. Collect, analyse and monitor needs assessment data, 
disaggregated by sex, age and disability  

2. Ensure meaningful participation of persons with 
disabilities, their representative organization   

3. Ensure inclusive and accessible information, facilities, 
services and programs  

4. Collaborate with organizations of persons with 
disability and disability specific actors  
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Closing Reflections  

• A human rights-based approach to disability is required in the COVID-

19 response to ensure that men, women, boys and girls with disabilities 

are not left behind.  

• To do so, it is required to place them at the centre of 

the response, participating as active agents throughout the planning 

and implementation.  

• Imperative for all stakeholders to take necessary steps and key actions to 

ensure the response is inclusive, accessible and non-discriminatory.  

• Consider building on existing processes and identifying entry points 

("quick wins") to start while gradually building more systematic change.  
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Resources  
• Inter Agency Standing committee guidance  on Inclusion of Persons with Disabilities in 

Humanitarian Action  

• WHO, Disability Considerations during the COVID-19 Outbreak 

• UNICEF, COVID-19 response: Considerations for Children and Adults with Disabilities  

• Key Recommendations from International Disability Alliance (IDA) for the Inclusive 
Response to COVID-19  

• Collection of data on persons with disabilities in humanitarian action 

• Dutch Coalition on Disability and Development (DCDD), Practical Tools for a Disability-
inclusive COVID-19 response 

• HI Study (June 2020): COVID-19 in humanitarian contexts: no excuses to leave 
persons with disabilities behind! 
 

• INEE minimum standards for education in emergencies 
 
• UNICEF/HI guidelines   
 
•  Humanitarian Inclusion Standards for Older People and People with Disabilities 

 
 

 

https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/system/files/2019-11/IASC Guidelines on the Inclusion of Persons with Disabilities in Humanitarian Action, 2019.pdf
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/system/files/2019-11/IASC Guidelines on the Inclusion of Persons with Disabilities in Humanitarian Action, 2019.pdf
https://www.who.int/docs/default-source/documents/disability/covid-19-disability-briefing.pdf?sfvrsn=fd77acb7_2&download=true
https://www.who.int/docs/default-source/documents/disability/covid-19-disability-briefing.pdf?sfvrsn=fd77acb7_2&download=true
https://www.who.int/docs/default-source/documents/disability/covid-19-disability-briefing.pdf?sfvrsn=fd77acb7_2&download=true
https://www.unicef.org/disabilities/files/COVID-19_response_considerations_for_people_with_disabilities_190320.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/disabilities/files/COVID-19_response_considerations_for_people_with_disabilities_190320.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/disabilities/files/COVID-19_response_considerations_for_people_with_disabilities_190320.pdf
http://www.internationaldisabilityalliance.org/sites/default/files/ida_recommendations_for_disability-inclusive_covid19_response_final.pdf
http://www.internationaldisabilityalliance.org/sites/default/files/ida_recommendations_for_disability-inclusive_covid19_response_final.pdf
http://www.internationaldisabilityalliance.org/sites/default/files/ida_recommendations_for_disability-inclusive_covid19_response_final.pdf
http://www.internationaldisabilityalliance.org/sites/default/files/ida_recommendations_for_disability-inclusive_covid19_response_final.pdf
https://humanity-inclusion.org.uk/sn_uploads/document/2019-01-Factsheet-1-Collecting-data-in-humanitarian-action-using-the-WGQs.pdf
https://asksource.info/resources/practical-tools-a-disability-inclusive-covid-19-response
https://asksource.info/resources/practical-tools-a-disability-inclusive-covid-19-response
https://asksource.info/resources/practical-tools-a-disability-inclusive-covid-19-response
https://asksource.info/resources/practical-tools-a-disability-inclusive-covid-19-response
https://asksource.info/resources/practical-tools-a-disability-inclusive-covid-19-response
https://blog.hi.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Study2020_EN_Disability-in-HA-COVID-final.pdf
https://blog.hi.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Study2020_EN_Disability-in-HA-COVID-final.pdf
https://blog.hi.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Study2020_EN_Disability-in-HA-COVID-final.pdf
https://blog.hi.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Study2020_EN_Disability-in-HA-COVID-final.pdf
https://inee.org/standards
https://inee.org/standards
http://training.unicef.org/disability/emergencies/
https://www.spherestandards.org/resources/humanitarian-inclusion-standards-for-older-people-and-people-with-disabilities/
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Thank you for listening! 

 
Please visit our website for 
more information: 
https://hi.org/ 
 

We are happy 
answer your 
Questions! 

https://hi.org/



