
For our free coronavirus pandemic coverage, learn more here.

The COVID-19 pandemic has laid bare the systemic deficiencies that have contributed to so many tragic
deaths in aged care homes. But the pandemic has also exposed some uncomfortable truths about the
attitudes in this country towards people with disability.

In a recent four-day hearing the disability royal commission revealed the terrible toll the pandemic has taken
on people with disability. The picture that emerged from the hearing is of a nation divided in the treatment of

its citizens in a time of emergency. Too many have been left to fend for themselves in frightening and unprecedented circumstances.

The hearing took evidence from 36 witnesses, many of whom are people with severe disability. Witnesses spoke of: the sudden loss of support
services essential to daily life; lack of access to basic necessities such as food and medications; and uncertainty about the prospects for survival in the
face of prolonged disruptions to essential care and support.

Witnesses told of other harrowing experiences: extreme stress and anxiety caused by potential exposure to the virus through contact with different
casual support staff coming in on a daily basis; a lack of Personal Protective Equipment both for the person with disability and support staff; enforced
isolation from family, friends and social networks; and the absence of clear, consistent and accessible information about the pandemic and the
changing rules in place, particularly for people with cognitive disability.
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The pandemic has increased the risk that women with disability will experience domestic violence or other forms of abuse. Unsurprisingly, the royal
commission was told that the experiences of people with disability during the pandemic have been associated with deteriorating mental health.

It is particularly striking that some witnesses expressed a fear that people with disability would be given a low priority for access to life saving
treatment or care simply because of their disability. This fear was part of a more general theme that people with disability feel devalued. Witnesses
explained that some language that is widely used makes them feel that they are regarded as a burden on the community. Dispiriting commentary on
social media conveys a message that COVID-19 is about “survival of the fittest” and that the “fittest” do not include people with disability.

The royal commission provides a forum for people with disability to recount their experiences and to express their concerns, aspirations and their
legitimate demands for implementation of the human rights recognised in the International Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities to
which Australia is a party.

One message to emerge from the COVID-19 hearing with crystal clarity is that the health, safety and wellbeing of people with disability is just as
important as that of every other Australian. People with a disability are not a burden to society.
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The royal commission is directed by its terms of reference to inquire into what should be done to promote a more inclusive society that supports the
independence of people with disability and their right to live free from violence, abuse, neglect and exploitation. A truly inclusive society would take
all necessary measure to ensure the protection and safety of people with disability in times of crisis just as those measures should be taken for every
Australian.

This means that people with disability should be included in emergency planning from the start, their voices sought out and their opinions and lived
experience incorporated into policies and practices.

The fundamental challenge facing the royal commission is to lay the foundations for a more inclusive society that values people with disability and
gives practical effect to their human rights guaranteed by international law.

This will require legislative and policy reforms instituted by governments, but it will also require changes in community attitudes towards people
with disability whose struggles to achieve autonomy, independence and freedom from discrimination have been all too easy to overlook or downplay.

Today, the commission begins its examination of the barriers to accessing a safe quality and inclusive education for people with disability and the
impacts it has across the course of their lives.

To be included in society is the entitlement of every Australian. To contribute to inclusiveness is the responsibility of every Australian.

Ronald Sackville is the chair of the Royal Commission into Violence, Abuse, Neglect and Exploitation of People with Disability.
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