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Council Members, Member States, distinguished colleagues.
I will start with a video message from Ghazal, a 15-year-old girl with cerebral palsy from Gaza. Ghazal had lost all her assistive devices – including her wheelchair and her walker – in an attack on her home in, northern Gaza, on October 11, 2023. Two days after this attack, she had to flee to the south, following Israeli military’s evacuation orders. Without her assistive devices Ghazal had to be carried by her family. 
This heartbreaking story we just saw highlights the extreme risks faced by children and adults with disabilities in conflict zones. Over the past decade, Human Rights Watch has documented similar situations in the Central African Republic, Cameroon, Iraq, South Sudan, Syria and Yemen.   
And what we have found, in every case, is that children with disabilities in situations of armed conflict experience multiple and intersecting forms of human rights abuses. They face violent attacks, abandonment, distinct harms during forced displacement, and ongoing neglect in the humanitarian response. 
Children with disabilities who manage to escape attacks and are internally displaced face not only challenges in accessing basic necessities required by all children, such as food, sanitation, and shelter, but also vital services and items specific to their disability, including medical care, assistive devices, and specialized nutrition.

For example, in Yemen, Hanan, a 4-year-old girl with cerebral palsy and epilepsy, was forced to stop taking her medication when it became unaffordable, which increased the numbers of seizures she experienced on a daily basis. 

In Gaza, where Israeli authorities have imposed a siege and severe restrictions on humanitarian aid - children with disabilities who are on a specific diet are at a particularly high risk of starvation and nutritional deficiencies because the food items they need are not coming in.

Medicines and assistive devices desperately needed by children with disabilities, such as wheelchairs, walkers, canes, and hearing aids are also not coming in due to severe restrictions. It’s been more than a year since Ghazal lost her assistive devices and she still does not have access to them. 

In other situations of armed conflicts Human Rights Watch investigated, children with physical and sensory disabilities also faced difficulties to obtain adequate prosthetic or assistive devices or replace them as they grow – including because the humanitarian response was not fully funded   

In Syria, Human Rights Watch documented not only how the lack of prosthetics and other assistive devices affected the ability of children to flee attacks, but also how it affected their ability to go to school, and their overall well-being. Thara, who lost her leg in an airstrike in Idlib when she was 13 and didn’t have access to a prosthetic, told me she had to drop out of school, because her parents feared she would be unable to flee if the school were attacked. 

Children with disabilities affected by armed conflict also face increased barriers to accessing schools and educational services provided by humanitarian organizations due to neglect and stigma.  

Human Rights Watch documented that children with disabilities in Syria have very limited access to both formal and informal education offered by humanitarian organizations. And, according to the 

2023 Multisectoral needs assessment, 72 percent of children with disabilities in northern Syria are out of school compared with 40 percent for children without disabilities.  

All children living in conflict and crises zones face a heightened risk of depression, anxiety and other mental health harms. I know this firsthand, having survived ethnic cleansing and genocide in Bosnia as a child. However, for children with disabilities, these harms are often compounded because they carry additional fears—such as worrying that their situation could endanger family members or fearing abandonment during attacks. At the same time, they often face a chronic lack of access to education and essential support services, including mental health care, which further exacerbates the mental health impact they endure.

Finally, conflicts also have increased the number of children with disabilities and trauma. 

Council Members, Member States, distinguished colleagues,
Today’s Arria formula meeting sheds light on the disproportionate impact wars have on people with disabilities. This is a great step forward. 
But, more needs to be done. 
First, the situation of people with disabilities in armed conflicts and humanitarian emergencies should be added to the formal agenda of the UN Security Council and addressed in all its work and decisions. 
Second, the UN Security Council should request that the situation of children and adults with disabilities is systematically addressed in all thematic and geographic reports and resolutions, in accordance with Security Council Resolution 2475. 
Third, the Security Council should invite persons with disabilities to brief the Council in relevant thematic and geographic areas and hold regular consultations with people with disabilities, including children, and their representative organizations. This aligns with Resolution 2475, reinforcing the principle that people with disabilities have a seat at the table and a voice in decisions that affect their lives.
Fourth, specifically regarding children, the Security Council should strengthen the protection of children with disabilities in the Children and Armed Conflict mandate, including in its monitoring and reporting mechanism. 
Lastly, the Security Council’s mandate on protection of civilians includes all civilians – including people with disabilities. Let us ensure that the voices of Ghazal, Thara, and countless others are heard by the Council members and across all relevant UN bodies and agencies.

Thank you.
image1.jpeg
HUMAN
RIGHTS
WATCH

HRW.org




