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INTRODUCTION 

Workers with disabilities exist across the railway sector in every country globally. Every 

day, they go to work and support the running of vital public and commercial services 

which help to move the world. Yet with an overwhelming lack of visibility, the contribution 

of these workers – and the additional barriers they face compared to non-disabled 

colleagues – too often go unrecognised. This is fundamentally a matter of social justice 

and a core concern for the labour movement. 

At the last Railway Section Conference, held in March 2023 in Johannesburg, ITF-

affiliated unions adopted a landmark resolution on the rights of disabled railway 

workers.1 This is the first time that any ITF section, region or department has explicitly 

recognised the issue of disability and the need for the labour movement to prioritise 

achieving equality for disabled workers. 

Some railway unions are already doing stellar work with their disabled members and 

have taken steps towards winning equality in their own countries. Following 

Johannesburg, the ITF has organised these unions together in a Railway Affiliate 

Network on Disability, linked to the Railway Section Steering Committee and Global 

Taskforce, to share their experiences, oversee the implementation of the Conference 

resolution and act as a sounding board for globalising such initiatives. 

Under the mandate of the resolution, the ITF has created this Railway Workers Disability 

Charter to outline the key principles we want to see in the railway sector worldwide. We 

would like to thank everyone who has shared their ideas – both disabled people and 

non-disabled allies – and we look forward to working with railway unions and passenger 

groups to realise these principles in different local and national environments. 

The 46th ITF Congress, to be held in Marrakesh in October 2024, is set to adopt 

‘equality’ as one of six global themes guiding our work in the next period. We also hope 

that positive railway initiatives can provide inspiration for other transport unions in 

achieving equality for disabled workers in their own sectors. 

    

 
1 See annex I 
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FUNDAMENTAL LABOUR 
RIGHTS FOR DISABLED 
WORKERS 

All disabled workers, whether or not in the railway sector, hold certain fundamental rights 
recognised in international law. Some of these are conferred to ensure that disabled 
people have access to rights that are inherent and universal, with some attached in 
particular to the relationship between disability and work. 

The principles in this section of the Charter outline these rights, as well as 
considerations which we see as key to those rights being realised in practice. The 
following section then focuses on how these rights may be fulfilled for disabled workers 
in the railway sector specifically. 

 

1. We must all take an inclusive view of disability, 
encompassing physical, mental and 
neurodiverse conditions 

The single word ‘disability’ covers a wider range of conditions, some of which people are 
born with and others which people develop during their lives, suddenly or over time, 
through the onset of an illness, health condition or an accident. Disabilities can be 
temporary or permanent, visible or invisible, and they can manifest in people’s behaviour 
or remain fully internal. All of these conditions should be considered equitably when we 
think about disability. 

In particular, we should take account of three broad categories of disabilities: 

• Physical conditions, such as those which affect movement; 

• Mental conditions, such as forms of long-term poor mental health; and 

• Neurodiverse conditions, such as autism and dyslexia. 

Crucially, disability in the world of work is not just a matter of occupational safety and 
health (OSH), although this is important. Employers and unions are familiar with 
managing cases of workplace accidents and occupational disease, but a disability 
incurred outside the workplace also has major implications for equality in the workplace. 
Disability relates to the full experience of disabled workers and their non-disabled peers, 
covering a wide range of labour issues such as pay, violence and harassment, 
discrimination and technological change. 
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2. Disabled workers hold the same fundamental 
labour rights as all other workers 

At their root, fundamental labour rights apply equally to workers regardless of disability. 
These are expressed in the 11 core conventions of the UN International Labour 
Organisation, which contain provisions on trade union rights, slavery, child labour, equal 
pay, discrimination and OSH. 

This ultimate equality is further elaborated in article 27 of the UN Convention on the 
Rights of Persons with Disabilities, covering work and employment. In particular, article 
27(1)(c) requires states to “ensure that persons with disabilities are able to exercise their 
labour and trade union rights on an equal basis with others”. 

 

3. The social model of disability should be our 
guide 

Different models exist as ways of understanding how disabilities and disabled people 
participate in our societies. The charitable model of disability sees disabled people as 
passive objects of compassion who should be helped by the non-disabled majority. 
Meanwhile, the medical model sees disabled people as passive objects of science, who 
should have their conditions alleviated by clinical interventions. 

We reject both of these views of disability. Instead, alongside disability liberation activists 
worldwide, we are guided by the social model of disability. The social model sees the 
marginalisation of disabled people as a failure of society to value all its members 
equally, not as the result of the inherent diversity of biological and medical conditions 
among humans. It also focuses on the power that disabled people and their non-
disabled allies hold to change society for the better. 

A version of the social model is expressed in article 4 of ILO Convention 159 on 
Vocational Rehabilitation and Employment (Disabled Persons), which commits states to 
ensuring “equal opportunity between disabled workers and workers generally”. 

 

4. Disabled workers must enjoy self-determination 
at all times 

Following from principle 3, disabled workers must be the ones leading and shaping 
changes in their workplaces and wider lives. Solidarity from non-disabled allies is vitally 
important, but they can only lend their support to priorities democratically determined by 
disabled workers themselves. This applies to internal union governance structures as 
much to external representation in forums with employers and governments. 

This imperative is also recognised in article 3(a) of the UN Convention, which highlights 
the importance of disability initiatives observing “respect for inherent dignity, individual 
autonomy[,] including the freedom to make one's own choices, and independence of 
persons”. 

 

5. Disabled workers must receive occupation-
specific adjustments in their jobs 

https://www.ilo.org/global/standards/introduction-to-international-labour-standards/conventions-and-recommendations/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/convention-rights-persons-disabilities
https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/convention-rights-persons-disabilities
https://ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_INSTRUMENT_ID:312304
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In accordance with the social model of disability, we must recognise the many barriers 
erected and maintained by society which prevent disabled workers from engaging in the 
world of work on the same terms as their non-disabled peers. Achieving equality means 
making adjustments in the workplace to reduce and remove these barriers. 

The nature of adjustments required will vary considerably between occupations even 
within the same sector, and in relation to physical, mental and neurodiverse conditions. 
Nevertheless, all adjustments should result from collective bargaining between unions 
and employers to ensure the democratic input of disabled workers. In particular, the 
introduction of any new technologies should promote rather than hinder the equal 
participation of disabled workers. 

 

6. We must recognise the multiple and intersecting 
forms of discrimination affecting disabled 
workers 

Disability does not exist in a vacuum. Many disabled workers face additional barriers due 
to their gender, sexuality, race, ethnicity, religion and other factors, all of which intersect 
with their disability in culturally specific ways. Any efforts to win equality for disabled 
workers will ultimately fall short unless we take account of these multiple and 
intersecting forms of discrimination. 

Among the ILO core conventions, Convention 111 on Discrimination (Employment and 
Occupation) takes a broad view of discrimination and commits states to ensuring 
“equality of opportunity and treatment in respect of employment and occupation, with a 
view to eliminating any discrimination in respect thereof”. 

Furthermore, Convention 190 on Violence and Harassment enshrines “the right of 
everyone to a world of work free from violence and harassment” and requires states’ 
equality laws and policies to protect vulnerable groups that are disproportionately 
affected by violence and harassment in the world of work. Under the supporting ILO 
Recommendation 206 and the UN Convention, this includes disabled workers. In the 
same Recommendation, transport workers are already listed as being particularly 
exposed to violence and harassment.  

  

https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_ILO_CODE:C111
https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_ILO_CODE:C190
https://ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_INSTRUMENT_ID:4000085
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RIGHTS FOR DISABLED 
RAILWAY WORKERS 

Beyond those rights held by all disabled workers, there are particular considerations for 
those in occupations across the railway sector. Specific measures are required to 
overcome the barriers to disabled railway workers participating fully and equally in their 
workplaces. 

 

7. Disabled railway workers must receive 
adjustments specific to their occupations 

Following from principle 5, all disabled railway workers must receive occupation-specific 
adjustments to their working environments so that they can contribute their labour 
effectively. These adjustments will vary considerably between different contexts, but 
should apply without prejudice to physical, mental and neurodiverse conditions. The full 
taxonomy of railway occupations in the ILO International Standard Classification of 
Occupations should be used to ensure that the needs of all disabled workers are met.2 

The railway sector rightly maintains very high safety standards for the benefit 
passengers, workers and wider communities. Adjustments for disabled workers are not 
intended to compromise these standards, but rather ensure that all workers can access 
work opportunities in the railway sector on an equal basis. 

The set of adjustments available should be determined via collective bargaining between 
railway employers and unions, informed by the democratic input of disabled railway 
workers. In particular, the introduction of any new technologies should promote rather 
than hinder the equal participation of disabled workers in the railway sector. 

 

8. Railway employers should make the 
recruitment, retention and promotion of 
disabled workers a priority 

Measures to achieve equality will fall short if they only address disabled workers already 
in the railway sector. Many more disabled people may never take a job in the sector, or 
may have left previous employment, due to the enduring barriers to their full and equal 
participation. 

As with other marginalised groups, railway employers should make the recruitment, 
retention and promotion of disabled workers a priority to redress the traditional lack of 
representation in the workforce. Such efforts should target both occupations in which 
disabled workers are especially underrepresented and those in which particular 
disabilities may confer additional advantages for workers and employers alike. 

 
2 See annex II 



 

7   
 

Furthermore, employers should ensure that their workplaces are safe spaces for existing 
workers with less-visible disabilities to ‘come out’ as disabled. 

 

9. We must focus on how violence and 
harassment and sanitation conditions affect 
disabled workers 

Following from principle 6, we must be attentive to how multiple and intersecting forms of 
discrimination affect disabled workers in the railway sector. In particular, disabled railway 
workers are more exposed than their peers to violence and harassment from colleagues, 
managers and passengers. Efforts to implement ILO Convention 190 in the railway 
sector must pay special attention to this injustice, with a particular emphasis on safety 
during the commute to and from work. 

Additionally, the lack of appropriate sanitation facilities for all transport workers is an 
especially acute issue for disabled workers. Sanitation constraints can stem from, 
aggravate or even cause some kinds of disability. In accordance with the ITF Sanitation 
Charter, the sanitation rights of disabled workers must be realised in the provision of 
appropriate facilities by all railway employers. 

 

10. Railway unions should promote the 
leadership of disabled workers 

All struggles for equality within the ITF family must be based on the axiom of ‘nothing 
about us, without us’. Disabled railway workers must be at the forefront of all efforts to 
win equality in the sector, which means that unions should identify existing and potential 
disabled members and encourage them to become visible in safe and supportive 
environments. As the 2023 ITF Young Transport Workers Conference noted in its 
statement, “the leadership of our unions and our movement must come to genuinely 
reflect our sectors and the world in which we live”. 

Railway unions around the world should prioritise activities in support of these principles, 
including educating, campaigning and bargaining on disability rights in the sector and 
wider society. 

 

11. Disabled workers need a safe and 
sustainable railway sector 

Disabled workers will only realise their full rights within a railway sector which is safe and 
sustainable for all. In particular, this means that our railways should be held in public 
ownership under democratic control, run in a safe and socially just way for workers and 
passengers alike, and equipped to play a leading role in climate action. Equality for 
disabled workers is a key component of the overall ITF vision for the future of the railway 
sector worldwide. 

 

  

https://sanitation.itfglobal.org/
https://sanitation.itfglobal.org/
https://www.itfglobal.org/en/resources/fighting-just-future-global-vision-young-transport-workers
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BUILDING DISABILITY 
EQUALITY IN THE RAILWAY 
SECTOR AND BEYOND 

As with other matters of social justice, unions have a vitally important role to play in 
building disability equality for passengers and in wider society. The labour movement 
has always been an incubator for broader progressive change, and railway unions now 
have an opportunity to change the world around them for disabled people everywhere. 

 

12. Disabled railway workers and passengers 
should build alliances for a better sector 

The status of disabled railway workers is closely related to the rights to accessibility and 
personal mobility expressed in articles 9 and 20 of the UN Convention. Under the 
Convention, all disabled people must be ensured access, on an equal basis with others, 
to the physical environment, facilities and services; in short, access to their 
independence, full participation in society and the fulfilment of all their human rights. 
Access to transport is essential to this end, and the Convention explicitly recognises that 
all disabled people must possess the ability to travel “at the time of their choice and at 
affordable cost”. These rights are seldom realised in practice, either for workers or 
passengers with disabilities. 

Alliances between disabled railway workers and their unions and disabled passenger 
groups have great potential to realise both these rights and all others of which disabled 
people are currently deprived. In particular, workers and passengers together can 
influence governments (including sectoral and equalities regulators) to improve the 
treatment of disabled people within their jurisdictions. 
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ANNEX I: RESOLUTION 
FROM 2023 ITF RAILWAY 
SECTION CONFERENCE 

Disability equality in the railway sector worldwide 

The Rail Transport Conference of the ITF, meeting in South Africa 
from 17-18 March 2023: 

1. Recognising that: 

• Throughout the world, people with disabilities are participating in and contributing to 
the world of work at all levels.  

• The majority of physical and mental health conditions – as well as many learning, 
behavioural and developmental disabilities – are not visible or immediately obvious 
to others. Speech and language difficulties, reduced sight, autism and depression 
are just a few examples of hidden disabilities. 

• Every worker has the fundamental right to equal treatment regardless of their 
(dis)ability, yet workers with disabilities (whether visible or hidden), in all sectors 
around the world, regularly encounter barriers at work. Barriers can be physical, 
attitudinal, communicational and social. 

• Unions are in a unique position to negotiate improvements and overcome barriers 
for disabled workers, including: physical barriers, such as buildings not having 
access ramps or accessible toilets; overcoming assumptions that workers with 
disabilities cannot do certain job or perform certain roles; improving communication 
methods, such as making sure that documents are available in large print or in 
braille; and advocating for a social rather than a medical model of disability to be 
adopted. 

• The medical model in most countries sees disability as something that needs to be 
cured or prevented. It puts the ‘problem’ with the individual, leading to stigma, 
prejudice, and discrimination. Whereas the social model says that people are 
disabled by barriers in society, not by their impairment or difference.  The social 
model of disability is now the internationally recognised way to view disability. 

2. Calls on the ITF to: 

• Work to improve disability equality in railway workplaces globally, including 
removing barriers to the recruitment, retention and promotion of disabled workers.  
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• Support the self-determination and leadership of disabled workers in decisions that 
affect them, both through the democratic structures of the ITF and its affiliated 
unions and in railway workplaces worldwide. 

• Conduct research into the conditions and experience of disabled workers in the 
railway sector (including those with non-visible or ‘hidden’ impairments) with the aim 
of achieving a comprehensive understanding of their workplace issues and the 
forms of inequality to which they are subject. 

• Promote the social model of disability through the ITF SSR campaign and support 
affiliates in advocating for employers to adopt a social model by collecting and 
sharing best practice. 

• Call on multinational railway operators, in which ITF affiliates are organising, to 
conduct robust equality and diversity assessments, which include disability, this 
should be in partnership with trade unions and undertaken in all countries of 
operation and throughout their rail, public transport systems and supply chains. 

Submitted by: 

• Australian Rail, Tram and Bus Industry Union (RTBU), Australia  

• Associated Society of Locomotive Engineers and Firemen (ASLEF), Great Britain 
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ANNEX II: CLASSIFICATION 
OF RAILWAY OCCUPATIONS 
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