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Executive Summary

Disability rights were formally addressed for the first time in Ukraine Recovery
Conference (URC) history, in July 2025 not only in a dedicated high-level side
event but also in one of the main conference panels. EDF welcomes this
breakthrough as an important first step.

However, disability inclusion must be embedded across all dimensions of
Ukraine’s recovery - from infrastructure and housing to education, employment,
health, governance, and justice and not treated as a stand-alone topic.

In the main panel “Strengthening the Fabric of Society: Fostering Inclusion and
Social Cohesion in Ukraine’s Recovery,” EDF’s Vice President Gunta Anca
emphasised that no recovery can be sustainable without full participation of persons
with disabilities and their representative organisations (OPDs).

The EDF-led side event, “A Human-Centred Recovery: Why Disability Inclusion
Matters,” co-organised with the Italian Ministry for Disabilities, brought together
Ukrainian and international voices, including wounded veterans, government officials,
and donors, to address the urgent needs of persons with disabilities and advocate for
inclusive reconstruction strategies.

This increased disability inclusion in URC was the result of months of
advocacy, including targeted letters, preparatory meetings with EU and national
actors, and coalition building across borders. While the physical venue of the
conference was generally accessible, the lack of trained support staff and inadequate
communication regarding available services led to serious barriers for persons with
disabilities - including unsafe navigation of staircases and exclusionary badge
collection procedures. These barriers underscore the need for early and
systematic inclusion of accessibility planning and OPD consultation in all
future conferences.

EDF remains committed to working with Ukrainian, Italian, and European partners to
ensure that disability rights are not only acknowledged but mainstreamed in all
recovery and EU accession efforts. A strong and democratic Ukraine must be
inclusive of all its people - by design, not as an afterthought.

In July 2025, the European Disability Forum (EDF), together with the National
Assembly of Persons with Disabilities of Ukraine (NAPD) and the League of the
Strong, actively contributed to the Ukraine Recovery Conference (URC) held in
Rome. This engagement was part of the Empower Ukraine programme, supported
by the German Federal Foreign Office (GFFO) and Christian Blind Mission
(CBM), and built on close collaboration with our Italian partners: the Italian Disability
Forum (FID), CBM lItalia, and FISH - Federazione Italiana per il Superamento
dell’Handicap.
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Key achievements

Visibility and Representation

Disability rights were present at both a side event and a main panel of the Ukraine
Recovery Conference for the first time. EDF Vice-President Gunta An¢a and
Ukrainian OPD leaders contributed to the discussions, bringing forward perspectives
on accessibility and inclusion in Ukraine’s recovery.

1-Gunta Anca, Vice-President of the EDF speaking at main panel

Gunta Anca, Vice-President of the EDF, is speaking at main panel
Partnerships and Meaningful Participation

The ltalian Ministry for Disabilities was open to cooperation and played a key role in
supporting disability inclusion at URC 2025. Thanks to their involvement, EDF was
invited to contribute to shaping the concept of a main panel, and together we co-
organised and implemented the side event “A Human-Centred Recovery: Why
Disability Inclusion Matters.” This partnership also created opportunities for Italian
and Ukrainian OPDs, including veterans, to bring their priorities directly to
international stakeholders.



Accessibility of Space

The venue in Rome was overall accessible, as requested in EDF and partners’
advocacy towards the organisers. In addition, our side event served as a good
example of accessibility in practice, with captioning and interpretation provided in
Italian and International Sign Languages.

EDF and partners view our participation at URC 2025 as meaningful and impactful,
while recognising that much work remains ahead to ensure disability inclusion is fully
mainstreamed in all recovery processes.

Challenges

Despite important progress, the Ukraine Recovery Conference (URC) 2025 also
revealed several key challenges that must be addressed to ensure future disability-
inclusive recovery processes:

Accessibility gaps despite overall improvements

While the conference venue was generally accessible, the lack of awareness and
training among staff led to serious risks and barriers. In several cases, wheelchair
users had to descend staircases due to staff not knowing about accessible
entrances. This posed direct threats to participants’ safety and dignity and highlighted
the need for mandatory accessibility protocols and training.



2-Queue to get badges




Inadequate registration process

The badge pickup process was poorly organised, with participants waiting for hours
under intense heat, without appropriate shade or support. This caused many to miss
the opening sessions. Moreover, the setup inside the accreditation area was not
accessible for participants with hearing, visual or cognitive disabilities, undermining
the principle of equal participation.

Limited mainstreaming of disability across the agenda

Although disability was featured in a dedicated side event and a main panel, the topic
remained largely absent from broader discussions on economic recovery, security,
infrastructure, or digital transformation. This shows a continued perception of
disability as a marginal “social issue” rather than a cross-cutting priority.

Visibility and recognition of OPDs

The participation of Ukrainian and international organisations of persons with
disabilities (OPDs) was hard-won and would not have occurred without extensive and
sustained advocacy. Even then, OPDs were not meaningfully represented in all
relevant spaces but only in two portions of a programme with more than 70 events.

Coordination and ownership

The lack of clarity around the coordination of disability inclusion at the URC -
between ltalian government agencies, the Ministry for Disability, and broader
conference organisers - hindered more effective planning and mainstreaming of
disability. Stronger mechanisms for coordination and accountability are essential.

Lessons learned

¢ Nothing about us without us applies to recovery: Disability inclusion
cannot be an afterthought. OPDs must be meaningfully involved at every
stage - from design to implementation - of future recovery conferences and
frameworks.

e Training and preparation are as important as infrastructure: Physical
accessibility alone is not enough. Staff and volunteers must be trained to
support participants with various access needs and respond to questions from
people with varying different disabilities. Planning must be inclusive by design
and start with the online registration and accreditation process.

¢ Disability must be mainstreamed, not siloed: A separate event or panel is
not sufficient. Future URCs must ensure disability rights are visible and
addressed across all thematic sessions and donor discussions.

e Sustained partnerships are key: The support and leadership of the Italian
Ministry for Disability, alongside partners like EDF, CBM ltaly, FID and FISH,
played a crucial role. Such partnerships must be expanded and
institutionalised for future URCs - especially in URC 2026 in Poland.



Recommendations

Building on the experience of URC 2025, the European Disability Forum and its
partners have identified the following priorities to advance disability-inclusive
recovery and ensure stronger, more meaningful participation of persons with
disabilities in future processes:

High-level follow-up and engagement:

Establish a national coalition of Ukrainian OPDs focused on disability-inclusive
recovery.

o This coalition should regularly monitor the extent to which recovery
efforts at national and regional levels align with the principles of the UN
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) and EU
standards.

o It should serve as a unified platform to advocate for the integration of
disability rights in all areas of recovery - from planning to
implementation.

o And to coordinate strategic engagement with Ukrainian authorities,
international and development partners.

Collaborate with Polish Disability Forum, other OPDs and civil society
organisations and relevant government agencies, to advocate for early
integration of disability into all planning processes for URC 2026.

Coordinate a collaboration with European Commissioner for Enlargement
Marta Kos and her Cabinet to present the outcomes of URC 2025 and share
recommendations on disability inclusion in the EU accession process.
Monitor public statements and policy positions shared by high-level speakers
during URC, send tailored follow-up letters and work with them urging
concrete steps toward a disability-inclusive recovery framework.

In partnership with EDF members conduct advocacy campaigns for disability-
inclusive recovery, including draft and disseminate joint letters to key donor
countries and international institutions involved in Ukraine’s recovery, urging
alignment with the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities
(CRPD) and EU disability standards.

Early coordination with next URC host:

Offer technical and political support to ensure that OPDs are leaders in the
2026 URC from the outset.

Consolidate the coalition of Ukrainian and international OPDs active in the
recovery context: facilitate a structured process of peer exchange and
experience transfer among OPDs from lItaly (previous URC host), Ukraine, and
Poland (upcoming host), with a focus on lessons learned, advocacy strategies,
and coordinated pressure on both national governments and international



organisers to ensure meaningful inclusion of disability rights in all aspects of
recovery planning.

Establish a coordination mechanism among past, current, and future URC
government organisers: advocate for an intergovernmental dialogue, including
Italy, Ukraine, and Poland, to exchange good practices, avoid repeating
accessibility and inclusion failures, and embed CRPD-compliant standards
across all future recovery conference processes.

Begin co-designing a joint advocacy agenda for URC 2026, ensuring
representation across thematic areas like housing, infrastructure, health,
education, and labor, humanitarian aid and human rights.

Plan a donor-facing networking and learning advocacy event during URC 2026
to connect funding partners and business leadership (in particular, the World
Bank, global banking, insurance and re-insurance companies) with Ukrainian
and international OPDs, strengthening mutual understanding and building
inclusive funding and financing relationships.

Improve accessibility and staff preparedness at future events:

Develop a set of minimum accessibility recommendations and best practices
for future URC organisers, covering physical space, communication, logistics,
and participant experience.

Propose and deliver trainings for conference staff and volunteers on
welcoming and supporting participants with disabilities, including guidance on
reasonable accommodation and inclusive interaction.

Amplify visibility and narrative:

Continue public communication around disability rights in Ukraine’s recovery,
including articles, social media, and multimedia outputs from Empower
partners.

Promote the use of the EDF Empower brochure “The Smart Money” on
disability-inclusive financial support, which was distributed at URC 2025, as a
reference tool for future planning.

Track implementation of commitments:

Monitor the commitments made during URC 2025 by Ukrainian and
international stakeholders concerning disability inclusion.
Prepare a follow-up report in 2026 to assess progress and outline remaining

gaps.


https://www.edf-feph.org/content/uploads/2023/09/The-smart-money-goes-where-it._compressed.pdf

Background and Context

More than three years since the full-scale Russian invasion began, Ukraine continues
to face profound humanitarian, social, and economic challenges. As of mid-2025, an
estimated 3.4 million persons with disabilities are living in Ukraine - a figure that has
significantly increased due to war-related injuries, trauma, and disruption of services.
Veterans with acquired disabilities, civilians injured during attacks, and persons
experiencing post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), especially among children, now
represent a large and diverse population whose rights and inclusion are central to
Ukraine’s future.

Despite this reality, disability issues have historically remained underrepresented in
national recovery plans and international assistance frameworks. The Ukrainian
government has made formal commitments, including under the UN Convention on
the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) and the recommendations of the
CRPD Committee (2024), as well as in the context of EU accession. Yet practical
implementation remains slow, fragmented, and insufficiently coordinated.

The Ukraine Recovery Conference (URC) series has become a key political and
technical platform for coordinating support to Ukraine’s recovery. Until 2025,
however, disability rights had not been featured in URC programming. This year’s
URC in Rome marked an important shift - for the first time, disability was addressed
in both a dedicated high-level side event and a main conference panel.

EDF’s engagement at URC 2025 was part of our broader Empower Ukraine
programme, implemented in partnership with the National Assembly of Persons with
Disabilities (NAPD), and the League of the Strong. One of the objectives of the
programme is raising awareness of the rights, humanitarian needs and best interests
of persons with disabilities within and outside the humanitarian coordination system,
and under this mandate EDF and partners work to support the meaningful
participation of Ukrainian OPDs in decision-making and seeks to embed disability
inclusion in recovery and EU integration processes.

While EDF recognises the inclusion of disability at URC 2025 as a significant
milestone, it is only a first step. A genuinely inclusive and resilient Ukraine must
ensure that persons with disabilities are active contributors and leaders in the
recovery process - not only in the “social” dimension but across all policy areas,
including infrastructure, digital transformation, justice reform, and green transition.

Advocacy and Preparation

The European Disability Forum (EDF), in collaboration with Ukrainian and Italian
partners, undertook a comprehensive advocacy campaign to ensure that disability
rights would be meaningfully included at URC 2025 in Rome. In particular:
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¢ Bilateral outreach to national governments and EU institutions, emphasizing
the importance of disability inclusion in line with Ukraine’s obligations under
the CRPD and its EU accession priorities.

e President of the EDF, Yannis Vardakastanis, met with the Italian Minister for
Disability, Locatelli in New York during the Conference of States Parties to the
CRPD (COSP) and discussed the importance of ensuring disability inclusion in
the URC in Rome.

e Written correspondence with ministries and EU bodies, including the
Governments of Italy and Ukraine, the European Commission and the
European Parliament.

e Direct engagement with the URC 2025 ltalian coordination team, including the
Ministry for Disabilities and the Special Envoy for the Reconstruction of
Ukraine.

e Coordination meetings with OPDs from Ukraine and Italy to develop shared
advocacy positions and prepare interventions.

In the months leading up to the conference, EDF and its members sent a total of 3
official letters (ltalian Government, Ukrainian Government and Italian Ministry of
Disability),run minimum 35 official email’'s conversations and held more than 10
meetings with high-level stakeholders, including representatives of the Ukrainian
Ministry of Social Policy, the Italian Ministry for Disabilities, the European
Commission, and the Cabinet of Ministers of Ukraine.

Key messages included:

e The need for disability inclusion to be mainstreamed across all recovery
sectors, beyond the social or humanitarian sphere

e The critical role of representative OPDs in shaping policies and programmes

e The importance of ensuring dedicated and flexible funding for disability-
inclusive recovery, including direct financial support to OPDs and funding
conditionalities aligned with CRPD and EU standards, first of all investing to
people, not to institutions (in deinstitutionalisation process);

e The requirement to apply EU disability standards and CRPD principles to all
stages of Ukraine’s recovery planning.

This extensive advocacy laid the groundwork for securing two unprecedented
achievements:

e The visible inclusion of disability in a main URC conference panel for the first
time

e The co-organisation of a high-level side event on disability inclusion by EDF
and the Italian Ministry for Disabilities.

These results demonstrate the impact of coordinated advocacy but also underscore
how much work remains to embed disability rights systemically within international
recovery mechanisms.
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Implementation at URC 2025

EDF and its partners contributed to URC 2025 through two key events that brought
disability rights to the forefront of the conference for the first time:

High-Level Side Event: A Human-Centred Recovery — Why Disability
Inclusion Matters

3- Side event speakers and orginisers

Side event speakers and orginisers

Organised on 9 July 2025, this side event was co-hosted by the European Disability
Forum and the Italian Ministry for Disabilities, with support from CBM ltaly, FID, FISH,
the National Assembly of Persons with Disabilities of Ukraine (NAPD), and the
League of the Strong.

The event featured direct testimonies from people with disabilities affected by the
war, including Ruslan Topchan, a 22-year-old Ukrainian veteran with bilateral
amputation, who stressed:

“Ukraine will rise. But it must rise for everyone. Not despite disability — but with it,
and through it.”

12



Discussions addressed the disproportionate impact of the war on persons with
disabilities, the need for inclusive reconstruction based on universal design, and the
importance of OPDs’ leadership. The session drew participation from civil society,
international organisations, and government representatives, and was one of the few
opportunities at URC where lived experience was meaningfully presented.

Main Panel: Strengthening the Fabric of Society — Fostering
Inclusion and Social Cohesion in Ukraine’s Recovery

On 11 July 2025, disability was featured for the first time in a main URC conference
panel. Gunta Anca, EDF Vice-President and a woman with disability, addressed
auditorium and high-level participants including the Italian Minister for Disabilities,
Ukraine’s Deputy Minister of Social Policy, and the Governor of the Council of Europe
Development Bank.

She emphasized:

“Accessibility means belonging. Without it, people are excluded. That’s not the future
we envision for Ukraine.”

EDF called on donors and private investors to use their influence to ensure no new
barriers are built with international funds and highlighted the vital role of monitoring
and implementation beyond policy drafting.

Ukrainian OPD leader Ulyana Pcholkina, Chair of the League of the Strong, added:

“This is not about charity. It's about potential. Reconstruction must create conditions
where this potential can be realised — for everyone, in every community, on equal
terms.”

She presented new data on the socioeconomic exclusion of Ukrainians with
disabilities, underscoring the urgency of action.

Disability Inclusion in High-Level Officials Speeches

One of the most significant signs of progress during the Ukraine Recovery
Conference 2025 was the growing visibility of disability rights in the discourse of high-
level officials. This development is the result of consistent advocacy by
representative organisations of persons with disabilities (OPDs), pushing the topic
beyond the social and humanitarian margins into broader recovery and reform
frameworks.

Stefan Olsson, Deputy Director-General of DG EMPL at the European
Commission, emphasised the human dimension of recovery, pointing to the need for
reforms in employment and social services that align with the EU acquis. He noted
that “recovery must be human-centred” and highlighted the EU’s support for
deinstitutionalisation as part of Ukraine’s path to membership.
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Olena Zelenska, First Lady of Ukraine, underscored the importance of inclusive
recovery:

“For this reason, we have a crucial need for inclusive services. [...] We are moving
towards a social Europe, where the protection of people, their safety and their rights,
including gender equality, are at the centre.”

She also reaffirmed Ukraine’s commitment to European standards:

“Over the years, we have introduced European accessibility standards for buildings
and digital spaces, and we will continue on this path to ensure that our country is
humane and inclusive for all, regardless of where they come from.”

Michael O’Flaherty, Council of Europe Commissioner for Human Rights, further
recognised the specific challenges faced by persons with disabilities:

“Eventual return will be greatly facilitated by a reconstruction that is people-centred.
This requires a focus on housing and social infrastructure as well as, as we heard
this morning, demining. It also needs to address the particular needs of vulnerable
groups including persons with disabilities - a group whose situation was already
problematic before the aggression.”

Presence and Representation

EDF ensured meaningful participation of its leadership and member organisations
throughout URC 2025. This included:

e Speakers were all self-advocates as persons with disabilities.

e Speakers in both events from EDF, NAPD, and the League of the Strong (key
OPDs in the humanitarian response for persons with disabilities in Ukraine)

e Coordination with Italian and Ukrainian authorities to ensure disability visibility.

On-site engagement with international donors, EU delegations, and recovery
stakeholders.

In addition to public events, EDF and its partners conducted a series of targeted
advocacy meetings during the conference. Among them:

e A bilateral meeting between Gunta Anca, EDF Vice-President, and Michael
O’Flaherty, Council of Europe Commissioner for Human Rights;

¢ An exchange with Oleksandra Matviychuk, Head of the Center for Civil
Liberties and 2022 Nobel Peace Prize laureate;

e An agreement to meet with European Commissioner for Enlargement, Marta
Kos, in Brussels to follow up on EU accession-related disability concerns.

In total, 10 high-level advocacy meetings were held, including with:
e The member of Ukrainian Parliament, “Golos” party;

e The Ukrainian Parliament Commissioner for Human Rights (Ombudsman);

14



e The Secretary of the Cabinet of Ministers of Ukraine;

e The Cabinet Representative for Gender Equality;

e The Governor of the Council of Europe Development Bank

e The Executive Director of the International Renaissance Foundation;
e The Executive Director of ISAR Ednannia Resource Center.

More than 20 meetings with stakeholders from regional Ukraine government, the
business sector, and other humanitarian aid stakeholders in the Ukraine Recovery
Conference were informally engaged and our advocacy materials shared. Colleagues
also made interventions in various panels, highlighting the needs of persons with
disabilities.

Despite these successes, challenges persisted. While the venue itself was technically
physically accessible due to it being a modern building which is acknowledged, a lack
of trained event personnel resulted in serious barriers — including wheelchair users
being misdirected to stairs, unsafe conditions, and lack of information about
accessible services. Additionally, the registration process was disorganised and
inaccessible for people with visual, hearing, and cognitive disabilities.

EDF documented these issues in a follow-up letter to the Italian organisers, urging
improvements in event management and accessibility training for staff at future
URCs.

Communications and Visibility

EDF and its partners ensured strategic communication and strong visibility of
disability inclusion during the Ukraine Recovery Conference (URC) 2025, both online
and on-site.

Website & Article

In March 2025 EDF made calls for disability-inclusive approach at Ukraine Recovery
Conference through an open letter to Italian authorities - Ensuring Accessibility and
Disability Inclusion at the Ukraine Recovery Conference in Rome - European
Disability Forum, co-signed with Italian and Ukrainian members.

After the Conference EDF published a comprehensive article on its website titled
“Disability rights take the stage at Ukraine Recovery Conference 2025, highlighting
the main advocacy messages, speakers, and technical accessibility issues observed
during the event.

Main publication from EDF’s members:

« Disability, Conference on Reconstruction in Ukraine: Inclusion Affects the
Entire Society

e There can be no sustainable recovery without social inclusion.

« No Recovery Without the Inclusion of People with Disabilities
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https://www.edf-feph.org/publications/ensuring-accessibility-and-disability-inclusion-at-the-ukraine-recovery-conference-in-rome/
https://www.edf-feph.org/publications/ensuring-accessibility-and-disability-inclusion-at-the-ukraine-recovery-conference-in-rome/
https://www.edf-feph.org/publications/ensuring-accessibility-and-disability-inclusion-at-the-ukraine-recovery-conference-in-rome/
https://www.edf-feph.org/disability-rights-take-the-stage-at-ukraine-recovery-conference-2025
https://agenparl.eu/2025/07/11/disabilita-conferenza-su-ricostruzione-ucraina-linclusione-riguarda-lintera-societa-cbm-italia-e-edf/#google_vignette
https://agenparl.eu/2025/07/11/disabilita-conferenza-su-ricostruzione-ucraina-linclusione-riguarda-lintera-societa-cbm-italia-e-edf/#google_vignette
https://www.facebook.com/100078838488798/posts/715196531118290/?app=fbl
https://naiu.org.ua/en/archives/news/zhodnogo-vidnovlennya-bez-inklyuziyi-lyudej-z-invalidnistyu-naiu-vzyala-uchast-v-ukraine-recovery-conference-2025

¢ We can’t build a new Ukraine by the old rules.

« The fourth Conference on the reconstruction of Ukraine is being held in Rome.

Social Media

EDF amplified its presence on social media during the conference, using the
hashtags #URC2025 and #EmpowerUkraine. Posts reached a broad audience and
promoted both the official programme and side event:

X/Twitter:
“Today at the #Ukraine Recovery Conference we will deliver a clear message: the
smart money lifts everyone. Join our side event at 16:00 (Rome time).” - 377 views.

“We will be at the Ukraine Recovery Conference with a clear message: the smart
money goes where it lifts everyone.” - 325 views.

LinkedIn:
EDF shared reflections on the event and advocacy messages, reaching key
stakeholders and donors:

A delegation of disability advocates is joining to remind donors and policymakers that
"The smart money, the right money, goes where it lifts everyone." - 44 likes.

Empower Brochure: The smart money, the right money goes where
it lifts everyone

In the lead-up to URC 2025, EDF and partners produced a dedicated Empower
Ukraine brochure “The Smart Money” outlining key recommendations to donors on
how to make Ukraine’s recovery and international support disability-inclusive.

The brochure was distributed on-site and at the Conference in printed version, along
with business cards containing a QR code linking directly to the online version.
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https://www.facebook.com/100078838488798/posts/714508361187107/?app=fbl
https://superando.it/2025/07/09/a-roma-si-tiene-la-quarta-conferenza-sulla-ricostruzione-dellucraina/
https://x.com/MyEDF/status/1942888269118599673
https://x.com/MyEDF/status/1942888269118599673
https://x.com/MyEDF/status/1942137762150482057
https://x.com/MyEDF/status/1942137762150482057
https://www.linkedin.com/posts/europeandisabilityforum_disability-inclusive-recovery-in-ukraine-activity-7347897245112975362-zsLg?utm_source=share&utm_medium=member_desktop&rcm=ACoAAADRujUB5JCPHmNh-f9l8XXUAOSeXL87Qug
https://www.linkedin.com/posts/europeandisabilityforum_disability-inclusive-recovery-in-ukraine-activity-7347897245112975362-zsLg?utm_source=share&utm_medium=member_desktop&rcm=ACoAAADRujUB5JCPHmNh-f9l8XXUAOSeXL87Qug
https://www.edf-feph.org/content/uploads/2023/09/The-smart-money-goes-where-it._compressed.pdf
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Contact us

Programme: Empower Ukraine

Implementing partners: European Disability Forum (EDF), National Assembly of
Persons with Disabilities of Ukraine (NAPD), League of the Strong

Supported by: German Federal Foreign Office (GFFO), Christian Blind Mission
(CBM)

Contacts: Phillipa Tucker, Eastern and Central Europe Coordinator, and Mariya
Yasenovska, Humanitarian Action Policy Officer

18


mailto:phillipa.tucker@edf-feph.org
mailto:Mariya.Yasenovska@edf-feph.org
mailto:Mariya.Yasenovska@edf-feph.org

