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Introduction
The National Disability Collaborative Justice Coalition is a group of Executive Directors with disabilities1 
who have come together to advocate for equitable justice for people with disabilities everywhere.  

According to the U.S. Department of Justice (DOJ), disabled people are almost four times more 
likely than nondisabled people to be victimized by a violent crime. The disproportionate crime 
rates against people with disabilities, including psychosocial disabilities, includes all levels and 
severities of crime: 

Type of Crime Percentage of People 
without Disabilities Who 
Have Been Victims

Percentage of People with 
Disabilities Who Have Been 
Victims

Violent Crime 12.3% 46.2%

Rape/Sexual Assault 0.9% 4.1%

Robbery 1.1% 5.6%

Aggravated assault 2.0% 8.2%

Simple assault 8.3% 28.3%

(Harrell, 2021)

The increased victimization experienced by disabled people has remained consistently high for 
decades. This inequity prompts us to examine the intersection between disability, criminal jus-
tice and victim services through the lens of disability justice. 

Disability Justice
The roots of Disability Justice are deep, they have to be, and our history is one of erasure (Sins 
Invalid, 2020).

Society has made the concept of disability one to be tolerated and pitied. This diminishes and-
minimizes people with disabilities, enabling inequitable justice. 

1  This paper uses “person-first” (i.e., “person with disabilities”) and “identity-first” (i.e., “disabled per-
son”) terminology interchangeably because both are favored by different parts of the disability com-
munity. “Person-first“ language attempts to focus on the person rather than their disability. “Identi-
ty-first” language acknowledges that some people feel disability is a central part of their identity. We 
use both “person-first” and “identity first” to be inclusive of the disability community as a whole.



Why the National Disability Collaborative Justice Coalition? 2

Disability Justice is a Framework

Disability justice provides a framework to examine how this image of disability, and other identi-
ties, such as race, class, gender, sexuality, citizenship, incarceration and size, lead to ableism and 
oppression (Berne, 2015). The framework was developed in 2005 by the Disability Justice Collec-
tive (DJC), a group of Black, brown, queer and trans leaders that included Audre Lorde, LeRoy 
Moore, Sebastian Margaret, Eli Claire, Patty Berne, Stacey Milbern, and Mia Mingus. Disability 
justice acknowledges the connection and entanglement between ableism and racism, Christian 
supremacy, sexism, queerphobia and transphobia possible. 

The DJC and broader disability justice movement were inspired by Audre Lorde’s 1988 essay “A 
Burst of Light: Living with Cancer.” Lorde examined the intersection between illness, disability, 
social stratification, and racial justice, and surgically dissected differences in power and control 
structures in our shared history (Lorde, 1988). She taught us that disability cannot be viewed in 
the abstract or solely in terms of white, male, or straight.  

The National Disability Collaborative Justice Coalition exists in a space that can accommodate who-
ever wants a seat at the table. It is through our differences that we are able to see unique per-
spectives, solutions, and innovations. The one uniting issue that we all can agree on is working in 
solidarity to tackle the rate of victimization against our community. 

Representation is an Action with a Purpose 
People with disabilities have a shared history. We come from a people who have been tokenized, 
demonized, institutionalized, marginalized, politicized, dehumanized, objectified and ostracized. 
For example, many of the graves of people with disabilities who were institutionalized around the 
world are unmarked and unknown (Antlfinger, 2015). These markers do not include any identify-
ing information, disability type, race, ethnicity, religion, class, sex or gender identity. Most of these 
markers only contain a number. Oftentimes, the number listed on the markers cannot be connect-
ed to an admission record, are forgotten or perhaps were never known (Johnson, 2013).

Ours is a history of abuse, neglect and crimes that were never investigated, acknowledged, 
reported or believed by an apathetic criminal justice system and a victim’s service structure that 
was void of disability representation. Our people are being beaten, sexually assaulted, violated, 
medically neglected, abused, exploited, and killed at an epidemic level. One person cannot solve 
the complexities and scope of this ingrained history of violence against our community.

The disability community has centuries of experience thinking outside the box, solely because 
the box was never built to include us. To find a place inside the box required adaptation, innova-
tion, sacrifice, creativity, perseverance, time and innate strength. Being agents of change is our 
birthright. Our community was never given space, but we never gave up.  We fought, protest-
ed and died. We claimed our space in transportation, education, employment, and community 
integration.  Now we are claiming it in the victim service and criminal justice systems. We are not 
satisfied with having a mere representation at the existing table. It is our table and our leader-
ship should come from within our community, not from outside.

Representation and Program Access Issues

A lack of authentic disability representation in the criminal justice and victim services arena 
results in disabled people being left out of the criminal justice and victim services conversation. 
People are denied the accommodations they need to be able to report, be interviewed, and 
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testify when they find themselves victims of crime. Resources are not provided in “plain lan-
guage.” Physical spaces are not accessible. Interpreters and other necessary human supports 
are not made available. Forensic interviews are not conducted by people trained to understand 
the needs of disabled victims – or sometimes at all.  Access problems can also include negative 
attitudes towards people with disabilities (Accessibility.com, 2021). These forms of inaccessibility 
contribute to inequitable justice for people with disabilities. We can do better. Authentic repre-
sentation by people with disabilities in the governance of this system will provide unequaled in-
sight and help develop true equity and access. It can shift societal and cultural values and norms 
as well (Brevia, 2021).

Illusion of Vulnerability

The high rate of victimization perpetrated against the disability community lies not in an innate 
vulnerability, but in a social structure that was never created in our image or to address our 
needs. Disabled people are not born vulnerable, society deems us vulnerable and validates that 
image through a lack of equitable justice.

Conclusion and Recommendations 
To begin to address both the disproportionate victimization rates among people with disabilities 
and inequity and inaccessibility in victim services programs in this country, the National Disability 
Collaborative Justice Coalition proposes to:

• Work in partnership with diverse advocacy groups to prioritize addressing the heightened 
victimization rates of people with disabilities

• Shift victim services and criminal justice systems generally so that they are increasingly led 
by and for the disability community  

• Increase funding for criminal justice and victim services programs that are led by and for 
the disability community

• Work with prosecutors and legal allies to create positive precedents and models relating 
to the prosecution of crimes committed against people with disabilities

• Reorganize criminal justice and victim services work to ensure that disabled people have 
equal space, responsibility, power and accountability

• Reform policies to ensure they do a better job of supporting crime victims with disabilities

• Align funding to recognize the disproportionately higher victimization rates of people with 
disabilities 

• Cross-disability funding should be created at the highest levels of government to include 
all victimization types and all types of disabilities

• Help initiate innovative pilot programs to address inequitable justice for disabled people

• Urge the creation of an accreditation body to ensure accommodations for people with 
disabilities are provided with integrity; and

• Educate allied legal and support organizations and agencies on the nuances of disability 
justice. 
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