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[bookmark: _Toc233267311]Executive Summary
USAID built programs over many years that were working. Children with disabilities were going to school. Adults with disabilities had jobs. Communities were learning that disability is a rights issue, not a charity issue. Governments were building more inclusive systems.
In January 2025, the U.S. Government shut USAID down. There was no warning and no transition plan. The closure stopped these gains overnight. People with disabilities paid the highest price.
This report, by Inclusive Development Partners (IDP), documents what happened in 8 countries: Bangladesh, El Salvador, Kenya, Liberia, Malawi, Nepal, Nigeria, and Pakistan. It is also a call to rebuild.
 
Key Numbers
349,000   People with disabilities who lost access to services in the programs studied
87%   	People with disabilities in USAID programs who lost their jobs completely (compared to 72% of people without disabilities)
83%  	Respondents who said no other donor or government has stepped in to fill the gap
80%   	Respondents who now view the United States negatively because of the closure
$160M   	What the U.S. was spending each year on disability-inclusive programs before the shutdown
 
Call to Action Summary
The findings call on six groups to act: the U.S. Congress, other donors, host country governments, private foundations, corporations, and development organizations. Each has a specific role in rebuilding what was lost.
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What Was USAID?
USAID was the largest international development agency in the world. In 2023, it provided $62 billion in aid, the same as the next three largest donors combined. It worked in more than 130 countries and had about 6,200 active projects when it was shut down. Starting in January 2025, the Trump Administration began shutting USAID down. By July 2025, 86% of all its projects had been terminated.
Why Does Foreign Aid Matter?
Foreign aid is less than 1% of the U.S. federal budget. But research shows that for every $1 spent on development, it saves about $16 in defense spending. Aid helps countries become more stable and prosperous, which benefits the U.S. as well.
USAID's Commitment to Disability
USAID adopted its first disability policy in 1997, the first major donor to do so. In October 2024, just months before the shutdown, USAID released an updated policy called 'Nothing Without Us,' which required disability inclusion across all programs. Organizations were already working to put this policy into practice when the shutdown happened. At its peak in 2024, the U.S. was spending about $160 million per year on disability-inclusive programming.
Governments Were Already Leading
Local disability rights movements had been pushing for change long before USAID arrived. USAID's role was to support governments in meeting commitments they had already made. When USAID was removed, those commitments did not disappear, but the support helping governments act on them did. 
[bookmark: _Toc233267313]Methodology
This study used surveys, interviews, and group discussions to document the impact of the USAID closure on people with disabilities across 8 countries (Bangladesh, El Salvador, Kenya, Liberia, Malawi, Nepal, Nigeria, and Pakistan).
Who Was Included
1. 179 staff from 82 projects at 80 organizations (surveyed online, by phone, or in person)
2. 43 parents, caregivers, and adults with disabilities (interviews)
3. 35 government officials (interviews)
4. 13 disability organization leaders (interviews)
5. 11 implementing partner staff (interviews)
6. 35 parents, caregivers, and disability organization representatives (group discussions)

How Data Was Collected
The 8 countries were chosen because IDP had programs there. Local researchers collected data between January and March 2026. Many participants faced professional risk in speaking out, so names and locations were kept private.
Limitations
The sample covers only a small portion of all USAID programs that were terminated. Findings may not represent the full global picture. Conditions in these countries continue to change since data collection ended.
[bookmark: _Toc233267314]Findings
[bookmark: _Toc233267315]Finding 1: USAID was a global leader in disability-inclusive development, and programs were gaining momentum when they were shut down.
Programs Were Changing Lives
Before the shutdown, USAID programs were making a real difference. The 82 projects studied were serving about 349,000 people with disabilities. These programs had completed about 2.3 years of a planned 4.5-year timeline, meaning most were shut down before they could finish.
Children with disabilities were enrolling in school, in many cases for the first time. Adults were finding jobs. Families had access to therapies, medicines, and assistive devices. Disability organizations were becoming real partners in designing programs.
“Previously, my child was not able to read. Now, she can read for me when I ask her at home.”
Mother of a child with a physical disability, Malawi
“For the first time, I was able to understand my child.”
Mother of a deaf child in Malawi, after her family learned sign language through a USAID program
The Field Was Accelerating
USAID's 2024 'Nothing Without Us' policy was widely welcomed. Implementing organizations were already holding meetings to deepen disability inclusion before the policy was even officially published. Government officials described a policy environment that was finally creating real accountability for inclusion.
“How can you shut down something that is already moving forward? People lost their jobs, communities placed their hopes in an intervention that was actively underway. Funding cuts happen, but not like this.”
Government official, Pakistan
Disability Organizations Were Growing as Partners
Before the shutdown, organizations of persons with disabilities (OPDs) were becoming genuine partners, not just service providers. USAID funding allowed them to hire staff, advocate for change, and build relationships with governments. That shift was beginning but not complete when USAID closed.
 



[bookmark: _Toc233267316]Finding 2: The sudden closure caused immediate and serious harm to people with disabilities and their families.
Children Lost School Access
Children who had been attending school stopped going. Teachers who had received disability inclusion training lost follow-up support and became less confident. Educational progress reversed quickly.
“Now he just stays at home. Does not go to school regularly. Teachers also do not check on him.”
Caregiver, after USAID closure
In Nigeria, one official reported that about 75% of students in an accelerated education program dropped out and returned to the streets after the program closed.
Health Care Disappeared
Medicines went out of stock. Clinics closed. People with epilepsy ran out of medication. HIV treatment became inconsistent. One health worker estimated that children with disabilities are three times more likely to face malnutrition and death without the support they had received.
Families Were Forced to Place Children in Institutions
This is one of the most alarming findings. In several African countries, organizations reported a sudden rise in families placing children with disabilities in institutions. This was not because families stopped caring. It was because all the supports that had made home care possible disappeared at once, without warning. Research is clear that institutions cause serious harm, especially to young children. The UN has ruled that institutionalization violates the rights of people with disabilities.
Adults Lost Jobs and Independence
87% of people with disabilities in USAID programs lost their jobs completely, compared to 72% of those without disabilities. When jobs disappeared, so did health insurance, medicine access, housing stability, and economic independence.
“Because of the disability, there is no one to employ me. My life crashed.”
Adult with a disability, Kenya
Mothers Carried the Full Weight
When programs ended, the cost and responsibility fell to families, and especially to mothers. Therapies, assistive devices, and educational support that had been free were now costs families had to cover on their own. Peer support networks disappeared. Mothers became isolated. Mental health suffered. 
“When the program was there, we had hope that his life could improve. Now we are worried about what will happen to him.”
Father of a child with a disability, Malawi
[bookmark: _Toc233267317]Finding 3: The closure caused a collapse of the disability-inclusive development system that experts say could take decades to repair.
Systems Are Moving Backward
Government officials across all 8 countries described not a pause, but an active regression. In education, teachers have reverted to excluding students with disabilities. In health, supply chains have collapsed. In governance, working groups built over years have dissolved. Community awareness campaigns have stopped, and stigma is returning.
“We are not just standing still. We are moving backward.”
Government official, Malawi
Trained Specialists Are Gone
Experts in inclusive education, disability data, assistive technology, and community-based rehabilitation have left their positions. Many moved to other countries or other fields. In Malawi and Pakistan, the specialized workforce is gone with no replacements in sight.
Institutional Knowledge Was Lost
When USAID was dismantled, the administration also took down its Development Experience Clearinghouse, a database of more than 150,000 documents representing 60 years of development knowledge. That knowledge is now gone.
Disability Organizations Are Focused on Survival
Organizations that had been doing rights-based advocacy are now focused on keeping their doors open. Staff have been laid off. Activities have stopped. Some organizations that had built trust in their communities over years have had that trust destroyed because they could no longer deliver on promises.
“Instead of remembering those 35 years, they will remember the way it ended.”
OPD representative, Pakistan
 
[bookmark: _Toc233267318]Finding 4: No government, donor, or international organization has stepped in to fill the gap.
Host Governments Cannot Absorb the Work
Government officials were honest: they cannot replace what USAID provided. Most programs were shut down before transition plans could be put in place. In Malawi, between 54 and 70% of all health spending came from donors. When that collapsed, everything connected to it collapsed too. Governments lack the funding, technical staff, and systems to fill the gap in the near term.

Other Donors Have Not Stepped in at Scale
83% of respondents said little to no progress has been made by other donors or governments in filling the gap. In Central America, that number was 96%. Organizations like UNICEF and the World Bank are doing some work, but at a fraction of USAID's scale and without USAID's disability-specific focus. A major global disability summit in Berlin in April 2025 produced new commitments, but none of the 8 countries had seen those commitments turn into real programs by the time of this research. The gap reflects a long-standing reality: disability inclusion has been treated as a niche issue across the development world, not a core priority.
 
[bookmark: _Toc233267319]Finding 5: The closure has damaged U.S. credibility in ways that money alone cannot fix.
Widespread Negative Views of the U.S.
80% of survey respondents, including government officials, disability organization leaders, program staff, and U.S. citizens, said the closure gave them a very negative view of the United States. The problem was not just that programs ended. It was how they ended: no warning, no consultation, no transition, no respect. Government officials found out through social media, not through official channels. Several used the word "unethical" to describe what happened.
Trust Has Been Broken
Communities learned a clear lesson: donor commitments can disappear overnight. Disability organizations that had been seen as credible partners now face community anger because they could not deliver on promises made in good faith. This broken trust will be a barrier to any future programs.
“Most of our beneficiaries with disabilities are now doubtful of whether they will be supported through any other grant from now on.”
Project Manager, Nepal
Confusion About DEI Is Suppressing Disability Work
The administration's orders targeting DEI programs did not define what counted as DEI. As a result, disability-specific activities were swept up in the cuts, even though disability inclusion is a legal requirement under U.S. law. Organizations were told to remove sign language interpretation, accessible materials, and disability data collection from programs. Even then, programs were still cut. Organizations that still provide disability-inclusive services do so quietly, without documentation. One respondent called it a 'don't ask, don't tell environment.' This means outcomes are not being tracked and knowledge is being lost.
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Disability-Inclusive Development Works
Before examining what went wrong, it is worth saying clearly: the evidence shows the programs were working. Governments called them effective and cost-efficient. Families saw real change. Disability organizations were gaining influence. The 2024 'Nothing Without Us' policy was already shifting how the sector operated.
Disability Was Treated as an Add-On
When USAID programs ended, everything built around them ended too. This reveals a structural problem: disability inclusion has been layered into programs when resources and political will allow, and removed when they do not. Until it is treated as a baseline requirement in all development programs, it will remain vulnerable to exactly this kind of collapse.
How Programs Ended Mattered as Much as the Fact That They Ended
Much of the harm was avoidable. Programs would have ended eventually. But the total lack of warning, transition planning, or consultation made the damage far worse. Families had no time to prepare. Governments had no chance to respond. All the harm fell at once on the communities least able to absorb it.
Other Donors Are Trying But Cannot Fill the Gap
The 83% figure on gap-filling is not just a temporary vacuum. It reflects a deeper reality: USAID's disability policies were recognized as exceptional precisely because nothing equivalent exists elsewhere. Replacing USAID would require multiple donors to fundamentally change how they approach disability inclusion across all their programming.
Disability Inclusion Is a Legal Obligation
Under U.S. law and international treaty, disability inclusion is not optional. It is a legal requirement. Treating it as DEI and eliminating it caused measurable harm to some of the world's most vulnerable people and put the U.S. in violation of its own legal commitments.
What Was Lost Goes Beyond Services
What communities lost was not just services. It was hope. Parents who had begun to believe their children could learn, work, and participate in life now describe that belief as something that was taken from them. Restored funding alone will not bring it back. Rebuilding requires placing the people who bore the greatest cost at the center of what comes next.
[bookmark: _Toc233267321]Call to Action
For the U.S. Congress
· Clarify in law that disability inclusion is not DEI and is legally protected
· Require the Department of State to adopt the 2024 'Nothing Without Us' Disability Policy
· Restore dedicated disability funding through appropriations
· Prohibit U.S. funds from supporting institutions for people with disabilities
· Restore technical expert positions eliminated in the reduction in force
· Hold oversight hearings on the impact of the USAID closure on people with disabilities

For Donors and Bilateral Agencies
· Adopt the 'Nothing Without Us' Policy, or an equivalent standard, across all programming
· Require disability-disaggregated data in all funded programs
· Engage disability organizations as genuine partners in program design, not just delivery
· Fund disability inclusion at scale, not as isolated pilots
· Commit to transition planning so communities are protected when programs end
· Prohibit funding for institutions for people with disabilities

For Host Country Governments
· Make disability inclusion a formal requirement for all development partners operating in the country
· Use existing CRPD obligations and national disability law as the foundation
· Embed disability inclusion in national budgets and sector plans
· Build government-led coordination mechanisms that do not depend on external funding

For Private Foundations
· Fund disability inclusion as a core priority, not a supplementary grant
· Support disability organizations directly, not only through large implementing groups
· Fund independent research so the evidence base is built systematically
· Invest in disability organization capacity as a standalone priority

For Corporations
· Create employment pathways for people with disabilities within operations and supply chains
· Require accessible practices from suppliers
· Partner with disability organizations to design investments with, not for, people with disabilities

For Organizations Working in International Development
· Build disability inclusion into every program from the start, with or without a donor requirement
· Engage disability organizations as paid partners from the earliest design stage
· Collect and report disability data as standard practice
· Treat accessibility as a core budget line from day one
· Ensure exit and transition planning accounts specifically for people with disabilities

[bookmark: _Toc233267322]Conclusion
This report documents real harm to real people. Children who had started school for the first time. Adults who had found work in systems that had always excluded them. Mothers who had finally found community and support. All of that was taken away without warning, without planning, and without any thought for what would come next.
At the same time, this report is proof of what is possible. The programs described here changed lives in measurable ways across 8 countries. When people with disabilities are treated as central to development, not as an afterthought, it works.
What comes next depends on whether that knowledge is acted on, and whether the people who paid the highest price are placed at the center of rebuilding.
“We are not just standing still. We are moving backward.”
Government official, Malawi
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