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DOC-BOARD-22-11-03 Annex II
Cost of living crisis for persons with disabilities
Annex II: Background of the proposal

                                      Document for discussion 
The Russian invasion of Ukraine of 24th of February 2021 impacted the worldwide economic stability. The global economy was already struggling to recover from the socioeconomic effect of the COVID-19 pandemic. This war quickly resulted in the reduction or even cut-off of the gas and petrol fluxes that sustain a great percentage of the highly dependent European energy environment. Coal, green energies, nuclear and other alternatives are not able to cope yet with the previous energy consumption needs, imposing a wheel of inflation on the prices of production and distribution of goods and services. At the same time, the green transition towards sustainable and self-dependent energies has not come in time to cover these effects. 

This growing crisis, therefore, is impacting Europe and its population in a great extent. Unfortunately, as it happened in the last crisis, those more vulnerable and with lower incomes are suffering worse effects. 

Amongst these people, persons with disabilities are already feeling the shock. Relying on lower incomes, due to the high inactivity and unemployment rates, together with a high dependence on social support, they have greater energy consumption for basic activities, included house electricity, gas and food, than persons without disabilities
. This was the case even before the Ukraine war, when the percentage of households of persons with disabilities living at risk of energy poverty was already considerably higher than that of persons without disabilities, with a 17% compared to 6% of households in this situation. In 2022, this percentage of households with people with disabilities that are at risk of energy poverty in the EU has increased to an unsustainable 24 %
. 

The European Commission recognises this risk, as all Country-Specific Recommendations (CSR) of the European Semester include energy poverty as a risk to vulnerable people as a key recommendation, resulting from the war in Ukraine
. 

Additionally, the general inflation caused by the effect of the energy rise in the production and distribution of goods and services has not been followed by enough targeted impact measures. Hence, general purchasing power is dropping alarmingly, a situation that, for persons who spend a higher percentage of their wages on basic needs – being energy in the residence one of the main ones – causes major difficulties. 

Therefore, organisations representing persons with disabilities around Europe are extremely concerned. The necessary efforts to tackle this particular problem, both from the EU and Member States are coming late. The disability perspective must be included in the response to this crisis as soon as possible. 
Why are persons with disabilities highly affected by the price crisis? 

 
Acknowledging persons with disabilities suffer lower employment rates - 50,6 % of persons with disabilities are employed compared to 74.8 % of persons without disabilities – and lower activity rates - 61.0 % of persons with disabilities between 20 and 65 years old, compared to 82.3 % of people without disabilities
 -. At the same time, and connected to the lack of inclusive employment markets, persons with disabilities are 50% more likely to be at risk of poverty and social exclusion. In fact, in 2022 up to 29% of persons with disabilities in the EU were in this situation, as opposed to 19% of people without disabilities5. 

The situation of women with disabilities is even worse, with higher unemployment and inactivity and, when occupied, the levels of part-time employment are considerably higher. Wages are, therefore, even lower. At the same time, non-professional carers, many time family members, are usually women, and do not have enough social support nor access to external forms of income. 

In the end, persons with disabilities have a higher dependence on social support. These benefits, as well as inactivity pensions, are rarely increased according to inflation, making resilience to inflation crisis harder to achieve. In some cases, they are subject to cuts and reductions, and, at the same time, disability-related benefits are rarely compatible with employment. This creates a benefit trap, that keeps persons with disabilities outside the labour market, due to the risk of losing a social support that sometimes is even greater than the wages they could access. The removal of the incompatibility of disability benefits and employment could also serve to off-set some of the extra cost of living that comes with having a disability and reduce the risk of in-work poverty. 

In inflation periods, a relevant aspect raised by persons with disabilities is that assistive technologies (wheelchairs and powered wheelchairs, breathing machines, hearing aids, etc.) tend to become more expensive. The current production crisis is soaring this increase. 

Regarding energy use, there are many different reasons why persons with disabilities depend more on energetic resources. On one hand, many of the aforementioned technologies rely heavily on electricity, rising the already high energy expenditure. Together with this, some disabilities have specific necessities related to heating and cooling, and mobility limitations and higher inactivity and unemployment imply that many persons with disabilities spend longer periods of time in their households. 

Regarding mobility, there are at the same times persons with disabilities relying more on private means of transportation, in particular those living in remote and non-densely inhabited areas, while others need to use public transportation systems in a higher routine than persons without disabilities.  

Last, in different EU countries, many persons with disabilities – at least those few with enough resources - are obliged to access private services to cover basic needs not fulfilled by the public sector, fully or partially. This becomes a high percentage of their household expenses, which may suffer cuts in periods characterised by inflation.  
 
Potential consequences of the increase of costs  

 
The impact of this inflation, given the issues raised, can be extremely severe if decision makers do not take immediate measures: 
· The rise of energy costs in the household, and the impact on the costs of basic needs bring up a huge risk of increasing the already high poverty and exclusion rates, even homelessness, amongst persons with disabilities. If there are no adjustments of the disability benefits to the inflation, and/or these are diminished as a way to cut public expense, the situation may become dramatic. 
· The stagflation of wages increases the fear of losing disability benefits when acquiring a job, becoming the apparent exclusive safety net, hence placing persons with disabilities even further away from entering the labour market. 
· Some persons with disabilities may give-up on the use of assistive technologies if there is no support for its acquisition and the related energy expenses. 
· The rise of the cost and consequent reduction of the use of heating and cooling in households will aggravate chronic pain and other health issues. For others, it will reduce mobility and increase functional limitations. The extreme weather-related events that climate change imply, both regarding heat and cold, will only intensify this risk if there are no measures taken. 
· Reduced heating in schools, workplaces and public services may stop persons with disabilities from attending mainstream education, limit their employment and make them avoid necessary services. 
· The high costs of mobility, in particular private vehicles for those who need them, may increase social exclusion levels, access to services, and loneliness
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