
 

Mask exemptions for people with disabilities
have not been made clear – and this threatens
human rights

August 13 2020, by Abigail Pearson
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Wearing face masks on public transport and in shops is now mandatory
in England, Scotland and Northern Ireland, and on public transport in 
Wales. This poses a difficulty for some people with disabilities, who
may have problems with breathing, need to see people's lips to be able to
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https://sciencex.com/help/ai-disclaimer/
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/face-coverings-to-be-mandatory-in-shops-and-supermarkets-from-24-july
https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-COVID-19-phase-3-staying-safe-and-protecting-others/pages/face-coverings/
https://www.health-ni.gov.uk/news/statement-use-face-coverings
https://gov.wales/requirement-wear-face-covering-public-transport-wales#section-47074


 

understand what they are saying, or experience sensory issues which
make wearing a mask challenging.

The UK government guidance states that people with disabilities are
exempt from wearing face coverings, but this exemption has not been
well communicated to the public. This leaves people with disabilities 
vulnerable to harassment and, as such, is a human rights issue.

A new barrier

Throughout the pandemic, people with disabilities have faced
harassment and questioning about why they are not wearing masks.
Disability activist and author David Wilkin highlighted the experiences
people with disabilities who have been harassed on public transport and
accused of trying to infect and kill others with the virus. Others have
been told that because they are not wearing a mask they are more likely
to catch the virus and pass it on—and will use up resources better used
by other people.

The UK Government ruling on masks means that face coverings must be
worn in shops, banks, on public transport and any indoor spaces where
there will be contact with people for an extended periods of time,
excluding bars and restaurants. The rules are likely to apply to more
settings as restrictions are lifted in the future.

But there have been no national advertisements or awareness campaigns
to clarify the exemption for people with disabilities. Instead, the
exemption has been explained via online guidance from the government
or organisations for people with disabilities, or by news outlets reporting 
in response to instances of abuse.

This lack of awareness has made matters worse. Paul Feeley, who lives
with various invisible disabilities, reported being harassed multiple times

2/5

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/disabled-people-exempt-from-wearing-face-coverings-under-new-government-guidance
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/disabled-people-exempt-from-wearing-face-coverings-under-new-government-guidance
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/disabilities/
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2020/jul/24/deafblind-woman-and-sister-verbally-abused-for-lifting-mask-on-train
https://www.disabilitynewsservice.com/coronavirus-fears-over-face-covering-hate-crime-as-new-laws-go-live/
https://www.asthma.org.uk/about/media/news/face-covering-advice-for-people-with-asthma/
https://metro.co.uk/2020/07/27/shouted-not-wearing-face-mask-bus-exempt-13035084/
https://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/entry/disabled-people-invisible-illness-fear-face-mask-shaming_uk_5f0db14dc5b63b8fc10eaa45?guccounter=1&guce_referrer=aHR0cHM6Ly91ay5zZWFyY2gueWFob28uY29tLw&guce_referrer_sig=AQAAAA25eBPRnfYW_WogeE34FXRgDWni8iU2h5VmNXACouJXTr-qUAB5b1rbMYx7GL7-q7gxW_I_-g8bGbaGrqG9uOdgSsSe87X8ZCduUH7HGrtWKhTgtNM0oCwzWIHAe_IHQ27_PyE02QCNSVKWBQx2NbvTaUgB-Tl2wEeB8BBA9QBT
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/aug/01/mask-face-coverings-i-cant-wear-one-health-reasons


 

on public transport and being told that he "shouldn't be allowed out" if
he cannot wear a mask.

Human rights

This rise in harassment is dangerous for people with disabilities—not
only physically and mentally, but also in terms of their human rights. If
these attitudes are left unchallenged we could return to a time where
people with disabilities are excluded because people mistakenly believe
they are somehow dangerous.
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In 2006, after decades of work and campaigning by people with
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https://medicalxpress.com/tags/public+transport/
https://www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B005DI9G9K/ref=dp-kindle-redirect?_encoding=UTF8&btkr=1
https://sciencex.com/help/ai-disclaimer/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GWIf_NzpvYo


 

disabilities, the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons
with Disabilities (CRPD) was created.

It was the first Human Rights Convention to formally recognise the
dignity and right to participation in all aspects of life for people with
disabilities. This includes in education, work, social and cultural
activities such as sports, arts and culture and political life. Article 9
protects the right to access transport, as this is a key element to enjoying
the other rights.

The UK government signed the convention in 2009. It also ratified the
convention, meaning that it agreed to ensure that laws in the UK were
compatible with its purpose and scope. But the approach to face
coverings by the UK government is evidence of an inconsistent
approach.

Problematic developments

Harassment and attacks can be reported as disability hate crime – but
disability rights groups argue that prevention is key to making the
protection effective, as there are a number of barriers to reporting to
police.

The government has produced exemption cards, that people can show if
they are challenged about not wearing a mask. But this is problematic
because it makes people with disabilities responsible for making sure
that they are not abused or intimidated by other members of the public.
This breaches the right to live free from abuse, exploitation and violence
under Article 16 of the convention. Under this article the onus is on the
government to use public education and other means to prevent abuse.

It is also against Article 22 of the convention, which protects the right to
privacy for people with disabilities. The need to prove that they have a
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https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities-2.html
https://www.academia.edu/18181994/A_human_rights_model_of_disability
https://www.academia.edu/18181994/A_human_rights_model_of_disability
https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities/article-24-education.html
https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities/article-27-work-and-employment.html
https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities/article-30-participation-in-cultural-life-recreation-leisure-and-sport.html
https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities/article-29-participation-in-political-and-public-life.html
https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities/article-9-accessibility.html
https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities.html
https://ask.un.org/friendly.php?slug=faq/14594
http://scope.org.uk/advice-and-support/hate-crime/
https://www.report-it.org.uk/files/lsdhc_a_guide_for_setting_up_third_party_reporting_centres_final_200212.pdf
https://www.report-it.org.uk/files/lsdhc_a_guide_for_setting_up_third_party_reporting_centres_final_200212.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/903454/Exemption_from_face_covering_card_to_print.pdf
https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities/article-16-freedom-from-exploitation-violence-and-abuse.html
https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities/article-22-respect-for-privacy.html


 

disability suggests that people with disabilities might lie or exaggerate
about their disability, a dangerous step backwards in terms of respecting
disability rights. Some people with invisible disabilities are worried
about telling other people that they have a disability because of stigma in
areas such as employment.

These problems are part of a long-lasting trend that has meant that
people with disabilities often struggle to access key services such as 
public transport.

While it is important that we remain safe during this unprecedented
crisis, it is important that people with disabilities do not lose their rights
or become the scapegoats for our fear.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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