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FOREWORD

Promoting the inclusion of persons with disabilities in the workplace is an essential 
component of decent work and social justice. For decades, this commitment has 
been upheld by the International Labour Organization (ILO) and Public Services 
International (PSI). It is not only an ethical imperative, but also a crucial step towards 
building fairer, more inclusive, accessible, and sustainable societies. 

This guide, the product of collaboration between ILO and PSI, is a further expression 
of this commitment. It serves as a tool to promote equal opportunities and equal 
treatment for persons with disabilities in the workplace and support their right to 
work in open, safe, stable, inclusive and accessible environments. 

The guide showcases examples of public service unions that have integrated 
workers with disabilities into their organization, as well as into social dialogue and 
collective bargaining. However, there is considerable room for improvement, and 
this guide points to how such improvements can be made.

Given their strategic role, public service unions are in a unique position to promote 
decent work for persons with disabilities in the public sector. This not only benefits 
workers with disabilities but also helps create more accessible and inclusive public 
services for all. Public sector trade unions must lead by example in advancing the 
inclusion of persons with disabilities in their workplaces. The recommendations 
provided in this guide will also be valuable to other trade unions around the world.

Daniel Bertossa 
General Secretary, PSI	

Maria Helena André  
Director, ACTRAV-ILO	
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BACKGROUND

This guide is designed to promote the inclusion of persons with disabilities in 
employment and public services and communicate emerging best practices in 
protecting the rights of workers with disabilities, including their right to join trade 
unions. It provides conceptual guidance on methodologies and strategies on how to 
design and improve policies that promote the inclusion of persons with disabilities in 
public services, with a particular focus on trade union interventions.

As a starting point, a survey of PSI-affiliated unions was conducted to gain a 
comprehensive understanding public service unions’ ongoing work in promoting 
disability inclusion through collective bargaining agreements, both through 
disability-specific collective bargaining clauses, and by analysing the degree to 
which workers with disabilities are included per se. The survey sought to identify 
gaps and opportunities for trade unions to promote disability inclusion and to 
increase their awareness on the issue. This guide is based on the survey-results, 
interviews with experts in the field, as well as a desk review of related studies 
and guides published out by the ILO, PSI-affiliated unions, and other international 
institutions working on the inclusion of persons with disabilities.
The survey and guide’s normative framework are built around ILO International 
Labour Standards, the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities (UNCRPD), and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Having 
defined a number of key concepts to better understand how to address the 
inclusion of persons with disabilities, the guide outlines strategies on how to 
adopt trade unions’ internal structures to promote membership, participation, and 
representation of workers with disabilities. it also focuses on how trade unions 
can include disability inclusion in their outreach, with a particular focus on social 
dialogue with employers and governments.
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WHAT IS MEANT BY DISABILITY  
AND INCLUSION?

The UNCRPD places the rights of persons with disabilities firmly within the 
international human rights framework. Adopted by the United Nations (UN) in 2006, 
it defines disability as an evolving concept and persons with disabilities as those 
who have a functional condition (physical, mental, intellectual and sensory) which, 
in interaction with various barriers, may hinder their full and effective participation in 
society on an equal basis with others (UN, 2006).

The UNCRPD is a fundamental milestone in the consolidation of the social model 
of disability, which acknowledges persons with disabilities as rights-holders and 
focuses not on the person’s condition, but on the environmental barriers that 
restrict the full development of their lives under equal conditions. This is also 
reflected in the UNCRPD’s use of the term inclusion as opposed to integration. 
Integration requires the adaptation of the person with a disability to the environment, 
while inclusion demands the adaptation of the environment to guarantee equal 
opportunities for persons with disabilities. 

It is important to note that many types of disability are not visible, such as those 
associated with mental health, which can lead to discrimination or stigmatisation of 
the person, due to the non-recognition of their condition.

WHAT DO STATISTICS TELL US ABOUT 
PERSONS WITH DISABILITIES?

According to the World Health Organization (WHO) it is estimated that more than 
1.3 billion people live with some type of disability; that is, about 16 per cent of 
the world’s population (WHO, 2023). This is partly down to the “population aging 
- older people have a higher prevalence of disability - and the overall increase in 
chronic health problems associated with disability, such as diabetes, cardiovascular 
diseases, and mental disorders” (WHO, 2011). 

According to the ILO, seven out of ten persons with disabilities are inactive (neither 
working nor seeking employment), compared to four out of ten people without 
disabilities. The divergence is even more pronounced for women with disabilities. 
Meanwhile young persons with disabilities (between the ages of 15 and 29) are up 
to five times more likely to be not in education, training or employment (NEET).
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WHAT DO INTERNATIONAL STANDARDS 
ON INCLUSION IN THE LABOUR MARKET 
ESTABLISH?

Article 27 of the UNCRPD, ratified by 177 countries and the European Union, 
recognises the right of persons with disabilities to work on an equal basis with 
others. This includes the right to gain a living through work freely chosen, in a work 
environment that is open, inclusive and accessible to persons with disabilities, 
including those who acquire a disability during employment. Among the obligations 
assumed by signatories, the following, listed under Article 27 of the UNCRPD, are 
most pertinent to the inclusion of persons with disability in the labour market:

	 Prohibit discrimination on the basis of disability with respect to all matters 
relating to all forms of employment, including conditions of recruitment, hiring 
and employment, continuance of employment, career advancement, and safe 
and healthy working conditions (UNCRPD, 27(a))

	 Protect the rights of persons with disabilities, on an equal basis with others, to 
just and favourable conditions of work, and in particular to equal opportunity 
and equal remuneration for work of equal value, to safe and healthy working 
conditions, including protection from harassment, and to redress for grievances 
suffered (UNCRPD, 27(b))

	 Ensure that persons with disabilities can exercise their labour and trade union 
rights on an equal basis with others (UNCRPD, 27(c))

	 Employ persons with disabilities in the public sector (UNCRPD, 27(g))

Although, beyond article 27(c) listed above, the specific role of trade unions is not 
directly outlined in the UNCRPD, it does provide direction on how to guarantee 
and promote the inclusion of persons with disabilities in the world of work. This is 
developed and analysed in General Comment No. 8 (2022) of the United Nations 
Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities.

Both article 27 of the UNCRPD and General Comment No. 8 should be understood 
and operationalized within the framework of the ILO concept of Decent Work;1 and 
in the context of the elimination of discrimination in respect of employment and 
occupation as one of ILO’s fundamental principle and rights at work (FPRW).

1	 Decent Work is defined by the ILO as encompassing:
• Job Creation - no one should be barred from their desired work due to lack of employment 

opportunities
• Rights at Work, including minimum wage - Workers rights include the right to just and favourable 

conditions, days off, 8-hour days, non-discrimination and living wages for them and their families, 
amongst others

• Social Protection - all workers should have safe working conditions, adequate free time and rest, 
access to benefits like healthcare, pension, and parental leave, among many others

• Social Dialogue - workers should be able to exercise workplace democracy through their 
unions and negotiate their workplace conditions as well as national and international labour and 
development policiess

INTRODUCTION 9

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Minimum_wage
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Workplace_democracy


It is also important to highlight that Goal 8 of the 2030 Agenda on Sustainable 
Development (SDG 8) commits Member States to promote inclusive and sustainable 
economic growth, employment and decent work for all people (UN 2015). SDG 
target 8.5 is to achieve full and productive employment and decent work for all 
women and men, including young people and persons with disabilities, and equal 
pay for work of equal value by 2030.

The Vocational Rehabilitation and Employment (Disabled Persons) Convention, 
1983 (No. 159), ratified by 83 Member States, and the accompanying Vocational 
Rehabilitation and Employment (Disabled Persons) Recommendation, 1983 (No. 
168) provide for vocational rehabilitation for all persons with disabilities and for the 
promotion of employment opportunities and equal treatment of women and men 
with disabilities. Article 5 of Convention 159 requires member countries to consult 
“the representative organizations of employers and workers on the implementation 
of such policy and, in particular, on measures to be taken to promote cooperation 
and coordination between public and private bodies engaged in vocational 
rehabilitation activities. Representative organizations constituted by or caring for 
persons with disabilities shall also be consulted.”

BOX 1

ILO’s International Labour Standards (Conventions, Protocols and 
Recommendations) apply to all workers unless the standard states 
otherwise. Therefore, the Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work,  
and the relevant standards, also protect workers with disabilities, 
whether or not disability is explicitly mentioned in them. In addition, 
the ILO has two international labour standards specifically dedicated 
to the issue of disability that should be read in the framework of 
current understandings related to promoting the inclusion of persons 
with disabilities in the world of work. These are Convention 159 and 
Recommendation 168. 

Víctor Hugo Ricco, ILO-ACTRAV

The International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) 
outlines the right to work in Articles 6 and 7.  Article 7 recognises the right of 
everyone to just and favourable conditions of work, including safe working 
conditions. Moreover, there are a range of other international, regional, national and 
subnational norms and standards outlining the rights of persons with disabilities to 
decent work. 
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WHAT IS THE ADDED VALUE OF THE 
INCLUSION OF PERSONS WITH DISABILITIES 
IN THE AGENDA OF PUBLIC SERVICE UNIONS? 
 
The inclusion of persons with disabilities in the world of work ought to be a 
central issue on the agenda of trade unions. Inclusion is after all rooted in social 
justice, the founding pillars of the trade union movement. The influence of trade 
unions stretches beyond the workplace; and has an impact on society per se. By 
guaranteeing the participation, representation and decision making of workers with 
disabilities within their structures, and promoting a positive view of persons with 
disabilities, they ensure that their members - with and without disabilities - become 
advocates for inclusion in their family and community environments.
The positive impact is not limited to compliance with pre-existing legal regulations, 
but also improves the internal structure, organizational climate and working 
environments of trade unions. Working on disability inclusion can increase 
membership, improve the image and prestige of the union, and promote strategic 
alliances with other organizations that work for the rights of persons with disabilities.

BOX 2
Firstly, disability lies at the heart of trade union concerns. Secondly, 
trade union outreach on the decent work agenda needs to be further 
strengthened to achieve sustainability and impact for persons with 
disabilities. More programming is needed, and there is also a need 
to change mindsets. The challenge is how to integrate disability into 
trade unions’ activities to effect change at national, regional and 
international levels for persons with disabilities. (Expert Meeting 
on Trade Union Actions to Promote Decent Work for Persons 
with Disabilities / International Labour Office, Bureau for Workers’ 
Activities (ACTRAV).

Geneva: ILO, 2017).
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Moreover, the actions of public service unions add value to the actions of the trade 
union movement per se.

BOX 3

Public sector unions have multiple roles to play in disability issues. 
Like any other trade union, their role is to include and represent 
persons with disabilities in the activities of the union. However, being 
part of the public sector, they also have important roles to play in 
employment and service delivery. The public sector is an important 
source of employment and often serves as a model of good practice. 
Trade unions can work to ensure that this sector is inclusive of 
persons with disabilities. The public sector also provides services 
in many areas (education, health, and transport) and trade unions 
can work to ensure that these services are inclusive of persons with 
disabilities. In addition, in public sector advocacy, there are many 
concerns that intersect with disability rights issues, such as the 
privatisation of public services. 

(PSI/ILO Conference: “The role of public service trade unions in 
achieving decent work for persons with disabilities”, 8/9 December 
2016 Geneva, Switzerland).

There is also a more practical benefit to disability inclusion. It ensures that public 
services add diverse talents and create work environments that reflect the diversity 
of society. This will ensure that public officials have the insight and experience to 
design and develop quality, inclusive and accessible public services. 

Finally, a disability-inclusive trade union action also gives greater confidence to 
workers with disabilities that they have a place in the workforce and can overcome 
the power imbalance that often prevents them from asking for the support that they 
need to succeed. It also promotes a better perception of trade unions in the eyes of 
society, encourages membership, and broadens the spectrum of connections with 
other sectors with whom it shares the same values.

Overall, trade unions can have a very positive impact on the construction of fairer 
and more equitable societies. They can promote sustainability and social progress 
by including persons with disabilities in economic and social development, reducing 
inequality gaps, and fostering a more inclusive economy.

TRADE UNION GUIDE ON THE INCLUSION OF PERSONS WITH DISABILITIES IN PUBLIC SERVICES12



02
LEADING BY EXAMPLE:  
HOW TO BECOME A  
DISABILITY INCLUSIVE  
TRADE UNION



Trade unions must strive to ensure that the diversity of society is comprehensively 
reflected in their structures, actions, and policies.

BOX 4

The union’s culture begins with its own awareness and recognition 
of the importance of ensuring diversity and inclusion within the 
union itself. This is done through training on the rights of persons 
with disabilities, and through effective support in their professional 
career. Trade unions can provide spaces for dialogue so that persons 
with disabilities themselves can express their opinions, and through 
representation in decision-making. 

Abdoul Adamou, Syndicat National des Travailleurs de l’Énergie  
du Niger.

In this section of the guide, our attention is focused on the initiatives that public 
service unions can carry out to ensure the internal functioning of the union better 
integrates persons with disabilities. This will obviously help the union in its external 
actions, an aspect that we will address in the next section.

THE CREATION OF A DISABILITY ADVISORY 
BODY WITHIN THE UNION

An important step to promoting better inclusion of persons with disabilities in 
the trade union is to create a collective body (namely a council, committee or 
secretariat) with an advisory or consultative role that communicates the knowledge 
and experiences of members with disabilities. It is important that this body be 
composed primarily of workers with disabilities themselves, and that it works with 
experts or organizations of persons with disabilities to strengthen knowledge. This 
body will not only be useful for the union’s planning per se, but also in addressing 
specific situations that require its intervention and will bring the voice of all workers 
with disabilities into the trade union’s decision-making bodies.
Some trade unions run particular events or establish specific committees or 
departments to address disability issues. Others work to ensure that persons with 
disabilities can easily reach different parts of the union and its activities. Both 
initiatives have worked well. Disability champions are one method that can support 
this engagement between workers, the workplace, and the union (ILO, 2017b).
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Several PSI-affiliated trade unions have established secretariats, committees, or 
networks on disability, composed of workers with disabilities. These are linked to 
decision-making bodies. Several are listed in Box 5 below:

BOX 5

SINTRA-INCES Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela
FECOTRASERVIPÚBLICOS Colombia
NUPGE Canada
SEE-SP Brazil
SYNTRAVE Niger
CPSU Australia
UNISON United Kingdom
SPGQ Canada
NZPSA New Zealand
FENASEP Panama
APOC Argentina
CUPE Canada
SINAFRESP Brazil
SYSFMAB Burkina Fasso
SNTEN Niger
SOMVU Somalia
NUEI Uganda
UNITE United Kingdom
FNV Netherlands

ADDRESS DISABILITY IN A CROSS-CUTTING 
MANNER

The cross-cutting approach to disability inclusion implies that disability should 
not be addressed only in areas such as health or education, but in all areas that 
have an impact on persons with disabilities, such as employment, transportation, 
technology, culture, among others. This applies regardless of when in the life cycle 
the disability occurs.

ADDRESSING DISABILITY IN AN 
INTERSECTIONAL MANNER 

Disability is part of human diversity and as such is not a concept that should be 
approached in isolation from other diversities or confined to certain areas. Disability 
is linked to other identities. 
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Persons with disabilities also have gender, sexual, class and ethnic identities. 
Class and socio-economic status are also important to see the root causes of 
discrimination (ILO, 2017b). This intersectional approach recognises that persons 
with disabilities are not a homogeneous group, but that their experiences are also 
influenced by other types of diversities such as gender, sexual, functional, ethnic, 
racial, cultural, generational, among others (IPWDGN and IWGIA, 2022). It allows 
us to understand and address the multiple layers of discrimination and barriers that 
persons with disabilities may face based on their interrelated identities.

Several unions have made progress in addressing equal opportunity issues from an 
inclusion perspective, taking intersectionality into consideration. 
These are listed in Box 6 below. 

BOX 6

UKCS Kenya
SSR-ASSR Sweden
SINOEMA Paraguay
NUPGE Canada
SITIESPA Panama
SEE-SP Brazil
NUEI Uganda
SNTSS Mexico
KOMMUNAL Sweden
UNISON United Kingdom
APSEE Argentina
CPSU Australia
NZPSA New Zealand
SINATRAE Dominican Republic
ILO Union Switzerland

Trade union action on workers with disabilities is often carried out in the context 
of specific themes such as Occupational Safety and Health (OSH) and wage gaps.
Unions also work on disability inclusion within the context of gender equality, 
racialised workers, the LGBT+ community. Box 7 provides two examples.
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BOX 7

The New Zealand Public Services Association’s (NZPSA) work 
on equal pay for work of equal value includes disability as an 
intersectional theme

UNISON, the public sector union in the United Kingdom, has a 
national committee of members with disabilities that includes 24 
regional representatives. It includes Afro, lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
and transgender representatives with disabilities; along with deaf 
members who are native users of British Sign Language. The national 
committee also provides opportunities for persons with disabilities 
from other self-organised national committees to participate. 

https://www.unison.org.uk/about/what-we-do/fairness-equality/
disabled-members/about/ 

DEVELOP INFORMATION GUIDES ON 
DISABILITY

Information guides can contribute to a better understanding of disability, its 
characteristics, and the rights of persons with disabilities. Increased awareness 
helps reduce attitudinal barriers and fosters more inclusive environments.  
These guides can complement other training tools on disability and diversity.  
They should be available and designed in accessible formats and mediums for 
workers with and without disabilities, officials, and union representatives. Box 8 
provides some examples:

BOX 8

UNISON in the United Kingdom has produced a range of information 
and training materials for collective bargaining negotiators, shop 
stewards, and directly for workers with disabilities, involving model 
policies, such as the Guide on Disability Leave, the Guide for Shop 
Stewards, and the Guide on Reasonable Accommodations. 

The Comisiones Obreras (CCOO) in Spain has included disability 
issues within OSH in its materials within its Guide to Occupational 
Health and Disability.
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PROMOTE ACCESSIBLE PHYSICAL, DIGITAL, 
INFORMATION AND COMMUNICATIONS 
ENVIRONMENTS

It is important that trade unions ensure accessibility of their activities - not only 
as a necessary precondition for persons with disabilities to be able to participate 
independently, on an equal footing with others - but also to lead by example. The 
union’s responsibility not to discriminate against persons with disabilities may require 
adaptations. Many unions have adapted how they run meetings, seminars, marches, 
and demonstrations to ensure that persons with disabilities can participate. To this 
end, they choose accessible venues and offer sign language interpretation and 
other adaptations. Some explain that these measures have become “instinctive” 
within the union. (ILO, 2017b) 

It is worth remembering that universal accessibility is not exclusively aimed at 
persons with disabilities but also benefits people without disabilities. Universal 
design and accessibility arrangements in both physical or virtual environments and 
in respect of how the trade union communicates and disseminates information, 
including the union’s protocols, policies, training and activities, will promote the 
participation of more members, with and without disabilities. 

Most organizations are working on issues of accessibility to the workplace and to 
trade union facilities and events. A list of these unions is provided in Box 9.

BOX 9

SINAFRESP Brazil
NUEI Uganda
NUPGE Canada
SITIESPA Panama
ASOUASB Ecuador
SPGQ Canada
ILO Union Switzerland
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Other union trade unions are working to improve accessibility in communications, 
both physical and online, as outlined in Box 10.

BOX 10

SSR-ASSR and KOMMUNAL in Sweden, AFT in the United States, 
UNISON in the United Kingdom, NZPSA in New Zealand and FNV in 
the Netherlands have ongoing disability-focused initiatives to create 
disability inclusion communication systems.

PROVIDE ACCESSIBLE TRAINING 

Many unions provide training and education for their members and the wider 
community. As previously mentioned, it is important that they be designed and 
implemented in disability inclusive manner, whether they be in person or virtual, 
to ensure access to training and career development for all workers, under 
equal conditions. Accessible and inclusive training not only equalises workers’ 
opportunities for advancement but also makes a significant contribution to the 
development of the work environment and to workplace outputs as it allows all 
workers to develop their skills.

Accessible trainings open to the entire community are also a valuable tool for 
persons with disabilities seeking employment to acquire new knowledge and skills 
and thus improve their chances in the labour market. Box 11 provides examples 
of trade unions working on inclusion of persons with disabilities in training and 
skills development.

BOX 11

FNV Netherlands
KOMMUNAL Sweden
EPSPAC Cameroon
SYSFMAB Burkina Faso
OS-ZSČR Czech Republic
CCOO-FSC Spain
STOL Guatemala
UFABWU Uganda
ASOUASB Ecuador

The Bermuda Industrial Union (BIU) has done focused work on 
the inclusion of deaf people through sign language interpretation, 
while UNISON in the UK has improved accessibility in its training 
events through a set of accommodations that meet a wide range 
of needs of the various types of disabilities through interpretation, 
accessibility, and text speech capture.
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PROMOTE RESEARCH AND DEVELOPMENT 
(WITH A DISABILITY PERSPECTIVE)

Trade unions that promote or participate in Research & Development (R&D) 
make significant contributions to deepening the knowledge base on persons 
with disabilities, their socioeconomic characteristics, and the barriers they face. 
This is done primarily through surveys, and the construction of qualitative and 
quantitative indicators. R&D can also contribute to making discoveries or designing 
improvements to advancing the quality of life of persons with disabilities by 
generating new jobs, promoting areas of access for persons with disabilities, and/or 
by developing new accessibility strategies.

Some of the results of R&D can have an impact on improving the accessibility 
of products and services in the work environment, which ultimately benefits the 
people to whom they are directed. In most cases research and development do  
not go hand. One or the other is done. Most of the work has focused on research 
with the aim of improving its services to persons with disability. Development 
remains a little-explored area. Box 12 provides information on several unions’ work 
on the subject:

BOX 12

NUPGE Canada
NZPA New Zealand
FNV Netherlands

SINDHAC (Sindicato de Empleados del Ministerio de Hacienda) 
in Costa Rica has disability research components that are 
carried out by the Occupational Health Committee, while the 
Federación Colombiana de Trabajadores y Servidores Públicos 
(FECOTRASERVIPUBLICOS) in Colombia has entrusted that work 
to the union’s Disability Committee. In the work carried out by BIU 
in Bermuda, the person in charge of the union’s research is also 
responsible for disability issues and they report that the union’s 
research associated with the progression and development of the 
wellbeing of persons with disabilities.
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SUPPORT WORKERS WHO DEVELOP A 
DISABILITY OR WHO ARE PARENTS OF A 
CHILD WITH A DISABILITY
 
Acquiring a disability oneself, or when a family member acquires or is born with a 
disability may entail, to a greater or lesser extent, adaptations to one’s personal and 
family environment and dynamics. During this process, institutions and networks 
that can provide advice, guidance, and support are important. An inclusive union 
that takes disability seriously can provide valuable support to workers who acquire a 
disability or to parents of a child with a disability. 

COLLABORATION WITH ORGANIZATIONS 
OF PERSONS WITH DISABILITIES IN THE 
PROMOTION OF THE RIGHTS OF PERSONS 
WITH DISABILITIES

 
Trade unions have a key role as promoters and defenders of the rights of workers 
with disabilities. To fulfil this role effectively, they rely on the knowledge and 
experience of their members and their union structures. However, working with 
organizations of persons with disabilities (OPD)2 can contribute to the strengthening 
and deepening of union actions. 

Partnerships and alliances between trade unions and OPDs can add to the union’s 
knowledge and experience and strengthen its actions, positively impacting other 
areas of society. Public service unions in various parts of the world are actively 
forming alliances to defend universal and quality public service for persons with 
disabilities, as outlined in Box 13.

2	 General Comment number 7 (UN 2018) on the participation of persons with disabilities, including 
children with disabilities, through their representative organizations, in the implementation and 
monitoring of the Convention of the Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, defines 
organizations of persons with disabilities as those led, managed and governed by persons with 
disabilities and the majority of their members are to be persons with disabilities.
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BOX 13

The New Zealand Public Service Association (NZPSA) has formed a 
coalition with disability organizations to address government austerity 
policies, cuts to disability services and to close the disability pay 
gap. 

In Algeria, the Syndicat national autonome des personnels de 
l’administration publique (SNAPAP) works in partnership with human 
rights organizations that mainstream disability issues into their work.

In the Czech Republic, the Zemědělský svaz ČR (OS-ZSČR) union is 
working in partnership with an OPD to address accessibility issues in 
public services.

Moreover, several unions such as UNISON in the United Kingdom,  
the National Union of Public and General Employees (NUPGE) in 
Canada, and the Asociación del Personal Superior de Empresas 
de Energía (APSEE) in Argentina participate not only in collective 
bargaining processes on labour issues related to disability but also 
form part of national and sectoral social dialogue roundtables on 
disability inclusion.
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03
PROMOTING 
DISABILITY INCLUSION 
IN SOCIAL DIALOGUE 
AND COLLECTIVE 
BARGAINING



Trade unions are key actors in balancing the asymmetries between employers and 
workers and ensuring that workers’ rights are respected and advanced. In this 
context, the main objective of promoting disability inclusion in social dialogue and 
collective bargaining is to foster fairer, more stable, secure, inclusive, and accessible 
employment and working environments.

BOX 14

Employment is not just about getting a job, but also about decent 
work and equal opportunities for career development. To achieve 
this, a range of social and labour services are needed, and general 
services related to employment and training need to be inclusive.

Esteban Tromel, ILO-GEDI.  
(Expert Meeting on Trade Union Actions to Promote Decent Work 
for Persons with Disabilities - 15-16 May 2017 - International Labour 
Organization - Headquarters - Geneva, Switzerland).

The role of trade unions is to promote decent work by mobilising workers to improve 
working conditions and access to rights. In each of these areas, there are disability-
related actions to be taken, either through awareness-raising, negotiation with 
employers and government, collective bargaining or service delivery. Promoting the 
employment of persons with disabilities requires the effective participation of trade 
unions and other associations that represent persons with disabilities and protect 
and promote the rights of workers with disabilities in priority setting, decision-
making, planning, and the implementation and evaluation of strategies (UN, 2022).

BOX 15

Trade union work on the inclusion of persons with disabilities 
clearly contributes directly to decent work and social justice. They 
promote decent employment; improve working conditions; ensure 
the protection of workers with injuries and disabilities; and promote 
respect for International Labour Standards by ensuring, among other 
things, representation and respect for workers’ right to freedom 
of association and the implementation of legislation and standards 
related to employment and the world of work. 

Victor Hugo Ricco, ILO-ACTRAV.
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The collective bargaining process seeks to establish workers’ conditions of 
employment, which is why it is central to the promotion of principles of equality and 
non-discrimination. It is essential that there is legal certainty in this respect, not 
only in negotiations but also in each of the clauses of collective agreements. This is 
achieved through clear guidelines so that persons with disabilities can fully exercise 
their right to work, without discrimination, free of barriers, in a safe, fair, stable and 
accessible manner. Collective bargaining can be an important tool for eliminating 
discrimination and promoting diversity in the workplace. Nearly two-thirds (62 
percent) of the agreements reviewed contain clauses aimed at promoting diversity 
and inclusion. These are clauses that prohibit discrimination on the basis of race, 
color, sex, religion, ethnicity, disability, HIV status, sexual orientation and gender 
identity, among others. 

Collective bargaining agreements can secure agreements that expressly guarantee 
equal opportunity and equal treatment, for example, by specifying a set of measures 
to support women and minority workers in selection and promotion processes. 
Some conventions also include provisions for reasonable accommodation 
for persons with disabilities, including in recruitment, working time, and work 
environment accommodations; and on the assignment of tasks that may be more 
suitable for such workers. (ILO, 2022b).

BOX 16

It is essential to have the right people who have the right training 
on the collective bargaining team, it is important to have workers 
with disabilities present in the drafting of the clauses, as they are 
stakeholders. 

Paul Williamson, Community and Public Sector Union, Australia.

As outlined in Box 17, collective bargaining agreements reached by PSI-affiliated 
public service unions, clearly demonstrate that it is possible to advance the 
conditions, guarantees, and ultimately the rights of persons with disabilities in the 
world of work.
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BOX 17

Fifty-six trade union organizations from various national, regional 
or local structures around the world refer to collective bargaining 
as the enabling instrument to advance the rights of workers with 
disabilities. Most of these collective bargaining agreements focus 
on non-discrimination based on disability, equal opportunities, 
career development and job stability; accessibility either to physical 
environments, circulation, communications, technological systems; 
as well as aspects of occupational health and safety, linked to cases 
of protection and treatment of violence and harassment.

Clauses relating to disability leave are not as frequently secured, 
including those for having, caring for, or adopting a child with a 
disability. However, the following trade unions have secured the right 
to such leave for workers with disabilities: 

• UNITE and UNISON in the UK
• APOC and APSEE in Argentina
• AFT in the USA
• ANEP in Costa Rica 
• MWEU in the Philippines
• FENTASE in Peru 
• SNTSS in Mexico 
• SIPEYTMS in Honduras, 
• FENODE in the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela 
• CPSU in Australia 
• CUPE in Canada

Although negotiating better conditions of employment through collective 
bargaining is an essential part of union action, equally important are the defence 
and advancement of workers’ rights already established by legislation or existing 
collective agreements. Moreover, how the implementation of these agreements is 
supervised and evaluated is of critical importance. In respect of individual cases 
related to the collective bargaining agreement, the union can play an important 
role in accompanying and advising the worker, as well as ensuring that the process 
is fair, respects the rights established in the law and in the collective bargaining 
agreement, and that there is no discrimination.

BOX 18

In defence of workers’ rights, it is important that trade unions are able 
to count on the support of international organizations such as ILO 
and PSI, and of specialised lawyers committed to the defence of the 
right to work. 
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NON-DISCRIMINATION ON THE BASIS  
OF DISABILITY: 

Discrimination against persons with disabilities occurs when they receive unfair or 
unequal treatment for the sole reason of having a disability, which violates or limits 
the exercise of their rights in the different environments where the discriminatory act 
takes place. In many countries, discrimination based on disability is illegal.  
Some examples are listed in Box 19. 

BOX 19

In Australia, the Disability Discrimination Act, 1992 (DDA) makes it 
unlawful to discriminate against persons with disabilities in various 
areas of public life, including employment, education, access to 
services, housing, and public places. The DDA aims to protect 
Australians from discrimination based on disability and ensure equal 
opportunities for them.

It is important to note that discrimination does not necessarily need to be 
an intentional and malicious act; it can also happen unintentionally. Indeed, 
International human rights practice distinguishes several forms of discrimination, 
which may occur individually or simultaneously: direct discrimination, indirect 
discrimination, denial of reasonable accommodation, harassment and discrimination 
by association. Direct discrimination occurs when persons with disabilities are 
treated less favorably than others for a reason related to their impairment. Indirect 
discrimination refers to the application of laws, policies or practices that appear 
neutral, but in practice harm persons with disabilities. Discrimination by association 
can occur when a family member of a person with a disability or another person who 
has a relationship with the person with a disability is discriminated against at work 
because of that relationship, and that discrimination has a direct or indirect effect on 
the life of the person with a disability (UN 2022b).

Also of relevance is the fact that, due to multiple and intersectional discrimination, 
persons with disabilities are usually affected to a greater extent than others. In 
addition to the discrimination they may face based on disability, there is also 
discrimination based on gender or gender identity, sexual orientation, nationality, 
ethnicity, socioeconomic status, or age, among others.

Discrimination against persons with disabilities in the workplace can occur in 
a variety of circumstances, some of which are due to lack of accessibility to 
environments, goods, or services; denial of reasonable accommodation; wage 
inequality; or barriers to career development. 
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REASONABLE ADJUSTMENTS

Reasonable adjustments in the work environment are the modifications, adaptations, 
and support required by a worker with a disability to exercise their right to work on 
an equal basis with others. Reasonable accommodation can be used as a means 
of ensuring accessibility to a person with a disability in a particular situation. The 
introduction of reasonable accommodation is intended to do individual justice in 
the sense of ensuring non-discrimination or equality, taking into account the dignity, 
autonomy and choices of the individual. Therefore, a person with a rare impairment 
may request accommodations that do not fall within the scope of any accessibility 
standard (UN 2014).
 
The obligation to make reasonable adjustments is incumbent on the employer and 
is enforceable from the moment the worker makes the request or the need for it 
is observed (ILO, 2016a). The emphasis on the reasonableness of the adjustment 
means that the adjustment must not constitute a disproportionate or undue burden. 
An adjustment may be determined to be unreasonable in cases where it is not 
appropriate, where there is an equal, better or less costly option; or where the 
adjustment would have an economic cost that could affect the sustainability of 
the employer. However, it is important to emphasise that the unjustified denial of 
reasonable accommodation constitutes a discriminatory act.
 
Reasonable adjustment can include technical supports for a person with a disability 
in the work environment, such as tools, devices, or adaptations that promote 
autonomy in the performance of various work activities in an effective and safe 
manner, including remote work. Some technical aids used in work environments 
are assistive technology (hardware and software), tools, equipment, or furniture 
adapted (or adaptable) to the needs of the worker. The purpose of technical aids, 
as well as human or animal aids, is to promote the independence of the worker 
with disabilities and the fulfilment of their tasks in an autonomous, efficient, and 
safe manner. 

Another reasonable adjustment is human support or personal assistance in a work 
setting. This includes services provided by another person to perform job training 
tasks, direct assistance with job tasks, assistance with personal activities in the 
work environment, and assistance with decision-making. All these supports are 
intended to maximise the autonomy and well-being of the person with a disability, 
ensuring that they can participate fully in their work environment according to their 
wishes and abilities.
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EQUAL TREATMENT AND OPPORTUNITIES 
IN ACCESS TO EMPLOYMENT, CAREER 
DEVELOPMENT, JOB STABILITY AND 
SALARY EQUITY 
 

Promoting inclusion for persons with disabilities in the workplace is not limited to 
obtaining employment; it is also linked to the possibility of being able to plan and 
develop one’s working life or professional career. Trade unions’ role as an observer 
in the job evaluation, selection, hiring, and promotion of persons with disabilities is 
key. This is the process through which a person with a disability enters the labour 
market, which can be framed, according to the regulations of each country, as a 
direct hiring, open call, exclusive or reserved call for persons with disabilities, or as a 
priority call for persons with disabilities.  

Some aspects to take into account are:

	z Ensure that the elaboration of job profiles for the search is not discriminatory. 

	z Perform an evaluation of the workplace, observing the conditions of 
accessibility, safety, health, and the detection of possible barriers to persons 
with disabilities taking part on an equal basis.

	z Ensure that the provision of study materials to be used in the processes is 
available in accessible forms, modes, media, and formats.

	z Ensure that the job-evaluation considers all the accessibility strategies that 
applicants require according to the type of disability and with the appropriate 
personnel who can design and implement accessibility strategies.

Employment quotas can also be important. These are affirmative action policies to 
promote the inclusion of persons with disabilities in the public and private sector. 
This makes it possible for a percentage of the jobs to be filled by persons with 
disabilities who meet the requirements of the position. In the past, quotas have 
been the subject of considerable controversy over whether they represent a valid 
policy option or whether they reinforce negative stereotypes about the employability 
of persons with disabilities. The study presented here points to an emerging trend: 
quotas are seen as a form of affirmative action under anti-discrimination legislation. 
In this context, they are consistent with the UNCRPD and the earlier ILO Convention 
concerning Vocational Rehabilitation and Employment of Persons with Disabilities 
(No. 159), 1983 (ILO, 2019). 

PROMOTING DISABILITY INCLUSION IN SOCIAL DIALOGUE AND COLLECTIVE BARGAINING 29



Another affirmative action policy, implemented in some countries, is the prioritisation 
of a person with a disability in cases where two or more applicants meet the 
requirements and have similar skills for the position. There are several developments 
in this regard at national level as illustrated in Boxes 20 and 21.

BOX 20

In Brazil there is a law that establishes a reserve quota for workers 
with disabilities ranging from 2 per cent to 5 per cent, applicable to 
both the public and private sectors. Trade unions are critical actors 
in achieving compliance, and in supporting workers with disabilities 
receive the fundamental supports required to do their jobs.  
 
Andrea Barcelos,  
Sindicato dos Enfermeiros do estado de São Paulo, Brazil.

BOX 21

In Argentina, Resolution of the Secretariat of Public Management 
No. 39 of 2010 regulates the selection of candidates in the public 
employment system. It provides for the appointment of overseers 
within the framework of Art. 8 of Law 22.431, as amended, and the 
possibility of summoning experts, including trade unions, to provide 
information to the Selection Committees on different topics related 
to the competition process (Infoleg, 2010).

It is important to have a formal trade union presence in hiring processes to ensure 
compliance with labour inclusion regulations, including quotas; and to ensure that 
the necessary accessibility strategies are in place to guarantee equal opportunities 
for all applicants. It is also important that workers with disabilities have opportunities 
to develop their career on equal terms with other workers. This includes having the 
right to acquire new skills and responsibilities, to receive training, to gain recognition 
for seniority and acquired skills, to move up the salary scale, and to have job 
security on equal terms with other workers. 

Trade unions must be able to contribute and monitor training plans, particularly 
through promoting compliance with guidelines on accessibility. They must also 
ensure that persons with disabilities are involved in the design of trainings to ensure 
they are accessible to all workers without discrimination. In addition, it is important 
that trade unions support training on disability for all employees, irrespective of 
seniority as an effective strategy to build inclusive environments and eradicate 
attitudinal barriers.
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DISABILITY LEAVE ENTITLEMENTS AND 
FLEXIBILITY OF EXISTING LEAVE 

Workers with disabilities may need specific disability leave, extensions, or flexibility 
in the application of existing leave entitlements common to all workers as they may 
require habilitation, rehabilitation, or treatments and specific therapies for health 
conditions associated with the disability. It is important that this type of leave,  
if not provided for by law, be part of the rights established in the collective 
bargaining agreement.

BOX 22

The trade union’s strategy is to work with the existing leave 
entitlements and not to make specific extra demands for persons 
with disabilities. This is because as there are so many barriers to 
access to employment for persons with disabilities already, it can end 
up being another barrier at the time of hiring. What we need to do 
is campaign for better implementation of existing leave entitlements 
and, as unions, fight for flexibility for persons with disabilities. 

Geofrey Musanje, Uganda Medical Workers Union.

ACCESSIBILITY TO PHYSICAL WORK 
ENVIRONMENTS

Accessibility to physical environments includes the ability of people, including 
persons with disabilities, to enter, remain in, move around, understand, use and exit 
physical work environments. It means ensuring that all workers can carry out their 
activities without physical barriers that limit them. Specific requirements for workers 
with disabilities include reserved parking spaces, ramps and elevators, automatic 
doors, adequate signage (visual, audible, and tactile), accessible restrooms 
and common areas, accessible furniture and equipment, adequate lighting and 
contrasts, and emergency plans that provide for the safe evacuation of persons 
with disabilities. 

Universal design is the best strategy to ensure accessibility. It is an approach by 
which environments, systems, products, and services are planned and developed 
so that they can be accessed or used by anyone regardless of their capabilities, 
without the need for specialised adaptations or parallel designs.
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 It is not only the best strategy to guarantee rights, but also as avoids the higher 
costs of subsequent adaptations. Moreover, it is an opportunity to improve the 
performance and image of public or private organizations. Accessible work 
environments promote diversity and inclusion and can contribute to improved work 
climate, employee engagement, and work outcomes.

Meetings, events, or other related activities, whether face-to-face, virtual, or hybrid, 
should have accessible and barrier-free participation and access to information from 
the design phase right through to the event itself. Accessibility is not something that 
can be added to a meeting at the last minute. There are several guides that explain 
how to make meetings and events accessible, as listed in Box 23.

BOX 23

The Canadian Union of Public Employees: Virtual meetings 
accessibility checklist  
https://cupe.ca/virtual-meetings-accessibility-checklist 

La Secretaría de Promoción de la Equidad y Géneros (2023): 
Pautas para hacer un evento accesible. https://exactas.uba.ar/
equidadygeneros/pautas-para-hacer-un-evento-accesible/

Technologico de Monterrey (2022): Guía de eventos accesibles 
e inclusivos https://tec.mx/sites/default/files/dignidad-humana/
Guiasinclusivas/Guia_eventos_accesibles_inclusivos_jun22.pdf 

Universidad Autónoma de Madrid (2017): GUÍA Para Hacer 
Tu Evento Accesible (2023) https://www.uam.es/uam/media/
doc/1606861100373/guia-para-hacer-tu-evento-accesible.pdf

ACCESSIBILITY TO VIRTUAL ENVIRONMENTS 
AND INFORMATION AND COMMUNICATION 
TECHNOLOGIES 
 
Ensuring accessibility to virtual environments and to information and communication 
technologies (ICT) requires building the capacity of people, including persons with 
disabilities, to access, use, and understand services, content, digital platforms, 
internal communication systems, and other information and communication 
technologies. All workers must gain the digital and technological skills to carry out 
their work.
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The importance of virtual environments and ICT, and in particular the importance of 
web accessibility has grown exponentially in recent years. The concept of universal 
design is of direct relevance here. The Web Content Accessibility Guidelines 
(WCAG), developed by the Web Accessibility Initiative (WAI), a branch of the World 
Wide Web Consortium (W3C) is of direct relevance. The WCAG are based on four 
fundamental principles, namely that ICT must be: 

	z Perceptible: All people should be able to perceive visual or sensory content, 
such as images and videos. 

	z Operable: Any person should be able to interact with the elements of the web, 
for example, by using the keyboard. 

	z Understandable: The content should be easy to understand for all users; the 
language used should be clear and simple. 

	z Robust: The web should be prepared to work on different platforms and devices.

ACCESSIBLE AND INCLUSIVE 
COMMUNICATION

Employers’ commitment to accessible communication enables workers to access 
the necessary information not only to perform their direct tasks, but also to learn 
about working conditions, OSH, and other aspects relevant to working life. It also 
promotes communication with other workers, avoiding isolation and encouraging 
teamwork.

Accessibility of communication is related to the characteristics of the content, 
information, and dialogue channels that enable any person, including persons with 
disabilities, to understand and use the information received, use accessible dialogue 
mechanisms, and express themselves freely and autonomously. To this end, the 
United Nations Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities recommends 
that the following be made available: sign language, Braille, augmentative and 
alternative modes, means and formats of communication, and all other accessible 
modes, means, and formats of communication chosen by persons with disabilities.

ACCESSIBILITY STRATEGIES IN THE DESIGN 
OF SAFETY, EVACUATION, HEALTH, AND 
HYGIENE PROTOCOLS
 
Safety, evacuation, health and hygiene protocols require the incorporation of 
strategies and specific adaptations to protocols, processes, and circuits to ensure 
that all workers, including workers with disabilities, can perform their tasks safely, 
while understanding and dealing effectively with emergency situations or health and 
hygiene regulations. 
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It is important that these protocols and regulations are designed in a manner that 
presents information in accessible ways, means, and formats, to ensure that all 
workers are aware of and understand them. 

Some aspects to consider in the design of such protocols are:

	z The participation of workers with disabilities, OPDs and experts during the 
design phase

	z Accessible and understandable evacuation systems

	z Assisted evacuation protocols should include the design of evacuation plans for 
people with reduced mobility or who require support. This includes ensuring that 
the location of shelters or safe areas are accessible, the availability of evacuation 
devices (evacuation chairs, stretchers, etc.), and training of support personnel 
on how to assist people with all types of disabilities and how to use evacuation 
devices.

	z The particularities involved in accessibility and assistance to persons with 
disabilities during an emergency must be known by the entire workforce, and 
the trade union ought to assist in this.

	z The protocols must provide for the possibility of designating people with the 
necessary knowledge of assistance protocols to assist another worker who 
requires it in an emergency

	z Hygiene facilities must be accessible

Trade unions should take the role of negotiator and/or observer in the 
implementation of accessibility strategies within safety, evacuation, health, and 
hygiene protocols. This ensures the participation of workers with disabilities, 
encourages consultation with OPDs and experts in the field, and ultimately results in 
more efficient and inclusive protocols. 

Inclusive prevention of occupational hazards focuses on the working environment 
and protocols developed by the company to reduce occupational hazards, 
considering the diversity of people who work there. Such protocols must take 
account of the fact that persons with disabilities now have better access to the 
work due to better access to education and more progressive recruitment practices. 
Mapping occupational risks is not possible if the different characteristics of workers 
such as their height, weight, gender, age, social and health condition, and different 
levels of professional training and level of studies is not considered (ILO, 2013). 
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Box 24 provides a good practice example, developed by CUPE.

BOX 24

Health and Safety Fact Sheet of the Canadian Union  
of Public Employees   

• Find out what could harm people by determining the 
hazards. The health and safety committee should visit 
all work areas and determine what hazards exist. They 
should consider the different jobs, and the individual 
tasks. 

• Determine how the identified hazards could hurt 
workers. This step is particularly important when 
working with workers with disabilities. The worker with 
a disability should be involved as much as possible, 
as the assessment team may not fully understand 
how the hazards may affect the worker. 

• Determine what steps should be taken to make 
the job healthy and safe. The plan should consider 
the needs of the worker with a disability, including 
relevant assistive devices or technologies that will 
ensure a higher level of safety for the worker. The plan 
must also involve all workers who may be affected by 
the change. The assessment team should consider 
the need for additional training.

• Make changes to make the job safer. Some relatively 
simple changes might include constructing access 
ramps and automatic doors, adding additional lighting, 
redesigning machinery, reducing the height of a 
shelf, or modifying a mail cart. You can also consider 
work organizational factors, such as reassigning 
tasks, modifying work schedules, and flexible 
work schedules. The assessment team should also 
consider the effects of the job modification on other 
staff and prepare a plan to prevent harassment or 
bullying in the workplace. Remember that it is your 
employer’s obligation to ensure a workplace free from 
harassment and bullying.

• Tracking changes. Any changes made in the 
workplace should be reviewed to determine how 
they work for all parties involved. In addition, as time 
goes on, new people, equipment, or work processes 
may be introduced into the work environment. The 
result of these changes may require a new risk 
assessment and additional changes (Ref: cupe.ca/
health-and-safety).
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PROTECTION AND TREATMENT OF CASES 
OF VIOLENCE AND HARASSMENT IN THE 
WORKPLACE
 
The design and implementation of policies, protocols, and specific mechanisms 
to prevent, foresee, and effectively and swiftly address situations of violence 
or harassment in the workplace must be inclusive of persons with disabilities. 
According to the ILO Violence and Harassment Convention, 2019 (Convention 
190), violence and harassment in the world of work means a set of unacceptable 
behaviors and practices, or threats of such behaviors, whether manifested once or 
repeatedly, that are intended to cause or are likely to cause physical, psychological, 
sexual or economic harm, and includes gender-based violence and harassment. 
As stated in Convention 190, violence and harassment in the world of work are 
unacceptable behaviours, practices, and threats, that may be isolated or repeated, 
and cause or may cause physical, psychological, sexual, or economic harm to the 
victim. 

Addressing violence and harassment is also linked to collective bargaining. Trade 
unions are essential in ensuring that policies, protocols, or measures aimed 
at addressing violence and harassment are part of a comprehensive policy, to 
avoid segregated regimes and allow an intersectional approach, as violence and 
harassment of persons with disabilities often occurs for reasons beyond the 
disability per se. Some important aspects to consider in preventing and protecting 
against violence and harassment include:

	z The participation of workers with disabilities in the design and monitoring of 
policies, protocols, and measures against violence and harassment

	z Accessible information and communication 

	z Preventing violence, harassment, or other forms of exclusion or discrimination by 
promoting disability training for all workers, including those in senior positions. 
Training should include strategies for identifying and addressing situations of 
violence or harassment.

	z Providing accessible, safe, confidential, timely, and effective complaint 
mechanisms and procedures, as well as processes for non-revictimization, 
resolution, redress, and future corrective measures.

	z Training staff in emotional support and complaint management.

	z Conducting a risk assessment and implement preventive actions if deemed 
necessary.

Work environments free of violence and harassment improve the work climate and 
build an inclusive organizational culture. They contribute to worker well-being, and 
ultimately worker output. 
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It is imperative to highlight the importance of trade unions in accompanying workers 
with disabilities who suffer discrimination, violence, or harassment at work, as well 
as the participation of trade union representatives in the bodies or mechanisms for 
addressing the issue. Accessibility to redress mechanisms must be guaranteed so 
that the complainant is not re-victimised. 

EXTENDED LEAVE OF ABSENCE DUE TO 
BIRTH, ADOPTION, AND CARE OF A CHILD 
WITH DISABILITIES
 
Paid leave after the birth or adoption of a child is an established right in most 
countries. However, the extension of existing leave for the birth of a chronically ill 
child, or a child with disabilities is less legally secure. The justification for extended 
leave in such circumstances are to ensure the parents have the time to provide 
intensive and specialised care; for the adaptation to the family environment; and/or 
for the acquisition of knowledge about care, treatment planning, early rehabilitation, 
and support networks.

Childcare leave is also an established right in many countries, either through 
national regulations or collective bargaining agreements. This right often covers the 
particularities of caring for a child with a disability, such as longer, intensive, and 
specialised care, and longer adaptation periods. The extended leave entitlement 
is justified by the caring role of the parent, and there should not be a gendered 
distinction between mother and father.

TRADE UNION INTERVENTION DURING 
PRIVATISATION, DEREGULATION, OR 
DOWNSIZING OF THE PUBLIC SECTOR
 
Privatisation, deregulation, or downsizing of the public sector have been a 
constant feature of government policy for decades. Trade unions have been and 
ought to continue to be involved in these processes from a disability perspective. 
These public sector reforms tend to have an outsized impact on the inclusion 
and employment stability of persons with disabilities, as the public sector is often 
their main employer. Moreover, these processes are particularly detrimental to 
persons with disabilities as they can lead to the deterioration or abandonment of 
policies and good practices in inclusion and accessibility, and in so doing harm the 
independence and social mobility of persons with disabilities.
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BOX 25

We are witnessing a wave of setbacks to state guarantees and 
institutional frameworks that protect vulnerable populations. These 
setbacks, compounded by austerity measures that are choking 
public investment in social welfare, are undermining progress, 
particularly for the rights of persons with disabilities. Persons with 
disabilities must have access to public services that enhance their 
autonomy, along with opportunities for employment, decent work, 
career advancement, and unions that include and represent them. 
These unions must advocate against the erosion of rights driven by 
the most reactionary forces in the global context. Only universal, 
accessible, and high-quality public services, alongside their workers’ 
unions, will be able to defend what has been achieved and continue 
to push for further progress. 

Verónica Montúfar, PSI 
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Trade union actions, framed within the social model of disability, should be focused 
on the elimination of cultural, attitudinal, physical, and virtual barriers that limit or 
restrict the right to decent work for persons with disabilities on an equal footing with 
others. 

Promoting the rights of persons with disabilities is not just a matter of ethics or good 
practice, it is also linked to the fulfilment of a human right.  Access to decent work, 
is established in multiple international treaties, most particularly the UNCRPD. With 
respect to the ILO’s normative framework. the Equal Remuneration Convention, 1951 
(No. 100), the Discrimination (Employment and Occupation) Convention, 1958 (No. 
111), Vocational Rehabilitation and Employment (Disabled Persons) Convention, 1983 
(No. 159), Violence and Harassment Convention, 2019 (No. 190) all point to the 
responsibility of Member States and constituents in promoting and guaranteeing the 
rights of persons with disabilities in the workplace. 

Trade unions have significant power to promote the rights of persons of disabilities 
in the public and private sector, as well as within their own structures. Their role as 
promoters and defenders of these rights must be framed within the social model of 
disability. They must campaign for access to employment secured through open, 
inclusive, fair, respectful, stable and accessible environments.  

It is important to emphasise that the impact of trade union’s work on rights for 
persons with disabilities is not limited to the workplace. Workers and employers 
who embrace inclusion will become propagators of inclusive concepts and actions 
in their communities, ensuring that the impact of such action extends to society in 
general.

In order to be agents of change, one must begin by assessing the levels of inclusion 
and tools are available within the union structures themselves and thus be able in a 
position to advocate for what works, based on real practical experience. 

In the spirit of nothing about us, without us It is essential to ensure the 
representation and participation workers with disabilities themselves in advocacy. In 
this regard it is good practice to work in partnership with organizations such as the 
ILO and PSI, local ODPs and experts on the subject. It is also important to agree on a 
work agenda that includes: 

	z An assessment of the current situation for workers with disabilities within the 
union structure and the work environment

	z A comprehensive survey of workers with disabilities 

	z A review and analysis of existing regulations and good practices 

	z An action plan for inclusion with follow-up and monitoring mechanisms with clear 
indicators to measure progress. 

At this point, it is vital to note that – as evidenced in this report - significant progress 
has been made in terms of the inclusion of persons with disabilities in many 
PSI- affiliated unions. This in itself constitutes a valuable resource, as other unions 
can replicate these good practices.
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One of the first objectives of disability advocacy is to banish the misconception 
of persons with disabilities as having an inability to work. This is the main barrier 
preventing or limiting their access to the world of work. A good starting point is 
to make visible the talent and productive capacity of persons with disabilities in 
different functions, areas, and contexts. A related endeavour is to make visible the 
barriers that restrict the participation of persons with disabilities in the workplace, 
not only in the workplace itself, but also in society, perpetuating social exclusion. 
 
Trade union advocacy on disability rights requires planning from a cross-cutting and 
intersectional perspective. The intersectional approach must be present in every 
action and policy. Persons with disabilities are a diverse group who face different 
barriers and social conditions linked to the intersection of disability and gender, 
race, age and other identifiers.

Collective bargaining is central to promoting the rights for persons with disabilities 
to equal employment opportunities. Trade unions must present robust and 
comprehensive proposals in negotiations with employers and government, covering 
every aspect of working life and reflecting the perspectives of workers with 
disabilities themselves. 

In conclusion, by establishing spaces for internal and participatory dialogue with 
workers with disabilities themselves, trade unions can secure more inclusive 
union structures. This is the crucial first step in promoting the rights of persons 
with disabilities in public, private, and cooperative work environments. Through 
social dialogue with government and employers, trade unions can contribute to the 
construction of a more inclusive, just and diverse society.
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