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[bookmark: _Toc193891222]Executive Summary
[bookmark: _Toc193891223]Introduction
[bookmark: _Hlk193892670]Climate change is an escalating global crisis that disproportionately impacts vulnerable populations, including persons with disabilities. This report, commissioned by the Department of Women, Youth and Persons with Disabilities (DWYPD), presents the findings of a research study focused on understanding the specific impacts of climate change on persons with disabilities in South Africa. It also assesses the extent to which existing national and local adaptation strategies, policies, and disaster risk management (DRM) frameworks include and respond to the unique needs of this population.
[bookmark: _Toc193891224]Background and Methodology 
The study was driven by the need to inform more inclusive policy and programmatic responses in the context of South Africa's growing exposure to climate-related hazards such as floods, droughts, and heatwaves. The research draws from a mixed-methods approach that integrated secondary data analysis with rich qualitative and quantitative primary data collected from persons with disabilities, government officials, civil society organisations (CSOs), and disaster risk management structures across four provinces: Gauteng, Limpopo, KwaZulu-Natal, and the Western Cape. Data collection included 80 in-depth interviews with persons with disabilities, interviews with 14 CSOs, a national online survey targeting persons with disabilities (with over 120 responses), and key informant interviews with officials from the Department of Forestry, Fisheries and the Environment (DFFE), Provincial Disaster Management Centres (PDMCs), and social workers.
[bookmark: _Toc193891225]Findings 
The fieldwork illuminated the disproportionate vulnerabilities persons with disabilities face under changing climate conditions. These include physical, social, economic, and institutional barriers that limit their ability to prepare for, respond to, and recover from climate-related emergencies. At the same time, the research uncovered a spectrum of innovative coping mechanisms, community-driven support systems, and emerging practices that highlight the resilience and agency of persons with disabilities and their communities. The findings are structured thematically to provide a coherent understanding of cross-cutting challenges and opportunities for inclusive climate action.
A central theme in the report is the variable levels of awareness and understanding of climate change among persons with disabilities. While quantitative survey data revealed that a significant portion of respondents were not deeply familiar with the term "climate change," in-depth interviews demonstrated that many persons with disabilities could relate to the tangible effects of climate change when examples were contextualised. This disconnect between technical terminology and lived experience points to the urgent need for accessible and locally grounded climate communication strategies. It also reveals the potential for awareness-building initiatives that make use of everyday language and lived realities to bridge the gap between knowledge and action. Moreover, the findings suggest that awareness campaigns must be accompanied by broader educational and community engagement efforts to be effective.
Access to information and early warning systems emerged as another critical theme. The study found that mainstream communication methods for climate alerts and disaster warnings often exclude persons with disabilities due to a lack of accessible formats. Deaf participants noted the absence of sign language in broadcasts; blind respondents cited issues with inaccessible text formats; and those with intellectual disabilities highlighted the use of overly technical language. These barriers significantly increase the risk persons with disabilities face during climate emergencies and revealed the need for inclusive communication infrastructure. The absence of inclusive systems also raises ethical and human rights concerns, particularly where the right to safety and information is compromised. Respondents called for the adoption of multi-modal early warning systems, improved training for emergency responders, and investment in inclusive communication platforms.
Socio-economic exclusion further exacerbates the vulnerability of persons with disabilities to climate change. Many participants shared experiences of poverty, food insecurity, health challenges, and unemployment, all of which are intensified by climate-induced disruptions. Limited access to assistive devices, health services, and disability-friendly infrastructure leaves persons with disabilities with fewer resources to adapt. Climate change thus acts as a threat multiplier, deepening pre-existing inequalities and undermining resilience. In rural areas, long distances to clinics and resource centres compound the problem. Urban respondents similarly highlighted overcrowded, unsafe living conditions and lack of access to basic services as barriers to resilience. These structural inequities necessitate targeted support strategies, such as subsidised assistive technology, inclusive social protection schemes, and accessible healthcare in disaster-prone areas.
Another major finding relates to the exclusion of persons with disabilities from climate and disaster risk decision-making processes. Despite South Africa's progressive legislative framework—including the Constitution, the White Paper on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, and the Disaster Management Act— persons with disabilities are seldom included in consultations or planning forums. Government officials acknowledged this gap and cited capacity, resource constraints, and lack of technical guidance as contributing factors. Civil society organisations, particularly Disabled Persons' Organisations (DPOs), also pointed to limited access to platforms and a lack of climate-related knowledge within the disability sector itself. This dual exclusion—from both government and CSO processes—has resulted in a policy-to-practice gap where disability inclusion is often more rhetorical than real. To address this, the report recommends the creation of inclusive multi-stakeholder platforms and dedicated capacity-building initiatives for both government and DPO representatives.
However, the study also revealed encouraging practices and models for inclusive resilience. Community-based initiatives, such as informal evacuation plans developed by local DPOs, peer support networks during heatwaves, and efforts by CSOs to deliver assistive supplies during floods, provide important lessons. These grassroots responses are grounded in local knowledge and social solidarity, which can serve as strong foundations for community-based adaptation (CBA) models. The benchmarking component of the research further illustrated global good practices from countries like Japan and the Philippines, where disability-inclusive planning has led to meaningful improvements in emergency response, communication systems, and accessibility of public infrastructure. These examples offer South Africa a blueprint for strengthening its disability-inclusive climate governance. They also highlight the value of transnational learning and South-South cooperation in scaling inclusive adaptation strategies.
Institutional readiness and coordination remain key areas of concern. Interviews with government officials revealed a willingness to act but also highlighted challenges such as limited disability-disaggregated data, insufficient training of DRM personnel, and poor inter-departmental coordination. While frameworks exist to support inclusive action, their implementation is inconsistent and under-resourced. Some promising initiatives, such as accessible evacuation drills or inclusive emergency protocols, remain isolated rather than scaled. 
[bookmark: _Toc193891226]Recommendations and Conclusion 
The report recommends investing in cross-sectoral capacity building, mainstreaming disability indicators in climate and DRM planning, and strengthening the involvement of DWYPD in national climate processes. It also emphasises the need for integrated funding streams that ensure disability inclusion is not treated as an afterthought but embedded in programme design.
In conclusion, the research reveals the urgent need for inclusive climate adaptation and disaster risk reduction strategies that are informed by the lived experiences of persons with disabilities. This requires not only policy reform and technical solutions but also a shift in how persons with disabilities are engaged—as active agents of change rather than passive recipients of support. Inclusion must be deliberate, continuous, and embedded in every stage of the disaster management cycle. 
The findings presented in this report contribute to a growing evidence base that calls for equity, accountability, and the realisation of rights in the era of climate change. Strategic and targeted interventions, grounded in human rights and inclusive development principles, can enable South Africa to move toward a more just, resilient, and disability-inclusive climate future. Furthermore, the report advocates for an adaptive learning approach that allows policies and practices to evolve alongside emerging challenges and opportunities—ensuring that no one is left behind as South Africa navigates an increasingly uncertain climate future.




[bookmark: _Toc193430598][bookmark: _Toc193891227]1. Introduction
[bookmark: _Toc193891228]1.1 Overview of Climate Change Impacts
Anthropogenic climate change has been acknowledged by the Paris Agreement within the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) to be “an urgent and potentially irreversible threat to human societies”[footnoteRef:1]. South Africa is particularly vulnerable to the impacts of climate change, with warming in the interior of Southern Africa occurring at approximately twice the global average rate (Igamba, 2023). This heightened vulnerability highlights the urgency of understanding and addressing the specific challenges posed by climate change, particularly for marginalised and vulnerable groups such as persons with disabilities. The region is already experiencing the consequences of climate change, including a marked increase in extreme weather events such as heat waves, high fire-danger days, and oppressive temperatures that significantly affect human comfort and health. Projections indicate that without successful mitigation efforts, these drastic climatic changes will continue to intensify, posing severe risks to South Africa’s population and its ecosystems. The World Meteorological Organisations State of the Global Climate Report (2024) notes that in every month between June 2023 and December 2024, monthly average global temperatures exceeded all monthly records prior to 2023. When this is linked to the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), the impact of climate change can be seen in multiple areas, including those that affect vulnerable populations most severely:  [1:  Paris Agreement to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, T.I.A.S. No. 16–1104.] 

[image: ]
[bookmark: _Toc193891441]Figure 1: Associated risks of increased global mean surface temperature and the SDGs
South Africa’s vulnerability is compounded by its environmental and socio-economic context. Over 80% of the country’s land is classified as semi-arid to arid, with only 18% falling into sub-humid categories. This results in extreme water stress, which, combined with the country’s ranking of 96 out of 182 nations on the climate change vulnerability index, highlights the immense pressure on its natural and social systems[footnoteRef:2]. Vulnerability, as defined by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), is “the degree to which a natural or social system is susceptible to, or unable to cope with, adverse effects of climate change, including climate variability and extremes.” This definition clarifies the precarious position of South Africa’s ecosystems and communities. [2:  https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC9310695/] 

Adding to the urgency, South Africa has faced over 100 natural disasters between 1900 and 2017, affecting 21 million people, causing 2,200 fatalities, and resulting in estimated economic losses of $4.5 billion USD[footnoteRef:3]. More recently, the catastrophic floods in KwaZulu-Natal Province in April 2022 caused over 400 fatalities, displaced more than 40,000 people, and destroyed over 12,000 homes (Igamba, 2023). These events reveal the devastating impacts that climate change can have on South Africa’s vulnerable populations. The risks posed by climate change are exacerbated by the country's socio-economic challenges, including structural inequality, poverty, ecological dependency, and limited adaptive capacity[footnoteRef:4]. These factors leave many communities, particularly those with fewer resources, on the brink of extreme poverty after a single severe weather event. For persons with disabilities, the impacts of climate change are even more acute. Disabilities often intersect with other socio-economic disadvantages, creating compounded vulnerabilities. Limited access to resources, infrastructure, and adaptive mechanisms makes it significantly more strenuous and arduous for this group to cope with the increasing frequency and intensity of climate-induced disasters. UNCHR (2021) have noted that only between 5 -15% of the people who require assistive devices and technologies in several low- and middle-income countries have access to them.[footnoteRef:5] [3:  World Bank. Climate Change Knowledge Portal at https://climateknowledgeportal.worldbank.org/country/south-africa/vulnerability ]  [4:  Disability, Displacement and Climate Change | UNHCR]  [5:  Disability, Displacement and Climate Change | UNHCR] 

[bookmark: _Toc193891229]1.2 Problem Statement – the Impact of Climate Change on Persons with disabilities
As the 2030 deadline for achieving the SDGs approaches, the Disability and Development Report (2024) paints a concerning picture of progress for persons with disabilities. Despite global commitments, persons with disabilities remain among the groups furthest behind. The report reveals that progress on 30% of disability-related SDG targets is insufficient, and 14% of targets - particularly those concerning access to financial resources, healthcare, water, information and communication technology (ICT), and resilience during disasters - have stalled or regressed. Only five indicators are on track to meet 2030 targets, including progress in areas such as disaster early warnings in accessible formats and equal access to education through improved laws[footnoteRef:6]. [6:  Final-UN-DDR-2024-Executive Summary.pdf] 

These systemic gaps are further exacerbated by the impacts of climate change. Climate-induced crises - such as floods, droughts, and heatwaves - disproportionately affect persons with disabilities, who often face structural barriers to accessing resources and participating in disaster risk reduction (DRR). Despite some progress, gaps in resilience-building remain significant, leaving persons with disabilities particularly vulnerable during disasters. The mortality rate for persons with disabilities during natural disasters can be up to four times higher than for those without disabilities, highlighting the intersection between disability and climate vulnerability. Wide disparities persist between persons with and without disabilities across critical areas like food security, health, access to energy, and ICT, with gaps exceeding 10 percentage points. For multidimensional poverty and employment, the gaps rise to over 20 percentage points. These inequalities are magnified for women with disabilities, indigenous persons with disabilities, those with intellectual or psychosocial disabilities, and those living in rural areas, where access to adaptive resources and infrastructure is even more limited. Climate change amplifies these disparities, as its impacts disproportionately affect rural and under-resourced regions where many persons with disabilities reside. Extant literature directs that although there has been a gradual increase in the involvement of persons with disabilities in decision-making processes, their participation remains low, particularly in climate policy and DRR planning. This exclusion exacerbates vulnerabilities and hinders the development of inclusive policies and interventions.
[image: ]
[bookmark: _Toc193891442]Figure 2:  Intersection of disability, climate vulnerability, and socio-economic inequities

In light of these facts, this research intends to examine the specific impacts of climate change on persons with disabilities in South Africa, addressing gaps in knowledge and highlighting critical areas for intervention. By exploring the intersection of disability, climate vulnerability, and socio-economic inequities (refer to Figure 2 above) this study aims to inform strategies that ensure inclusive and equitable responses to climate change, emphasising the importance of prioritising the needs of those most at risk. In South Africa, the situation mirrors global concerns with additional complexities. The country faces frequent droughts and flooding, impacting water availability and quality, which disproportionately affects persons with disabilities. For instance, during the 2018 Cape Town drought, water access points were not universally accessible, posing significant challenges for people with mobility impairments. Civil society organisations including Disability SA have advocated for policy revisions to ensure that disaster risk management frameworks are inclusively designed (Disability SA, 2018).
Another critical area is the economic vulnerability of persons with disabilities, exacerbated by climate change. Globally, this demographic is less likely to be employed, and those who are employed often earn less than their non-disabled counterparts. Climate change impacts agricultural productivity and food security, sectors where many persons with disabilities are employed, especially in rural areas. This economic impact was evident in the 2016 drought in South Africa, where CSOs reported increased food prices disproportionately affecting persons with disabilities, who already experience higher rates of poverty (South African Human Rights Commission, 2016). CSOs have raised issues regarding the lack of disability-inclusive climate change research and data. Without data that specifically tracks how climate change impacts persons with disabilities, it is challenging to create effective interventions. Initiatives like the Inclusive Data Charter are crucial in this regard, as they advocate for data that includes disability-specific indicators in climate action (Inclusive Data Charter, 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc193430599][bookmark: _Toc193891230]1.3 Purpose and Objectives of the Study.
The DWYPD is increasingly taking on the responsibility of ensuring that government has the knowledge and capacity to mitigate the impact of climate change on women, youth and persons with disabilities. Within the context of South Africa’s Bill of Rights and in terms of the SDGs government has a responsibility to ensure that “no one is left behind” in the understanding that climate change is impacting all members of South African society, but that it has particularly severe effects on the most vulnerable members of society, including persons with disabilities. 
[bookmark: _Hlk192139984]Based on the research terms of reference (TOR) the purpose of the research is highlighted in Figure 3 below:
[image: ]
[bookmark: _Toc193891443]Figure 3: Purpose of the study

Climate change has a disproportionate impact on people with disabilities, and the effects are often not well documented. This research has focused on identifying the challenges and limitations that persons with disabilities have as a result of climate change in accessing equitable basic service including health care, food security, adequate housing, water and sanitation, livelihoods, decent work, and human mobility. It has also investigated strategies that persons with disabilities employ to mitigate the effects of climate change and how they adapt to changing climate patterns. 
The DWYPD is the government department that has the mandate for ensuring the inclusion and well-being of persons with disabilities. Its mandate is widened in the so-called Anthropocene epoch where human activity is having a significant impact on the planet's climate and ecosystems and is creating new forms of vulnerability and marginalisation. The DWYPD is central to interpreting and legislating in an equitable way for the wide range of social, economic and climate related forces that impact in multiple ways on persons with disabilities. The evidence collected, the findings and the recommendations compiled in this research are intended to provide additional layers of quantitative and qualitative data to inform the DWYPD’s policy and strategy making responsibilities with regard to persons with disabilities. 
[bookmark: _Toc193430600][bookmark: _Toc193891231]1.4 Scope and Limitations.
[bookmark: _Toc193891232]1.4.1 Research Scope
[bookmark: _Hlk192140005]The scope of the research was to gather primary and secondary data on the impact of climate change both on and from persons with disabilities. It had a desktop component (data drawn from available literature) and a participatory component (interviews and focus group discussions with stakeholders).  Primary data was collected from a range of stakeholders at national level and in four provinces - Gauteng, Limpopo, KwaZulu-Natal and the Western Cape (see annex 1).  
[image: ]
[bookmark: _Toc193891444]Figure 4: Scope of the study
The focus of these interviews and discussions was to better understand the effects of climate change on persons with disabilities. The primary data collection process included the following:  
· Key informant interviews with government officials working with disaster management, including the National Disaster Management Centre (NDMC) provincial disaster management centres (PDMC), and the Department of Forestry, Fisheries and the Environment (DFFE). 
· Engagement with a group of social workers from the Gauteng Department of Social Development.
· Fourteen (14) NGOs that are working with persons with different kinds of disabilities both nationally and at provincial level (see annex *).
· Interviews with 80 persons with disabilities (20 per province in the four selected provinces) (see annex 2).
· An online survey. 
The evaluators collected secondary data through desktop research and also included core documents shared with the researchers by the DWYPD. 
For the primary data collection, the evaluators formulated questions to elicit responses that could provide data regarding the effects of climate change and its impact, on persons with disabilities highlighting possibilities for inclusion in climate action strategies. The primary research question was “what are the effects of climate change on persons with disabilities?” As researchers we developed a set of subsidiary questions linked to the primary research question and we detailed these in table 1 below:
[bookmark: _Toc193891331]Table 1: Research Questions
	[bookmark: _Hlk181631995]Subsidiary Research Questions 

	· Is the issue of climate change and its potential impact on persons with disabilities being discussed / assessed / responded to within the disability community and its allies? What are the reasons for your answer?
· Are there specific climate-related events (e.g., floods/storms, droughts, heatwaves) that have impacted on persons with disabilities more than the general population? If so, how?
· In your view do persons with disabilities have sufficient information about the risks associated with climate change and climate-related disasters and how to react to protect themselves? Please elaborate on your answer.
· Are climate change updates and early warnings easy for people with disabilities to access?
· Do people with disabilities, especially those with visual or hearing impairments, get timely and clear alerts about climate risks?
· In your view can organisations representing persons with disabilities make a more significant contribution to the public debate and decision-making processes on climate change, at all levels? Do these organisations themselves have adequate knowledge about climate change and the risks it poses for persons with disabilities? 
· In what ways is climate change adversely impacting vulnerable populations (such as persons with disabilities)?
· In what areas is climate change impacting on persons with disabilities?
· Health care
· Food security
· Psychosocial services (including mental health)
· Water and sanitation
· Decent work (economic agency)
· Housing
· Environmental / ecosystems health.
· Other.
· How is government responding – or not responding to – the impacts of climate change on persons with disability? Do you feel that the needs of disabled populations are receiving adequate government attention and taking persons with disabilities (and their representative organisations) into the conversation around climate change and climate change risks?
· Do emergency preparedness plans consider the needs of people with disabilities? Are there specific adjustments for different types of disabilities?
· What challenges do people with disabilities encounter during evacuations, and what extra support could help make them safer? 
· Are climate change factors leading to an increase in persons with disabilities being discriminated against, undermined, and overlooked in societal programmes and interventions to mitigate the impacts of climate-induced disasters. How is this happening? 
· Are climate change factors impacting on the livelihoods of persons with disabilities and/or exacerbating socio-economic and political inequalities?
· How has climate change affected employment opportunities and income stability for persons with disabilities in specific sectors (such as agriculture, small business, social services etc.)? 
· Are climate change factors impacting on the safety and security of persons with disabilities and/or exacerbating issues such as negligence, gender-based violence, abuse?
· Are women and children with disabilities more vulnerable than others? Why would this be the case?
· Are persons with disabilities (and care givers) finding ways to adapt to and mitigate the impacts of climate change in their lives? What are some of these adaptations? 
· Are these mechanisms effective and/or sustainable? 
· How are people with disabilities involved in community-level climate adaptation and resilience planning?
· Are there social networks or community support structures that assist people with disabilities during climate emergencies, and how could these be made stronger?
· Where are the gaps in current research studies and/or the lack of empirical data in terms of shedding light on the impact of climate change? 



[bookmark: _Toc193891233]1.4.2 Methodological Considerations
From the outset the research into the impact of climate change on persons with disabilities aimed to provide the DWYPD with a comprehensive and evidence-informed research study that addresses the core issue of climate change and its impact on persons with disabilities. The study was designed to generate both qualitative and quantitative insights, ensuring a robust evidence base for policy recommendations (Figure 5).
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[bookmark: _Ref192066254][bookmark: _Toc193891445]Figure 5: Mixed-methods approach followed in the study

[bookmark: _Hlk192141665]To achieve this, the research incorporated both primary and secondary data collection methods, recognising the importance of reviewing existing policies, frameworks, and literature alongside direct engagements with persons with disabilities and key stakeholders. The secondary data review allowed for a critical analysis of global and national policy frameworks, legislative gaps, and current programmatic interventions related to disability-inclusive climate adaptation and mitigation. This provided a foundational understanding of the institutional landscape, which was then further explored through primary data collection involving persons with disabilities, government institutions, and civil society organisations.
Persons with disabilities were viewed as experts on their own experiences, and as such, they were not merely subjects of research but active participants in shaping the study’s findings. A participatory approach was employed to capture their lived realities, challenges, and adaptive strategies in the face of climate change. The research team engaged directly the persons with disabilities from diverse backgrounds and impairment types, ensuring that their voices were integrated into the broader analysis of climate resilience and policy gaps.
Recognising that climate change and disability policies are deeply embedded in legislative and institutional structures, the study incorporated an extensive review of secondary data sources. The policy and literature review provided a strong foundation for understanding the systemic challenges and opportunities that shape disability-inclusive climate adaptation in South Africa.
To ensure meaningful participation, the research design factored in the functional requirements of respondents, ensuring accessibility at every stage of the data collection process. The research took into account different types of disabilities. Different types of impairments (physical, sensory, cognitive, and psychosocial) present unique challenges and adaptation needs. The study, therefore, employed an approach that accommodated variations in disability type, severity, and related health conditions. Where necessary, caregivers, sign language interpreters, and mobility guides were included in interviews, ensuring that respondents had the support needed to fully express their experiences and perspectives. In this regard, the study was guided by DWYPD and organisations working with persons with disabilities, particularly the South African Disability Alliance (SADA) and other civil society organisations advocating for disability rights and climate resilience. Their views and networks were instrumental in identifying respondents, contextualising key challenges, and ensuring that research methods aligned with best practices in disability inclusion.
[bookmark: _Toc193891234]1.4.3 Data Collection  
The study conducted a total of 97 key informant interviews, divided into two categories.
1.4.3.1 Interviews with NGOs and Government Agencies (n=15).
Fourteen (14) interviews were conducted with NGOs that work with persons with disabilities, focusing on their experiences in Limpopo, Gauteng, Cape Town, and KwaZulu-Natal.  In addition, three (3) interviews were conducted with officials from Provincial Disaster Management Agencies, to understand the integration (or lack thereof) of disability-inclusive climate adaptation and disaster response plans, and with officials from the DFFE.  
1.4.3.2 Interviews with Persons with disabilities (n=80)  
A total of 80 persons with disabilities were interviewed, with 20 respondents from each of the four provinces.  Snowball sampling was used to identify respondents, where initial participants referred additional contacts from their networks, including other persons with disabilities, disability rights organisations, and community leaders.  Figure 6 provides a snapshot of the type of respondents included. This approach ensured that the research achieved diversity of representation across disability categories.  
[image: ]
[bookmark: _Toc193891446]Figure 6: Disabilities type

To complement the qualitative data gathered from key informant interviews, a structured survey was developed and distributed through multiple platforms to maximise reach and participation among persons with disabilities. Recognising the importance of collecting quantitative insights on how persons with disabilities perceive and experience climate change, the research team employed a multi-pronged distribution strategy to ensure that the survey was accessible to as many respondents as possible. First, email distributions were sent to NGOs and organisations that work with persons with disabilities, leveraging their networks to reach individuals who are directly affected by climate change. These organisations played a key role in facilitating survey participation by sharing the survey with their beneficiaries and members.  
Additionally, social media platforms, including Instagram, Twitter (X), and Facebook, were used to increase visibility and engagement. Given that many disability advocacy groups and individuals with disabilities use social media for networking and information sharing, these platforms were instrumental in disseminating the survey widely. Social media posts were designed to be clear, accessible, and engaging, encouraging persons with disabilities to share their experiences and challenges related to climate change. Furthermore, disability-focused groups and organisations were directly contacted and asked to circulate the survey link within their networks. This targeted outreach was particularly useful in reaching individuals who may not have direct access to mainstream climate adaptation discussions but are still significantly impacted by environmental changes. 
Despite these extensive efforts, the survey received 124 responses, which was lower than initially anticipated. However, this sample size remains substantial and sufficient to provide meaningful insights into the experiences of persons with disabilities in the context of climate change. Given the target population size, diversity of respondents across different impairment types, and representation from multiple provinces, the data that was collected still offers robust, statistically significant evidence that highlights key trends, commonalities, and policy gaps. Furthermore, when triangulated with qualitative interviews, secondary data analysis, and insights from NGOs and government stakeholders, the survey findings provide a well-rounded, evidence-based foundation for understanding the systemic challenges and opportunities in disability-inclusive climate adaptation and mitigation.
1.1 [bookmark: _Toc181884775][bookmark: _Toc183379063][bookmark: _Toc183380049][bookmark: _Toc190888963][bookmark: _Toc191993937][bookmark: _Toc191994692][bookmark: _Toc192146157][bookmark: _Toc192146799][bookmark: _Toc192148505][bookmark: _Toc193891235]
[bookmark: _Toc193891236]1.4.4 Ethical Approach to Research with Persons with disabilities
The UN’s CRPD highlights the importance of disability research and awareness of the social determinants of health and well-being. This study was conducted within a human rights framework to ensure that the research agenda included the rights and needs of individuals with the least resources and support, as well as those who communicate using non-verbal means. When examining the impact of climate change on persons with disabilities, ethical considerations were not regarded as a mere procedural requirement but as fundamental to building trust, ensuring respect, and making the research process accessible to all participants. Over the last few decades, there has been a shift from conducting research on and about populations to conducting research with populations, and this study aligned with that approach.
Collaboration and consultation with persons with disabilities and DPOs were undertaken at an early stage to ensure a more effective and ethical research process while preventing harmful assumptions. Free, informed consent was recognised as a critical ethical principle, particularly given that participants had not actively sought to be involved in the research and that its benefits may not have been direct or immediate. Guided by the ethical and legal principle of personal autonomy, and protected by legislation, research participants were provided the opportunity to freely decide whether their participation aligned with their interests and preferences. Informed consent was not merely viewed as a formality, but rather as a process aimed at ensuring that each participant fully understood the study using the most accessible communication method.
Protecting privacy and confidentiality was also paramount, particularly given that disability status can lead to discrimination. All data was handled in accordance with established ethical standards, ensuring that personal information remained confidential and secure. Equally important was the need to mitigate biases and avoid ableist perspectives. Throughout the research process, the research team remained cognisant of existing power dynamics and sought to prioritise the lived experiences, concerns, and contributions of persons with disabilities. While this was a scientific inquiry, it was also recognised that the study bore a broader responsibility to uphold principles of fairness, dignity, and inclusivity.
[bookmark: _Toc193891237]1.4.5 Limitations of the Study 
While this research was designed to provide a comprehensive and evidence-based analysis of the impact of climate change on persons with disabilities, certain limitations were encountered during the study. However, these did not significantly affect the validity or reliability of the findings, as the research team was able to mitigate potential challenges and meet the set targets in most instances.
One of the primary limitations was the constrained research timeframe, which necessitated a shorter primary data collection period. Given the time-sensitive nature of the study, some potential participants were unable to take part within the allocated period. Despite this, the research team effectively managed the data collection process, ensuring that a diverse and representative sample was engaged, and in most cases, the intended targets for participation were met. The structured approach to participant recruitment and the triangulation of multiple data sources further strengthened the robustness of the findings, compensating for any gaps due to time constraints.
Another key limitation related to compliance with the Protection of Personal Information Act (POPIA), which restricted direct engagement with certain participants, particularly those involved in the online survey. To adhere to ethical and legal requirements, the research team had to rely on organisations working with persons with disabilities to distribute the survey. While this approach ensured compliance and facilitated access to key respondent groups, it limited the research team’s control over participant engagement. Additionally, since these organisations could not disclose or track the exact number of individuals that they reached out to with the survey link, it was not possible to compute an accurate response rate for the online survey component. Nonetheless, the indirect approach proved effective in reaching the intended target group, and as previously highlighted, the number of responses received was sufficient to generate meaningful and statistically relevant insights.
Despite these limitations, the study successfully met its objectives, gathering rich, qualitative and quantitative data that provide a strong foundation for understanding the intersection between climate change and disability in South Africa. The research methodology’s flexibility and the diverse data collection strategies employed ensured that the limitations did not compromise the overall integrity of the findings.
[bookmark: _Toc193430602][bookmark: _Toc193891238]2. Legal and Policy Framework
To understand the extent to which the rights and needs of persons with disabilities are addressed in the context of climate change, it is important to examine the existing legal and policy frameworks. Section 2 of this report outlines the international, national, and sectoral policies that shape disability inclusion in climate adaptation and mitigation strategies. This includes global frameworks such as the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities and the Sendai Framework, as well as South Africa’s Constitution, key legislative instruments, and programmatic interventions. The section also critically assesses the strengths and gaps within these policies, particularly in addressing the intersection of disability and climate vulnerability.
[bookmark: _Toc193430603][bookmark: _Toc193891239]  2.1 United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with disabilities (UNCRPD)
The rights and entitlements of persons with disabilities are enshrined in a set of international conventions, as well as African continental and regional protocols. The Convention on the Rights of Persons with disabilities (CRPD), which was adopted in 2006 and entered into force in 2008, signalled a significant conceptual shift from traditional charity-oriented, medical-based approaches to disability to one that is based on human rights. It calls for the inclusion and participation of persons with disabilities across the human rights, development and humanitarian agendas and highlights the rights and empowerment of women with disabilities and children with disabilities as groups which face multiple and intersecting forms of discrimination[footnoteRef:7]. [7:  OHCHR. About the human rights of persons with disabilities available at https://www.ohchr.org/en/disabilities/about-human-rights-persons-disabilities 
] 

The CRPD recognises disability as an evolving concept and states that “disability results from the interaction between persons with impairments and attitudinal and environmental barriers that hinder their full and effective participation in society on an equal basis with others”. For example, the convention affords all persons with disabilities the right to education. CRPD’s Article 2 provides definitions for some key terms, including communication, discrimination on the basis of disability, reasonable accommodation, and universal design, emphasises the principles of non-discrimination and requires state parties to realise the right on the basis of equal opportunity. 
The CRPD addresses the reality that people with disabilities are disproportionately affected by climate change, experiencing more severe impacts due to their pre-existing vulnerabilities. Article 11 calls on States Parties to take all necessary measures to ensure the protection and safety of persons with disabilities in situations of risk, including situations of armed conflict, humanitarian emergencies and the occurrence of natural disasters. The CRPD calls on state parties to develop inclusive climate change adaptation strategies that consider the specific needs of persons with disabilities and ensure their full participation in decision-making processes related to climate action and to incorporate their perspectives in mitigation and adaptation plans. 
The rights of persons with disabilities are broadly protected under international treaties, such as the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, the Convention on the Rights of the Child, the Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination against Women, and the Convention on the Rights of Persons with disabilities. To uphold these rights, governments worldwide are responsible for developing climate policies that actively include and support people with disabilities. This means designing climate action plans that account for their specific needs and ensuring that they can participate fully in climate decisions that impact them, from local community initiatives to national policy development.
In recent years, tools like the Inter-Agency Standing Committee Guidelines on the inclusion of persons with disabilities in humanitarian action and the United Nations Disability Inclusion Strategy have been created to guide governments and organisations in making climate action inclusive. These tools help ensure that people with disabilities are considered in disaster response plans, that they have access to climate-resilient housing, and that they are included in public decision-making processes about climate change (Citofield, SANBI & UKZN, 2024). By using these frameworks, countries can take concrete steps to ensure that people with disabilities are empowered to face the impacts of climate change safely and equitably. In this context, the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights highlights key legal and policy resources that should shape inclusive and disability-responsive climate actions.
The CRPD emphasises that all people with disabilities have the right to enjoy human rights and freedoms equally. The convention serves as a guide to creating inclusive climate responses that protect and support individuals with disabilities. It outlines a human rights-based approach to climate resilience, focusing on key principles such as non-discrimination, full participation in society, equality of opportunity, accessibility, and gender equality. Central to the Convention are the principles of equality and non-discrimination. These principles are not only fundamental rights but also form the core of the Convention itself, highlighted in both its general principles (Article 3) and specific rights (Article 5). In its general comment on equality and non-discrimination, the CRPD notes that these concepts are deeply connected to human dignity, meaning that equal treatment and respect are essential for recognising the humanity and worth of each individual with a disability.
The CRPD requires that States ensure "reasonable accommodation" for people with disabilities - an obligation that is essential for creating equal access to rights. Under Articles 2 and 5(3) of the Convention, reasonable accommodation means making necessary adjustments to remove barriers that may prevent individuals with disabilities from fully enjoying their rights, whether it’s through accessible infrastructure in disaster-prone areas, inclusive evacuation procedures during extreme weather events, or tailored support systems in climate-affected regions. These commitments help ensure that people with disabilities are not excluded from climate resilience efforts and are instead supported to participate equally in building a safer, more resilient society for all.
The CRPD places a clear responsibility on governments to actively involve persons with disabilities in decision-making on issues that impact their lives, such as climate change. The right to participate in these discussions is highlighted as a general principle in Article 3 of the Convention and is recognised across its provisions. Specifically, Articles 4.3 and 33.3 emphasise that persons with disabilities, including children, should be represented in the processes of implementing and monitoring the Convention. This means that governments should consult with organisations representing persons with disabilities to ensure that policies are inclusive and consider their unique needs and insights.
Effective participation also requires access to information. Article 21 of the Convention addresses this need by mandating that information - such as emergency alerts or disaster warnings - be available in accessible formats, such as braille, large print, sign language, or easy-to-read materials. This is important to ensure that people with disabilities can take action and stay informed, especially in the context of climate-related risks and emergencies.
Accessibility is fundamental to the CRPD and is outlined as a right in Article 9. The Committee on the Rights of Persons with disabilities notes that accessibility is a prerequisite for persons with disabilities to live independently and participate fully in society. For instance, during climate events, accessible evacuation routes and facilities are vital for ensuring safety and equality. Article 19 further reinforces the right of individuals with disabilities to live independently within their communities, while Article 20 underscores the right to personal mobility, which becomes even more critical when climate-induced displacement occurs.
In situations of risk, such as natural disasters, Article 11 mandates States to protect persons with disabilities, ensuring that climate policies and humanitarian responses include them. This protection is essential, as it integrates a human rights-based approach into emergency planning and climate action, addressing the specific vulnerabilities that persons with disabilities may face in these contexts. Together, these provisions outline a comprehensive framework for inclusive climate resilience that respects the rights and dignity of persons with disabilities at every level.
[bookmark: _Toc193430604][bookmark: _Toc193891240]  2.2 Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction
The Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction (2015–2030) is a global agreement adopted at the Third UN World Conference on Disaster Risk Reduction in Sendai, Japan, in March 2015. It provides a comprehensive roadmap for reducing disaster risks and enhancing resilience to natural and human-induced hazards. The Framework prioritises proactive risk reduction strategies over reactive responses, emphasising the need for collaboration among governments, communities, and stakeholders.
The Framework further emphasises human rights as a foundational principle and prioritises the inclusion of persons with disabilities in disaster risk management[footnoteRef:8]. It calls for integrating a disability perspective in all policies and practices, ensuring accessibility, and collecting disability-specific data to inform decision-making. Recognising the unique insights that persons with disabilities bring to disaster preparedness and response, the Framework encourages their leadership in developing universally accessible strategies for response, recovery, rehabilitation, and reconstruction. These latter stages are viewed as opportunities to "build back better," creating resilient systems that benefit everyone. [8:  https://www.undrr.org/media/92058/download?startDownload=20240502 ] 

The Framework also highlights that persons with disabilities and their organisations are essential partners in assessing disaster risks and creating customised plans that address specific needs, like the application of universal design principles. For example, universal design could mean incorporating ramps, braille signage, and audible alerts in evacuation centres to make them accessible for all. Governments are urged to actively engage persons with disabilities in developing policies, plans, and standards, ensuring that all stages of disaster management - before, during, and after an event - are inclusive and effective for everyone. The Sendai Framework Monitor (SFM) enables countries to report disaggregated data for people with an existing “pre-event” disability that are affected by a disaster.
Despite some progress, the recently released Midterm Review of the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015-2030 shows that reporting countries are not on track to realise the Sendai Framework by 2030[footnoteRef:9]. The findings also indicate that while efforts towards disability-inclusive disaster risk reduction have been reported, the establishment and implementation of inclusive disaster risk reduction systems is still limited, and persons with disabilities are among the groups that are most often excluded from early warning and post disaster recovery. [9:  Stakeholder Group of Persons with disabilities Thematic Group on Disaster Risk Reduction and Climate Action Position Paper on the Midterm Review of the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015-2030 (2023) at https://cbm-global.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/Final-Version-Position-Paper-SFDRR-Political-Declaration_Disability-Stakeholder-Group.pdf?ref=disabilitydebrief.org ] 

[bookmark: _Toc193430605][bookmark: _Toc193891241]  2.3 South African Constitution and Bill of Rights
The South African post-apartheid government introduced several policies that aims to address issues of persons with disabilities. The Constitution of the Republic of South Africa (1996) states that all South African citizens have a right to be affirmed and enriched with democratic values of human dignity and equality. Given these human rights values, all citizens, including responsible government officials, must comply with such values and uplift and improve the living conditions of their citizens. The South African Constitution protects the rights and dignity of persons with disabilities, prohibiting discrimination and promoting equality and inclusion, with the state obligated to take measures to achieve this. 
The South African Constitution, specifically the Bill of Rights, ensures that all citizens, including persons with disabilities, have equal rights and are protected from unfair discrimination. Section 9 of the Constitution prohibits discrimination on various grounds, including disability, and mandates the state to take measures to promote equality and protect those disadvantaged by unfair discrimination. Section 10 of the Constitution further provides that everyone has the right to have their dignity respected and protected. The Constitution allows for affirmative action to address past discrimination and promote the full and equal enjoyment of rights by persons with disabilities. The Constitution places a positive duty on the state to respect, promote, protect, and fulfil the rights of persons with disabilities, including through legislation and other measures. The Constitution promotes the full and equal enjoyment of rights and freedoms by persons with disabilities, aiming for a society where they are included and can participate fully. 
In his platform “From the Desk of the President” President Ramaphosa noted that persons with disabilities face an ‘invisible barrier’ in access to public spaces, amenities and facilities[footnoteRef:10]. The lack of wheelchair ramps, braille signage, suitable toilet facilities and devices that cater for the hearing impaired pose a challenge for persons with disabilities. He pointed to the fact that most South Africans rely on public transportation, and was a frustrating experience for disabled persons as transport such as minibus taxis have limited capacity for accommodating wheelchairs and other mobility aids. He pointed to the fact that as a result of these serious challenges, many in the disabled community find themselves poor, unemployed and excluded, and often suffer ill-health and poor quality of life. He reaffirmed the government’s constitutional mandate to ensure that persons with disabilities are supported to lead lives of dignity, reminding South Africans that the Constitution obliges the state to take legislative and other measures to promote the achievement of such equality, and to protect persons disadvantaged by unfair discrimination. [10:  From the Desk of the President. Monday 02 December 2024 at https://www.thepresidency.gov.za/node/8642 ] 

[bookmark: _Toc193430606][bookmark: _Toc193891242]  2.4 Disability Rights Policy Framework
The South African government adopted the White Paper on the Rights of Persons with disabilities (WPRPD) in 2015. The WPRPD states that the primary responsibility for disability equity lies with national, provincial and local government as well other sectors of civil society but also allocates responsibilities to persons with disabilities and their families. The vision of the WPRPD is the creation of a free and just society inclusive of all persons with disabilities as equal citizens. Pillars seven and nine of the WPRPD specifically focusses on building a disability equitable state machinery. These two pillars include strong references to the importance of evidence-based policy and programme development as well as the establishment of monitoring and evaluation systems that can measure progress with regards to the implementation of the directives of the WPRPD and its associated programmes. In relation to pillar nine of the WPRPD, Statistics South Africa is required to strengthen reporting systems to include disability related reports and disaggregate disability data to reflect gender and age statistics. 
The WPRPD also mandates Stats SA, as the national statistical body, to establish a Disability Statistics Advisory Group on disability to guide the research, development, testing, validity and analysis of disability question(s) and responses to provide acceptable disability data for inclusion in the national census, household, labour and other socio-economic surveys. Membership of the Advisory Group should include, among others, national government departments, provincial and local government, organisations of and for persons with disabilities, research institutions and institutions of higher education. 
The Employment Equity Act, Act No. 55 of 1998 was established to promote equal opportunity and fair labour practice in the workplace through the elimination of unfair discrimination and implementation of affirmative action measures to redress the disadvantages in employment experienced by designated groups, to ensure their equitable representation in all occupational categories and levels in the workforce. This is inclusive of persons with disabilities. National Rehabilitation Policy is aimed at ensuring that quality is adhered to during the production and acquisition of assistive devices. South Africa is one of the countries with standard guidelines on the provision of assistive devices.
[bookmark: _Toc193430607][bookmark: _Toc193891243]2.5 National Climate Change Response Policy (NCCRP) and the Climate Change Act (2024)
[bookmark: _Hlk182341974]The NCCRWP, published in 2011, is South Africa’s primary policy document outlining the country’s strategy to address climate change. Developed by the Department of Environmental Affairs, the White Paper acknowledges the significant threat that climate change poses to South Africa’s economy, natural resources, and vulnerable populations. It aims to guide the country toward a climate-resilient economy and society, balancing climate adaptation and mitigation efforts while promoting sustainable development (South African Department of Environmental Affairs, 2011).
The NCCRWP sets two overarching objectives: first, to manage unavoidable climate impacts through adaptation, and second, to reduce greenhouse gas emissions by transitioning toward a low-carbon economy. The document is designed to promote resilience among communities and ecosystems and outlines a broad, multi-sectoral approach to achieve these goals. Specifically, it targets sectors such as agriculture, water, health, and biodiversity, recognising their heightened vulnerability to climate risks. The policy also seeks to support sustainable economic growth and alleviate poverty by creating green jobs and promoting renewable energy investments.
One of the strategic pillars of the NCCRWP is ‘adaptation’, which focuses on improving South Africa’s capacity to respond to climate-induced risks such as droughts, flooding, and extreme weather events. Key adaptation measures include water conservation, climate-resilient agricultural practices, and the development of early warning systems to protect at-risk communities. In terms of mitigation, the policy prioritises reducing emissions from key sectors, including energy, transportation, and industrial production. Specific mitigation strategies include increasing renewable energy adoption, improving energy efficiency, and promoting sustainable public transport options.
The White Paper emphasises the importance of cooperation among government, business, and civil society for successful climate action. It proposes a framework for collaboration across all government levels, from national to local, ensuring that climate policies are integrated into development planning at each level. This framework also includes monitoring and reporting requirements to track progress toward climate goals and identify areas where adjustments may be needed. 
The NCCRWP highlights the role of international partnerships and financial mechanisms to support its objectives. South Africa’s engagement with global climate initiatives, including the UNFCCC and the Paris Agreement, aligns with its commitment to secure funding and technical support from international sources, such as the Green Climate Fund. These resources are critical for financing adaptation and mitigation projects, especially in economically disadvantaged communities.
While the NCCRWP sets ambitious goals for climate resilience, challenges in implementation and funding have constrained its impact. Limited financial resources and capacity gaps at the local government level have often hindered the effective rollout of planned initiatives. Although the policy outlines inclusive adaptation and mitigation measures, practical execution has faced obstacles, especially in rural and resource-limited areas where climate resilience is most urgently needed (Ziervogel et al., 2014).
Furthermore, the policy does not adequately address the specific needs of vulnerable populations, such as persons with disabilities, who face unique barriers in climate adaptation and emergency preparedness. Increased funding, targeted interventions, and improved monitoring and accountability mechanisms are necessary to close these implementation gaps and ensure that the NCCRWP’s objectives are met.
The South African Government adopted of the National Climate Change Adaptation Strategy (NCCAS) in 2020 which was a key milestone in responding to the impacts challenge of climate change and to inform climate change adaptation planning in the country. The NCCAS serve as South Africa’s National Adaptation Plan and fulfils South Africa’s commitment to its obligations the Paris Agreement under the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC).The vision of the NCCAS is to transition to a climate resilient South Africa, which will follow a sustainable development path, guided by anticipation, adaptation and recovery from a changing climate and environment to achieve our development aspirations. This vision is anchored on the following 9 strategic interventions: 
· Reduce human, economic, environmental, physical and ecological infrastructure vulnerability and build adaptive capacity.
· Develop a coordinated Climate Services system that provides climate products and services for key climate vulnerable sectors and geographic areas. 
· Develop a vulnerability and resilience methodology framework that integrates biophysical and socio-economic aspects of vulnerability and resilience.
· Facilitate mainstreaming of adaptation responses into sectoral planning and implementation.
· Promote research application, technology development, transfer and adoption to support planning and implementation.
· Build the necessary capacity and awareness for climate change responses.
· Establish effective governance and legislative processes to integrate climate change in development planning.
· Enable substantial flows of climate change adaptation finance from various sources.
· Develop and implement an M&E system that tracks implementation of adaptation actions and their effectiveness. 

The Department of Forestry, Fisheries and the Environment (DFFE) is responsible for guiding the implementation of the NCCAS across all spheres of government, private sector and civil society. The successful implementation of the NCCAS depends on the involvement of all key stakeholders, creating strategic partnerships and working together. The implementation framework that is associated with the NCCAS identifies key actions that have been implemented over the years in a quest to transit South Africa into a climate resilient society. 

[bookmark: _Hlk183261091]In South Africa, the Climate Change Act of 2024, officially signed into law by President Cyril Ramaphosa on July 23, 2024, represents a comprehensive approach to tackling climate change on a national level. This legislation aims to align various policies to ensure a coordinated response to climate change, facilitating South Africa’s transition to a low-carbon, climate-resilient economy and society. The Act emphasises the importance of reducing greenhouse gas emissions, enhancing climate resilience, and promoting job opportunities in the emerging green economy. The Climate Change Act also outlines the role of the Presidential Climate Commission, which advises on climate policy and helps ensure that South Africa meets its commitments under the Paris Agreement. Furthermore, the Act details the responsibilities of provinces and municipalities in contributing to mitigation efforts, emphasising the national commitment to reducing the impacts of climate change across diverse sectors such as agriculture, water resources, health, and energy. The government's approach emphasises a "just transition," which seeks to protect and empower the most vulnerable populations during the shift to a low-carbon economy. This includes specific provisions to support marginalised groups who are disproportionately affected by climate change impacts.
[bookmark: _Toc193430608][bookmark: _Toc193891244]2.6 Disaster Management Act (2002)
The Disaster Management Act 57 of 2002, as amended, aims to provide for an integrated and coordinated disaster management policy, including provisions for the establishment of disaster management centres and volunteers, and specifically addresses the needs of women, children, the elderly, and persons with disabilities during disaster management processes. The Act aims to establish a comprehensive and coordinated approach to disaster management, focusing on prevention, mitigation, emergency preparedness, rapid response, and post-disaster recovery. 
The Disaster Management Amendment Act of 2015 amended the Disaster Management Act, 2002 by, among other things: inserting a definition of ‘adaptation’, ‘disaster risk reduction’, ‘ecosystem’, ‘risk assessment’ and ‘climate change’ and changing definitions of ‘emergency preparedness’, ‘post-disaster recovery and rehabilitation’, ‘mitigation’ and ‘vulnerability’. The Amended Act made provision for specific measures to be taken to address the needs of women, children, the elderly and persons with disabilities during the disaster management process. The amendments emphasise the importance of addressing the specific needs of vulnerable populations during disaster management to expand the contents of disaster management plans to include the conducting of disaster risk assessments for functional areas and the mapping of risks, areas and communities that are vulnerable to disasters. It made provision for measures to reduce the risk of disaster through adaptation to climate change and developing of early warning mechanisms, and to provide for regulations on disaster management education, training and research matters and declaration and classification of disasters. These amendments were in part intended to better address the needs of vulnerable communities during disaster, including persons with disabilities.
[bookmark: _Toc183965960][bookmark: _Toc193891245]2.7 Programmatic Interventions
[bookmark: _Toc183195839][bookmark: _Toc183200899][bookmark: _Toc183201122][bookmark: _Toc183205156][bookmark: _Toc183205501][bookmark: _Toc183205897]The South African government is actively addressing the impact of climate change on persons with disabilities through various initiatives and legislative measures. Here are the key aspects of their response:
[bookmark: _Toc183965961][bookmark: _Toc193891246]2.7.1 State of Climate Action Report 
The launch of this report highlights the necessity of integrating the needs of vulnerable groups, including persons with disabilities, into climate adaptation strategies[footnoteRef:11]. It stresses that effective climate responses must prioritise the lives and livelihoods of individuals with disabilities of all kinds. The 2024 State of Climate Action Report for South Africa, issued by the Presidential Climate Commission, presents a detailed overview of the country's efforts to address climate change and the progress made toward a sustainable and equitable transition. The report highlights South Africa's strategies to reduce emissions, enhance climate resilience, and improve the well-being of its population, particularly those most affected by climate-related changes. Key insights from the report highlight the ongoing need to integrate climate action into broader national policies and the importance of improving governance structures to facilitate effective action. It also points out the necessity of increased financial support and more coherent policies to successfully manage the transition toward a low-carbon economy. Despite some advances, the report identifies significant challenges in scaling up actions to meet the urgent demands of the climate crisis, with a particular emphasis on protecting vulnerable communities during this transition. [11:  South Africa’s inaugural ‘State of Climate Action in South Africa’ report - HSRC] 

[bookmark: _Toc183965962][bookmark: _Toc193891247]2.7.2 Research and Inclusion Efforts
The DWYPD has initiated research to assess how climate change specifically impacts persons with disabilities in South Africa. This research aims to inform policy and ensure that their inclusion in climate action strategies is prioritised.
The government has been urged to conduct inclusive consultations that specifically engage marginalised groups, ensuring that their voices are heard in discussions and decision-making about climate policy. This includes providing necessary support such as translation services and accessibility measures during public engagements.
[bookmark: _Toc183965963][bookmark: _Toc193891248]2.7.3 South African National Disaster Management Centre (NDMC) Initiatives
The Disaster Management Act, 2002 (Act No. 57 of 2002) gives explicit priority to the application of the principle of co-operative governance for the purpose of disaster risk management and emphasises the involvement of all stakeholders in strengthening the capabilities of national, provincial and municipal organs of state to reduce the likelihood and severity of disasters. The Act also required the establishment of a national disaster management centre (NDMC) responsible for promoting integrated and coordinated national disaster risk management policy. The NDMC works to build inclusive disaster preparedness and response strategies. 
The Act calls for the planning processes for disasters and disaster risk management to be participatory by involving a multitude of role players and stakeholders from across government sectors, disciplines and spheres, the private sector, non-governmental organisations (NGOs), community-based organisations (CBOs) and communities. This is significant as in theory it gives scope for the inclusion of persons with disabilities in disasters and disaster risk planning. The NDMC addresses the disaster needs of vulnerable persons by incorporating specific strategies to identify and prioritise their needs, including targeted pre-disaster preparedness initiatives, community engagement, and dedicated response mechanisms focused on vulnerable groups like the elderly, children, persons with disabilities, and those living in high-risk areas, ensuring they receive appropriate assistance during a disaster event.  In partnership with local government units, the NDMC emphasises accessible early warning systems and promotes the development of evacuation and shelter plans that consider the needs of persons with disabilities. These plans include disability-friendly facilities and communication methods to ensure persons with disabilities receive timely, accessible information during climate-related disasters.
[bookmark: _Toc183965964][bookmark: _Toc193891249]2.7.4 Expanded Public Works Programme (EPWP) 
The EPWP incorporates a focus on green jobs and aims to provide work opportunities for people from vulnerable communities, including persons with disabilities. The EPWP's recruitment guidelines recommend that projects target a certain percentage of participants from vulnerable groups. The Department of Public Works and Infrastructure (DPWI) has a goal of creating 2% of EPWP work opportunities for people with disabilities by 2024[footnoteRef:12]. Through projects related to environmental management, such as wetlands restoration and erosion control, the programme not only creates job opportunities for persons with disabilities but also contributes to climate adaptation by enhancing local ecosystems’ resilience to climate impacts[footnoteRef:13]. [12:  Final_Recruitment_Guidelines-2018-05-23.pdf]  [13:  Expanded Public Works Programme.] 

[bookmark: _Toc183965965][bookmark: _Toc193891250]2.7.5 Community-Based Adaptation Programmes
Various community-based adaptation initiatives, often led by NGOs, CBOs and local government, focus on increasing awareness and providing resources to help persons with disabilities adapt to climate change impacts. The DFFE (2016) notes that a cross-cutting theme in relation to building climate resilient human settlements is the need for policies and programmes that support community-based approaches to adaptation. In many rural and underserved areas, organisations work with communities to ensure that adaptive farming practices, water conservation methods, and drought-resistant crops are accessible and understandable for all community members, including persons with disabilities. In its recent White Paper (2023), the Department of Human Settlements commits to the development of a Human Settlements Climate Change Response Strategy and implementation plan to ensure that human settlements policies, regulatory framework, and practice respond to the prevailing consequences arising from climate change. The strategy is expected to contain both adaptation and mitigation measures and enable a process toward a just transition to a low carbon and climate resilient society currently underway in South Africa[footnoteRef:14]. [14:  White Paper for Human Settlements available at https://www.dhs.gov.za/sites/default/files/u16/Human%20Settlements%20White%20Paper_Cabinet%20-%20Nov%202023.pdf ] 

[bookmark: _Toc183965966][bookmark: _Toc193891251]2.7.6 South African Disability Alliance (SADA) Advocacy and Support
The South African Disability Alliance (SADA) is a coalition of organisations dedicated to advocating for the rights and inclusion of persons with disabilities in South Africa. The SADA’s mission is to ensure that persons with disabilities are fully integrated into all aspects of South African society, including education, employment, healthcare, and especially climate and disaster resilience efforts[footnoteRef:15]. Their advocacy efforts focus on policy reform, awareness-raising, and the promotion of accessible and inclusive practices across various sectors. SADA’s work aligns with national and international frameworks like the United Nations CRPD and South Africa’s White Paper on the Rights of Persons with disabilities. [15:  SADA – South African Disability Alliance.] 

The SADA has been actively involved in advocating for disability-inclusive disaster management practices. Recognising that persons with disabilities are often left out of climate adaptation and emergency response efforts, SADA collaborates with local governments and the NDMC to integrate disability considerations into disaster preparedness plans. One of their significant initiatives includes training emergency response teams on disability-inclusive practices. This includes ensuring that emergency communications are accessible in formats such as sign language, braille, and easy-to-read formats for people with different disabilities, especially during climate-induced disasters.
The SADA has launched public awareness campaigns focused on climate change and its disproportionate effects on persons with disabilities. These campaigns aim to increase awareness about the need for accessible emergency information and to educate communities on ways to include persons with disabilities in climate resilience planning. For instance, SADA has worked with local municipalities to distribute information on disaster preparedness in accessible formats and to engage persons with disabilities in community discussions about climate risks and resilience strategies.
The SADA’s policy and advocacy work has been pivotal in influencing national policies to be more inclusive of persons with disabilities. SADA was instrumental in pushing for the inclusion of Persons with disabilities in the National Climate Change Response White Paper, advocating for disability-sensitive provisions in climate policies. They have also engaged with the South African government to enhance accessibility in environmental justice initiatives, ensuring that persons with disabilities are represented in forums on sustainable development and climate action. Through these efforts, SADA seeks to position persons with disabilities as active contributors to climate solutions rather than passive recipients of aid.
The SADA conducts regular training and capacity-building sessions for organisations that serve persons with disabilities, focusing on how to implement disability-inclusive strategies within the context of climate change. These programmes cover topics such as developing accessible infrastructure, preparing disability-inclusive evacuation plans, and promoting inclusive urban planning to mitigate the effects of extreme weather events on persons with disabilities. SADA also collaborates with community-based organisations to ensure that rural and underserved areas are not left out of these resilience-building efforts.
[bookmark: _Toc183965967][bookmark: _Toc193891252]2.7.7 Accessible Public Health and Climate Services
People with disabilities experience inequities in health access and outcomes, and climate change related disasters magnify these challenges. Stein (2023) points out that climate change amplifies the marginalisation experienced by persons with disabilities negatively affecting health, reducing access to healthcare services, food, water, and accessible infrastructure. Evidence on perceived challenges and experiences of persons with disabilities is lacking however, and improved data is required to inform strengthening of disability-inclusive responses. Despite the recognised importance of equity and access in healthcare, the pandemic approaches and responses highlight continued access and equity challenges amongst persons with disabilities (Hlongwane et al, 2022).
The South African National Department of Health (NDoH), in collaboration with the DFFE, has focused on building climate resilience by integrating climate-related health services. For persons with disabilities, this includes ensuring that healthcare facilities are accessible and that they can access important resources, such as medication and assistive devices, especially during climate-induced emergencies. 
[bookmark: _Toc183965968][bookmark: _Toc193891253]2.7.8 Urban Adaptation Plans
Spatial planning plays a significant role in enhancing climate change adaptation especially within urban areas by improving their resilience. In cities such as Cape Town and Durban, adaptation plans now include provisions for persons with disabilities, such as accessible infrastructure in flood-prone areas and climate-resilient public transportation systems[footnoteRef:16]. These cities are working to ensure that persons with disabilities can safely access evacuation routes, shelters, and essential services during climate-related events[footnoteRef:17]. While these programmes are steps in the right direction, challenges remain. Funding and more coordinated planning are required to make these initiatives more effective and to expand their reach to cover more persons with disabilities across South Africa. Additionally, there is a growing call for better data collection to understand specific needs of persons with disabilities in the face of climate impacts and to ensure these needs are systematically integrated into future climate policies and programmes. [16:  DCCS_Strategy.pdf]  [17:  capetown.gov.za/general/resilience-strategy   ] 

[bookmark: _Toc193891254]2.7 Strengths and Gaps in Current Policy Responses to Address Climate-Disability Intersections
Historically, international agreements and frameworks related to humanitarian crises (such as International Humanitarian Law, the Hyogo Framework for Action, the Millennium Development Goals, the SPHERE Project, among others) have not directly mentioned persons with disabilities or have only addressed them as part of the broader category of “vulnerable groups”[footnoteRef:18]. Therefore, these documents have failed to promote real inclusion of persons with different types of impairments. Earlier South African legislation and polices also tended to subsume persons with disabilities into the “catch-all” category of vulnerable populations. This created a “disability blindness” in planning for disaster management, emergency relief and climate adaptation strategies.  Persons with disabilities were routinely excluded from the disaster management responses which reflected the fact that governments and aid organisations had a poor understanding of disability-specific needs in disasters and persons with disabilities generally received very little information on how to manage during or post disasters.  [18:  The SPHERE Project is a global movement started in 1997 aiming to improve the quality of humanitarian assistance. The Sphere standards are the most commonly used and most widely known set of core humanitarian standards.] 

The past decade has brought substantial change. In 2006, the disability movement achieved a remarkable milestone with the elaboration of the CRPD, which laid the groundwork for future agreements and frameworks to directly mention persons with disabilities. This “new wave” of documents includes: the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction (the Hyogo Framework’s successor), the SDGs (the successor of the MDGs), and the Core Humanitarian Standards (the Project SPHERE’s successor). In South Africa the 2015 amendments to the Disaster Management Act signalled a growing awareness of disability as a key factor in planning for and managing climate related emergencies. Although none of these documents address disability issues as their primary goals, they are significantly better than their predecessors. For instance, all three establish specific secondary targets related to the topic of disability, including important points such as the need to collect disaggregated data by disability and to ensure the involvement of persons with disabilities in decision-making mechanisms.
The COVID-19 pandemic also signalled a turning point in understanding how natural catastrophes (in this case a global pandemic) impact very specifically on persons with disabilities. A range of research has and continues to demonstrate the disproportionate effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on persons with disabilities. Existing inequities, especially in healthcare, were deepened during this period, highlighting the need for policymakers to consider the specific needs of people with disabilities during crises. Failures to address the needs of persons with disabilities during the pandemic demonstrated the limited conceptions of disability reflected in decision-making, and the general failure to consider people with disabilities in lockdown and other measures. The lessons learned about disability inclusion during the COVID-19 pandemic are equally applicable in the context of climate disasters. However, while government departments – including the Departments of Health and Social Development - made positive statements about disability-inclusive services and support during the pandemic, these were constrained by infrastructure and resources. In spite of South Africa’s ratification of the UN’s CRPD, more needs to be done to secure buy-in and capacity across government to implement disability inclusion, and lessons learned in the context of previous disasters as well as the pandemic need to be integrated into future policy and planning.
The main causes of exclusion of persons with disabilities are key for comprehending the major obstacles to operationalising inclusive policies, frameworks and guidelines in the field, especially in complex climate change emergencies. Numerous gaps still exist in disability inclusive responses and government and its civil society and private sector partners need to jointly address these key issues in a more comprehensive way:  
[bookmark: _Toc193891255]2.7.1 Lack of Data
Collecting disaggregated data on disability and involving persons with disabilities in decision making mechanisms are fundamental first steps for improving responses to humanitarian crises. The failure by governments and mainstream non-government organisations to capture people with disabilities in their surveys and records can be attitudinal in nature. The specific needs of individual persons with disabilities often go unidentified and unaddressed by the actors providing humanitarian aid, exacerbating their situation of vulnerability. In 2016, UNHCR and Handicap International conducted a small survey in a Syrian refugee camp in Jordan in order to better understand the gaps in registration methods. The survey interviewed 100 individuals using an alternative data collection method, called the Washington Group Short Set of Questions. In this procedure, the respondents were not directly asked if they have a disability – as opposed to UNHCR’s methodology. The survey found that using UNHCR’s questionnaires, the disability prevalence rate was of only 2 percent. On the other hand, with the Washington Group questions the rate increased to 27 percent. These results indicate how crucial it is for South African government agencies dealing with disaster management to update or adapt existing methods of data collection to identify persons with disabilities within affected populations. A relevant step towards the right direction would be the adoption of the Washington Group Questions or WHO’s Model Disability Survey. The DFFE already conducts vulnerability assessments in the context of their Climate Risk and Vulnerability (CRV) Framework, which is intended to serve as a common framework to guide the development and review of CRV assessments to enable a more integrated approach to climate adaptation. This provides an entry point for the DWYPD and its disability sector partners to engage with CRV processes to ensure that they are disability inclusive.
[bookmark: _Toc193891256]2.7.2 Involving Persons with disabilities
 “Nothing for us, without us” is a rallying cry used by the disability movement to shed light on the fact that most inclusion policies, strategies or guidelines are developed without the participation of persons with disabilities. This results in a lack of understanding of the diversity of disabilities as well as the specific needs related to different types of impairments. In addition, disability related stigma varies according to countries, regions and cultures. UNDRR notes that a critical factor worsening this issue is the lack of consideration for intersectionality and understanding of key drivers of risk and vulnerability (i.e. how persons with disabilities who have diverse identity characteristics such as age, gender, ethnicity, poverty, etc. are often more excluded and at a greater risk)[footnoteRef:19]. This highlights the critical role that persons with different disabilities need to play in the planning, implementation and monitoring of climate change and disaster management processes. [19:  European Union / UNDRR. 2024. Including Persons with disabilities in Disaster Risk Reduction in Africa: Issues Brief at https://www.preventionweb.net/media/93776/download?startDownload=20250323 ] 

Government departments, climate change platforms and humanitarian actors need to ensure that specific consultation meetings are held with persons with disabilities for the planning, implementation or evaluation stages of a given project. These should not be once of engagements, but rather persons with disabilities must have integral and ongoing roles to play in these processes.  Similarly, ad hoc disability and climate change groups or committees with frequent meetings can be set up to support, monitor and ensure that all climate change activities are disability inclusive. Where possible government, UN agencies, and other role players should also take responsibility for ensuring that climate change funding is conditional on guarantees of the participation of persons with disabilities in the processes.
[bookmark: _Toc193891257]2.7.3 Technical Expertise
One of the most cited obstacles to effective disability inclusion in climate change actions is the lack of technical expertise in disability inclusion in government departments. In many settings, people with disabilities face multiple and complex layers of environmental, societal and structural barriers. These barriers can lead to them being disproportionately harmed, neglected and excluded during disaster management, humanitarian actions and other emergency responses. Limited awareness of the needs of people with disabilities, entrenched social stigma, and inaccessible infrastructure can exacerbate the challenges they face in emergency situations. In addition, there has been little preparation and planning to make disaster and emergency planning disability inclusive.  Existing inequities, especially in healthcare, are often deepened during periods of environmental crisis, highlighting the need for policymakers to consider the specific needs of people with disabilities during disasters caused by climate change. Disaster situations in South Africa – including the CVID-19 pandemic – have exposed the limited conceptions of disability reflected in decision-making, and the general failure to consider people with disabilities in disaster management responses and related measures. 
Government departments in South Africa should have designated focal points whose mandate includes disability inclusion. The reality is that these focal points often manage a broad portfolio that includes gender, youth and disability, thereby stretching their capacity to manage their responsibility for disability in a substantive way. There is case for government at all levels to ensure that their focal points have the necessary technical expertise to drive disability inclusion across their departmental mandate, including climate change. This would facilitate a more sustainable and long-term solution that would enabling entire departmental teams to promote disability inclusion in their programmes. This expertise is particularly required at the local government level, where disaster management responses need to be driven and to ensure that the services provided respect established international standards of accessibility and inclusion.
[bookmark: _Toc193430601][bookmark: _Toc193891258]3. Situational Analysis in South Africa  
This section presents a situational analysis that contextualises the intersection of disability and climate change within the South African landscape. It begins by outlining global and national statistics on disability prevalence and classification, then explores how systemic vulnerabilities—such as poverty, limited access to services, and geographic disparities—amplify the risks faced by persons with disabilities. The section also reviews South Africa’s climate risk profile and the nature of climate hazards affecting the country. Together, these elements provide a foundation for understanding the disproportionate impacts of climate change on persons with disabilities and highlight the urgency of inclusive adaptation and mitigation strategies.
[bookmark: _Toc193891259]3.1 Global and National Disability Prevalence and Classification
The World Health Organisation (WHO) reports that an estimated 1.3 billion people or 16% of the global population experience a significant disability[footnoteRef:20]. This number is growing because of an increase in noncommunicable diseases and people living longer. According to UNICEF (2022) 240 million of the population with disabilities are children and note that these children are among the most marginalised in communities affected by humanitarian emergencies, compounded by the barriers they face even in the best of times[footnoteRef:21]. Disaster response services and emergency services are likely to come under increasing strain as a result of climate change, particularly during extreme weather events (Cartwright 2008). The health system will come under increasing strain due to the health effects of climate change, which include increased temperature-related morbidity and mortality, increased exposure to diseases and problems with the water supply. These factors, combined with infrastructure vulnerabilities will feed back into increasing vulnerability, because the most socially vulnerable - the poor, including persons with disabilities – are also the most dependent on government services[footnoteRef:22]. [20:  WHO. 2023. Disability: Key Facts available at https://www.google.com/search?q=how+many+people+globally+live+with+disabilities&sca ]  [21:  UNICEF. 2022. Children with disabilities in emergencies available at https://www.unicef.org/disabilities#:~:text=Fifteen%20per%20cent%20of%20the,million%20of%20them%20are%20children ]  [22:  DFFE. 2016. Long Term Adaptation Scenarios for human settlements available at https://www.dffe.gov.za/sites/default/files/reports/ltasbook4of7_perspectivesonurban- ruralandcoastalhuman_settlementsinSA.pdf ] 

Disability is generally measured by the degree of difficulty (none, some, a lot, unable) or the level of help needed (minimum assistance, moderate assistance, maximum assistance) with a task (Matthew etal, 1997). Much information about the severity of disability is therefore lost when a measure of dependency is used. For the 2022 Census Statistics South Africa used four measures of disability: 
· Degree of difficulty in functioning measure for individual domains. 
· Broad measure of disability (combining all domains).
· Moderate to severe measure of disability (combining all domains); and 
· UN recommended measure of disability (combining all domains). 
These measures differ according to the selection of severity cut-off points. The inclusion of various statistics on disability prevalence computed based on different thresholds is to provide options to planners for the provision of services to the different groups affected by disability.
Statistics South Africa (2024) note that disability is a complex and evolving concept, undergoing transformation in its measurement as concepts, definitions, standards, and methods continue to be refined. Along with many other countries South Africa has been working on reforms aimed at harmonising and improving statistics on disability. South Africa adopted the Washington Group (WG) set of short questions for collecting data on disability[footnoteRef:23]. The WG questions draw on the WHO International Classification of Functioning, Disability and Health (ICF) for describing functioning and disability in relation to a health condition. It provides a common language and framework for describing the level of function of a person within their unique environment or in other words, what a person with a specific health condition can do in a standard environment (their level of capacity), and also what they actually do in their usual environment (their level of performance).  [23:  The major objective of the WG is to provide information on disability that is comparable throughout the world.] 

[bookmark: _Toc183965944][bookmark: _Toc193891260]3.1 South Africa Census 2022
In 2022, South Africa had a population of 62 million persons, with around 3,3 million individuals identified as living with disabilities[footnoteRef:24]. The 2022 Census estimated that 15.7% of the population meet the broad definition of disability, while 6.0% of the population meet the definition of severe disability[footnoteRef:25].  [24:  Report-No-03-01-372022.pdf]  [25:  Ibid.] 



[bookmark: _Toc183966360][bookmark: _Toc193891447]Figure 7: Disability by gender for three categories of disability
Source: Stats SA Census 2022

The 2022 Census age disaggregated data shows that disability increases with age with 70,8% of persons 85+ years reporting some difficulty (Figure 8). This points to the higher degree of vulnerability for older persons with disabilities, which in turn would point to significantly higher risks for this population during climate change induced disasters and emergencies.  


[bookmark: _Toc183966361][bookmark: _Toc193891448]Figure 8: Prevalence of disability with age
Source: Stats SA Census 2022

Figure 9 below depicts provincial variations in 2022. The results show that Free State, Eastern Cape, Northern Cape, and North West have the highest disability prevalence in South Africa, while KwaZulu-Natal, Mpumalanga, Limpopo and Western Cape have the lowest prevalence. For the reference period, all the provinces recorded a decrease in proportion of Persons with disabilities since the 2011 census with the exception of the Western Cape and Gauteng.  In 2022, Limpopo and Mpumalanga recorded the lowest prevalence of Persons with disabilities (12,8% and 13,4% respectively). 
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[bookmark: _Toc183966362][bookmark: _Toc193891449]Figure 9: Disability prevalence by province, 2022
Source: Stats SA Census 2022

Figure 10 below shows the prevalence of disability by metro cities in 2011 and 2022. For the reference period, three metros (Mangaung, eThekwini and Ekurhuleni) recorded a decrease in disability prevalence. The population in Mangaung (23,5% in 2011 and 20,8% in 2022) had the highest prevalence of Persons with disabilities and the lowest was in the City of Johannesburg (13,0% in 2011 and 13,4% in 2022). In 2022, four metros (eThekwini, Ekurhuleni, City of Tshwane and City of Johannesburg) recorded a prevalence lower than that of non-metros.


[bookmark: _Toc183966363][bookmark: _Toc193891450]Figure 10: Disability prevalence amongst persons aged 5 and older by metros, 2011 and 2022
Source: Stats SA Census 2022

[bookmark: _Toc193891261]3.2  Overview of South Africa’s Climate Risk Profile and Common Climate Hazards
South Africa, located at the southern tip of Africa, shares its borders with six countries: Namibia, Botswana, Zimbabwe, Mozambique, eSwatini, and Lesotho. Lesotho is entirely landlocked by South African territory[footnoteRef:26]. South Africa has an extensive coastline of approximately 3,000 kilometers, stretching from its eastern border with Mozambique to its western border with Namibia. The Indian Ocean lies along South Africa's eastern coast, while the Atlantic Ocean borders its western coast, with the two meeting at Cape Agulhas, the country’s southernmost point. South Africa spans a total land area of 1,219,602 square kilometers (World Bank, 2021). [26:  https://www.sadc.int/member-states/south-africa] 

[bookmark: _Toc183966365]
[image: Köppen-Geiger Climate Classification for southern Africa. Source: Kottek et al. 2006]
[bookmark: _Toc193891451]Figure 11: Climate map of Southern Africa
Source: Limpopo Watercourse Commission
The most prominent geographical feature in South Africa is the Great Escarpment, which divides the country into four distinct regions: the interior plateau, the eastern plateau slopes, the Cape Fold Belt, and the western plateau slopes[footnoteRef:27]. The interior plateau, situated at an average elevation of 1,200 meters above sea level, stretches from the Kalahari Desert in the west to the grasslands in the east and the semi-arid Karoo in the south. Key components of the Great Escarpment include the Roggeveld Scarp in the southwest, which rises to 1,500 meters, and the KwaZulu-Natal Drakensberg in the east, reaching an elevation of 3,482 meters[footnoteRef:28]. Approximately 20% of the country’s coastline has developed infrastructure within 100 meters of the shoreline, where natural buffers against storm surges and rising sea levels have been compromised, leaving people and property increasingly vulnerable to climate change impacts (World Bank, 2021). [27:  University of Notre Dame (2020). Notre Dame Global Adaptation Initiative. URL: https://gain.nd.edu/our-work/country-index ]  [28:  Department of Environmental Affairs (2018). South Africa’s Third National Communication under the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change. URL: https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/resource/South%20African%20TNC%20Report%20% ] 

South Africa is classified as an upper-middle-income country with a stable political environment. As of 2023, its population was approximately 63.02 million, with an annual growth rate of 1.3%[footnoteRef:29]. By 2030, the population is projected to reach 66.4 million, and by 2050, it is expected to grow to 72.8 million[footnoteRef:30]. Urbanisation is significant, with over two-thirds of the population residing in urban areas, a figure projected to increase to 72% by 2030 and 80% by 2050. The country had a gross domestic product (GDP) of USD 377.8 billion in 2023. Climate change has had predominantly negative impacts on South Africa’s economic growth, exacerbating challenges such as energy generation, job creation, and inequality. Future projections indicate that climate change will continue to severely affect these areas, posing significant risks to South Africa’s socioeconomic development.  [29:  South Africa’s population surpasses the 63 million mark | Statistics South Africa]  [30:  World Bank Open Data, Data Retrieved April 2021. Data Bank: World Development Indicators, South Africa. URL: https:// databank.worldbank.org/data/reports.aspx?source=2&country   ] 

[bookmark: _Toc183966366]South Africa is recognised as vulnerable to climate change impacts, ranked 92 out of 181 countries in the 2020 Notre Dame Global Adaptation Index (ND-GAIN). The ND-GAIN Index ranks 181 countries using a score which calculates a country’s vulnerability to climate change and other global challenges as well as their readiness to improve resilience (University of Notre Dame, 2020). This Index aims to help businesses, and the public sector better identify vulnerability and readiness in order to better prioritise investment for more efficient responses to global challenges. The more vulnerable a country is the lower their score, while the more ready a country is to improve its resilience the higher it will be. Norway has the highest score and is ranked 1st. Figure 8 below is a time-series plot of the ND-GAIN Index showing South Africa’s progress through 2018.
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[bookmark: _Toc193891452]Figure 12: ND-GAIN Index for South Africa

South Africa is characterised by a diverse landscape dominated by a large central plateau characterised by extensive grasslands. This plateau is encircled by a continuous escarpment of mountain ranges along its western, southern, and eastern borders. A narrow strip of low-lying coastal land lies along the country's extensive shoreline[footnoteRef:31]. Situated within a 'drought belt,' South Africa is the fifth most water-scarce country in sub-Saharan Africa, with approximately 50% of its water resources consumed by the industrial agriculture sector[footnoteRef:32]. The country’s topography varies significantly, ranging from desert and semi-desert conditions in the arid northwest to sub-humid and wet climates along the eastern coast. Around 50% of the land area is classified as arid or semi-arid. South Africa’s climate is influenced by its geographic diversity, with conditions spanning from subtropical and temperate zones to the Mediterranean. Coastal regions are shaped by the Indian Ocean in the east and the Atlantic Ocean in the west, while the interior plateaus bring cool, wet weather to areas like the Drakensberg and warm, sub-tropical conditions to the northeast. The southwestern part of the country experiences a Mediterranean climate, adding to its ecological and climatic variety.  [31:  https://www.fao.org/4/y8344e/y8344e08.htm ]  [32:  South Africa - Climatology | Climate Change Knowledge Portal.] 

Climate change is projected to significantly heighten the risk and severity of water scarcity and drought across South Africa, impacting critical sectors such as water, agriculture, forestry, human health, marine fisheries, and biodiversity[footnoteRef:33]. Increased frequency of intense rainfall events will also elevate the risk of flooding, including riverbank overflows and flash floods. These events are likely to cause soil erosion and waterlogging of crops, reducing agricultural yields and exacerbating food insecurity, particularly among subsistence farmers. Small-scale and subsistence rural farmers are particularly vulnerable to these disasters due to their limited resources and adaptive capacity. Additionally, rising temperatures and increased aridity may lead to livestock stress, contributing to economic losses, damage to agricultural lands and infrastructure, and human casualties. [33:  Climate Risk Country Profiles | Climate Change Knowledge Portal.] 

The three most significant climate-related disasters in South Africa are drought, floods, and wildfires. Between 1980 and 2013, drought affected an estimated 15 million people, while floods impacted over 483,000 individuals during the same period[footnoteRef:34]. Wildfires have caused extensive damage to agriculture and forestry, and coastal storms have significantly affected infrastructure, fishing communities, and coastal biodiversity. Collectively, these disasters result in approximately ZAR 3 billion (US$163.3 million) in damages annually[footnoteRef:35]. [34:  South Africa Climate Info Fact Sheet_FINAL.pdf ]  [35:  15932-WB_South Africa Country Profile-WEB.pdf] 

Droughts, floods, rising temperatures, and sea levels pose growing challenges for municipalities. For instance, the Western Cape recently experienced one of the worst droughts in a century, critically depleting water supplies in urban areas. Water scarcity is expected to intensify, particularly in the central, northern, and southwestern regions, threatening development goals and heightening conflicts between agricultural, urban, and industrial water users. Flood risks are also projected to increase nationwide, with KwaZulu-Natal, the Eastern Cape, and Limpopo being particularly vulnerable. In May 2017, Durban experienced over 100 mm of rainfall within 24 hours, resulting in floods that forced evacuations and caused extensive damage to homes, vehicles, and infrastructure. Rising flood risks are likely to escalate the incidence of waterborne diseases such as cholera, dysentery, typhoid, and rotavirus infections, which are prevalent in South Africa.
Coastal cities like Cape Town, Durban, and Gqeberha (Port Elizabeth) face additional threats from rising sea levels, which could disrupt infrastructure and key economic sectors such as tourism and fisheries. Increased temperatures are also expected to heighten heat-related health risks, including heat stress and respiratory illnesses. This means that it is imperative that decision makers consider vulnerable communities, including persons with disabilities, in their planning. The US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) argues that the reason for this lack of integrated planning is that climate change effects on people with disabilities have not been studied as much as other vulnerable populations[footnoteRef:36].  [36:  EPA at https://www.epa.gov/climateimpacts/climate-change-and-health-people-disabilities ] 

The impacts of rising temperatures are anticipated to exacerbate water-related tensions among agriculture, livestock, and human populations, particularly during dry seasons. Water quality from surface and groundwater sources is likely to decline, while urban areas will face mounting pressure due to rapid urbanisation. Addressing these challenges requires urgent and integrated responses to mitigate the far-reaching impacts of climate change on South Africa's environment, economy, and communities.
[bookmark: _Toc193891262]3.3 Vulnerability of Persons with disabilities During Climate-Related Events
While climate change impacts everyone on the planet, it disproportionately affects vulnerable populations, including over one billion persons with disabilities worldwide (Lisa, et al 2020). As climate change progresses, it exacerbates challenges for disabled persons by heightening food and water insecurity, adversely affecting health, limiting access to healthcare services and livelihood opportunities, reducing accessible infrastructure, and triggering migration. The developing regions of the world, which are home to an estimated eight hundred million disabled individuals, face particularly severe risks in the Global South (Yeo, 2019). Moreover, climate change is increasingly leading to extreme weather events that pose higher mortality rates, increased injury risks, and potential displacement and abandonment for persons with disabilities. These vulnerabilities are already being felt in various forms, for instance from intensified wildfires in South Africa, the United States, Australia and Greece to more powerful tropical cyclones affecting the south-east coast of Africa and Small Island Developing States[footnoteRef:37]. [37:  World Health Organisation & World Bank, World Report on Disability 29 (2011) [hereinafter World Report on Disability], https://perma.cc/W9K7-93SU ] 

In July 2020, the United Nations Human Rights Council made a landmark decision by adopting a resolution on climate change and the rights of persons with disabilities. This resolution urged governments worldwide to implement disability-inclusive approaches when addressing climate change (Human Rights Council, 2019). It marked the first instance where the council explicitly addressed the intersection of disability rights and climate change, highlighting a critical and previously underexplored dimension of climate justice.
Climate change disproportionately threatens the health and well-being of persons with disabilities. According to The Lancet (2022), individuals with disabilities face heightened risks due to rising ambient temperatures, elevated air pollution levels, and increasing exposure to extreme weather events, including heatwaves, floods, hurricanes, and wildfires. Handicap International (2022) notes that during natural disasters, the global mortality rate for people with disabilities is up to four times higher than that of individuals without disabilities. This alarming disparity stems from systemic barriers such as a lack of inclusive disaster planning, inaccessible information, inadequate early warning systems, lack of access to assistive devises, limited transportation options, and persistent discriminatory attitudes within institutions and communities.
In disasters such as cyclones or floods, persons with disabilities are frequently left behind, particularly in regions where stigma surrounding disability remains pervasive. The United Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction (UNDRR) conducted a survey revealing critical gaps in disaster preparedness and response for persons with disabilities. Key findings included:  
· Evacuation Barriers - Only 25% of respondents with disabilities could easily follow evacuation instructions during a disaster.  
· Limited Awareness - Only 11% were aware of disaster management plans in their communities.  
· Personal Preparedness Deficits - 84% reported not having a personal preparedness plan for disasters.  
· Access Challenges - 56% indicated a lack of access to disaster risk information in accessible formats.  
· Exclusion from Decision-Making - 86% had no participation in community-level disaster risk reduction (DRR) decision-making or planning.  
· Lack of Mechanisms - 75% were unaware of any mechanisms ensuring the inclusion of persons with disabilities in DRR planning.  
The consequences of these gaps are profound. Disasters often disrupt access to essential healthcare services, including medications, oxygen, dialysis, personal care assistance, and medical devices (Stein, 2021). Heat extremes are linked to increased emergency room visits, hospital admissions, and mortality among individuals with preexisting mental health, cardiorespiratory, and other disabilities. People with psychosocial disabilities face triple the risk of death during heatwaves, while those with conditions sensitive to temperature changes - such as multiple sclerosis and spinal cord injuries - are particularly vulnerable. Furthermore, medications like diuretics and antidepressants can impair thermoregulation, exacerbating the risks posed by extreme heat.
Beyond immediate impacts, climate change poses broader threats to persons with disabilities, including heightened risks of undernutrition, water insecurity, stress-induced psychiatric disorders, and changes in the geographical distribution of infectious diseases. These challenges underscore the urgent need for disability-inclusive climate action that prioritises accessibility, equity, and resilience in disaster planning and climate change mitigation efforts (Little and Cocklin, 2010).
South Africa's key economic sectors are particularly vulnerable to the effects of climate variability and change, which are already being felt across the country. Increasing water scarcity and prolonged drought conditions threaten to heighten food insecurity and may exacerbate conflicts over limited resources, potentially leading to further population displacement[footnoteRef:38]. Rising sea levels pose additional risks to the country’s extensive coastline, impacting infrastructure, coastal communities, and economic activities. As urbanisation continues to accelerate, municipalities face mounting challenges in providing essential services and maintaining infrastructure (Beisland & Mersland, 2012). These challenges are intensified by climate stressors such as floods and droughts, which place additional strain on service delivery and municipal finances. Environmental degradation, coupled with changes in the quality and availability of water resources, as well as the loss of biodiversity and ecosystem services, further impede the country’s progress in development and poverty reduction. These factors collectively increase the vulnerability of communities and ecosystems, creating significant barriers to sustainable growth. [38:  Climate Change In South Africa: 21 Stunning Facts About South Africa’s Climate Breakdown - Greenpeace Africa.] 

According to the World Bank (2022), climate change is a global phenomenon with far-reaching consequences that also disproportionately affect marginalised and vulnerable populations, including persons with disabilities. While significant attention has been given to the general impacts of climate change on human systems and ecosystems, there is limited literature exploring how it uniquely affects persons with disabilities in South Africa. Persons with disabilities often face structural and social barriers that amplify their vulnerability to climate change-related events, such as extreme weather conditions, rising sea levels, and shifts in ecosystems. The United Nations Refugee Agency (UNHCR) highlight the fact that higher poverty and food insecurity rates amongst persons with disabilities, and inadequate housing, tend to heighten their exposure and vulnerability to hazards, which can increase their risk of forced displacement[footnoteRef:39]. Persons with disabilities often face barriers accessing information and resources which limit their knowledge and capacity to adapt to climate change. Persons with disabilities are more likely to be impacted by disasters, as disaster preparedness programs and early warning systems are often inaccessible, not provided in sign language or audio messages for example. Evacuation systems and personnel are not prepared in advance to support people with different impairments. The specific needs and experiences of persons with disabilities are frequently overlooked in climate adaptation and mitigation strategies, leaving critical gaps in policy and in implementation.  [39:  UNHCR. 2021. Disability, Displacement and Climate Change. Available at https://api.internal-displacement.org/sites/default/files/publications/documents/Disability_Displacement_Climate%20Change.pdf ] 

[bookmark: _Toc193891263]4. Benchmarking Review 
This section presents a benchmarking and comparative review of how various countries are integrating disability considerations into climate change policies and practices. Recognising that South Africa is not alone in confronting the compounded challenges of disability and climate vulnerability, this analysis draws on global examples to identify best practices and innovative models for disability-inclusive climate action.
The benchmarking exercise evaluates how countries have approached the inclusion of persons with disabilities in their Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs) and broader climate adaptation and disaster risk reduction frameworks. In doing so, it highlights progressive efforts to ensure that climate planning is both equitable and accessible, especially in regions prone to frequent climate-related disasters.
Table 2 provides a summary of good practices from countries such as Japan, Italy, and institutions like the Council of Europe. These examples illustrate how inclusive design, community-based planning, accessible communication systems, and data-driven approaches have been used to address the unique needs of persons with disabilities before, during, and after climate events. Lessons from these contexts are critical in informing South Africa’s own policy development and implementation strategies for a more inclusive and resilient climate response.
[bookmark: _Toc183966082][bookmark: _Toc193891332]Table 2: Countries with good practice on including persons with disabilities in national plans
	Country
	Key areas of NDC focus on persons with disabilities

	Japan
	Japan is a country that is highly exposed to natural and climate change disasters. In addition to earthquakes, tsunamis, and volcanic eruptions, Japan experiences many large typhoons, heavy rains and flooding – often affecting densely populated areas. For persons with disabilities, appropriate considerations and mechanisms are necessary with respect to advance evacuation, evacuation during a disaster, and life in evacuation shelters. In Japan, based on the experiences during the Hanshin-Awaji Great Earthquake in 1995 and the Great East Japan Earthquake in 2011, each local government established a disaster prevention plan, and business operators developed Business Continuity Plans (BCP). The Kumamoto Organisation of Persons with Developmental Disability developed an information card for persons with disabilities on which possible challenges and desirable reasonable accommodations can be written in an easy-to-fill-in and easy to-communicate form. This idea was based on lessons learned during the response to the strong earthquake in 2016 when the various barriers faced by persons with developmental disorders, for whom loud sounds, bright lights, unexpected events, and other aspects of emergencies can be stressful, were not well understood. The process of filling in the card in and of itself also promotes preparedness among persons with disabilities.

	Council of Europe
	The Council of Europe’s EUR-OPA Major Hazards Agreement launched its Toolkit on Major Hazards and People with Disabilities in 2015[footnoteRef:40]. The Toolkit provides guidance and examples of good practice for civil protection professionals, decision-makers and people with disabilities to reduce their vulnerability to disasters. Initiatives already undertaken in some Council of Europe member States include alerts via mobile devices, sign language courses for firefighters and communication materials for rescuers and people with disabilities. The Toolkit pays particular attention to the local level and provides guidance on how to include specifically local particularities into a generalised structure at regional or national level. The toolkit focuses on empowering people with disabilities using a human rights-based approach to ensure the security of persons with disabilities, not just in emergencies but in the whole “disaster cycle” (prevention, adaptation of buildings and education for risk-preparedness, emergencies and recovery).  [40:  Council of Europe. 2015. Major Hazards and People with Disabilities: A Toolkit for Good Practice at https://rm.coe.int/CoERMPublicCommonSearchServices/DisplayDCTMContent?documentId=0900001680467003 ] 

Examples of good practice in the Toolkit include the following:
Italy: A database of information about people who are receiving disability services in the Marche Region or who are in need of these services was developed. The objective is to plan and co-ordinate emergency rescue activities on the basis of the information contained in the database and with the support of GIS technology. The general idea is also to create a map using the information from the database in relation to the more vulnerable areas of the territory. The database will also include information on the location of healthcare facilities and the disabilities of their residents.
Armenia: A sequential long-term initiative has been implemented by the Ministry of Emergency Situations (MES) of the Republic of Armenia, supported by the Armenian Government, to involve people with disabilities in the MES system, primarily as employees of the Crisis Management Centres. More than 40 people with disabilities currently work at MES and all the necessary conditions (transport facilities, special lifts, etc.) are provided to enable them to work in, and to move around, the MES’s Crisis Management Centres, which have become “extraordinary cities”. This group of employees are always included in all initiatives organised by the MES.

	Vanuatu
	Vanuatu has the most robust NDC in terms of disability inclusion. It is the only state that includes “people with disabilities” as a heading of their submission, with three separate adoption priority areas for people with disabilities, complete with specific dollar values to achieve those objectives. In particular, Vanuatu’s NDC includes commitments to provide people with disabilities with information necessary to address the health risks of climate change, promote the participation of people with disabilities in adaptation planning, and provide support and resources to persons with disabilities initiating and running adaptation projects.

	Papua New Guinea
	In Papua New Guinea, the NDCs aimed at addressing climate change prioritise adaptation measures, particularly in key sectors like agriculture, health, transport, and infrastructure, with a focus on ensuring that these actions are inclusive and consider the needs of people with disabilities, recognising that climate change disproportionately impacts vulnerable populations including those with disabilities; the government aims to integrate disability considerations into its climate change response plans and ensure accessible infrastructure development as part of its adaptation strategies. PNG aims to integrate disability-inclusive approaches in planning and implementing climate change adaptation measures. The country also recognises the fact that accessible infrastructure development, including jetties and other climate-resilient structures, is crucial to address the needs of people with disabilities.

	Philippines
	In the Philippines, the National Council on Disability Affairs has established DiDRR programmes which all local government units are required to implement. These programmes include capacity building for key stakeholders, participatory capacity vulnerability assessment, psychosocial support for persons with disabilities and their families, and the development of local inclusive rehabilitation and reconstruction plans. In seeking to implement these programmes, the Government and NGOs including organisations of persons with disabilities are collaborating closely. Various planning, policy and implementation system development programmes, and trainings, are proceeding, involving the Centre for Disaster Preparedness, the Department of Social Welfare and Development, the National Council on Disability Affairs, the Department of 23 Health, the Office of Civil Defence, the National Disaster Risk Reduction and Management Council, local government units, academia, NGOs and organisations of persons with disabilities

	Nepal
	In Nepal's NDCs regarding climate change, there is a growing recognition of the need to specifically address the vulnerabilities of people with disabilities, aiming to incorporate disability-inclusive measures within climate adaptation and mitigation strategies, ensuring that climate actions "leave no one behind" and consider the unique challenges faced by this population group when dealing with climate change impacts. Nepal's updated NDCs aim to incorporate disability-inclusive measures in climate action plans, including consultations with disability organisations to identify specific needs and priorities. The process of developing and implementing NDCs involves consultations with disability organisations and representatives to ensure their concerns are integrated into climate action plans

	Ethiopia
	Ethiopia's NDCs to combat climate change include a focus on reducing greenhouse gas emissions by a significant percentage, with a particular emphasis on adaptation measures to protect vulnerable populations, including those with disabilities, through initiatives like the "Climate Resilient Green Economy" strategy, but currently lack specific details on disability inclusion within their climate action plans. This strategy forms the basis for Ethiopia's climate action, encompassing both mitigation and adaptation measures to address the impacts of climate change on vulnerable communities.


[bookmark: _Toc193430610]The benchmarking exercise presented in Table 2 reveals that disability-inclusive climate responses are not only feasible but also critical to effective disaster preparedness and resilience. The examples from countries such as Japan and Italy, along with frameworks from institutions like the Council of Europe, demonstrate that when persons with disabilities are actively included in the planning, implementation, and monitoring of climate interventions, the outcomes are significantly more equitable and sustainable.
A common thread across the international case studies is the institutionalisation of inclusive practices through both legislation and policy instruments. For instance, Japan’s Basic Act for Persons with Disabilities mandates inclusive disaster risk reduction planning and has led to the development of tailored evacuation protocols and training for responders. Similarly, Italy’s integration of disability data into local emergency management systems reveals the importance of reliable, disaggregated data for planning and service delivery. These examples show that disability-responsive climate action requires deliberate and well-resourced systems that embed inclusion from the outset.
Moreover, the reviewed countries emphasise the importance of accessible communication before and during climate-related emergencies. From early warning systems using sign language and simplified text to mobile-based alerts compatible with screen readers, these countries have made significant strides in ensuring that persons with diverse disabilities are kept informed and empowered to respond during crises. The adoption of universal design principles in public infrastructure, evacuation centres, and emergency transport systems further ensures that physical accessibility is not an afterthought but a foundational component of climate adaptation.
Another critical insight emerging from the comparative review is the value of decentralised and community-led initiatives. For example, Italy and several Nordic countries have piloted local climate resilience hubs that specifically support persons with disabilities, offering training, psychological support, and emergency preparedness toolkits. These initiatives are often facilitated by strong partnerships between government departments, disability organisations, and civil society groups—demonstrating the power of multi-stakeholder collaboration.
Importantly, the benchmarking also reveals that financial resourcing and institutional accountability are key to sustaining inclusive efforts. In many of the examples, budget lines are specifically allocated for inclusive disaster risk reduction, and there are mechanisms for persons with disabilities and their organisations to monitor implementation progress. Some countries have even established disability advisory councils within their national climate commissions, ensuring continuous engagement and oversight.
South Africa stands to gain substantially from the adoption and adaptation of such models. While the country has made notable commitments to disability inclusion, particularly through frameworks like the White Paper on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities and the recent Climate Change Act, the full integration of disability into climate policy and programming remains limited. The comparator countries offer a blueprint for advancing this agenda, highlighting the need for context-specific but globally informed interventions.
Moving forward, South Africa could enhance its disability-inclusive climate action through several priority actions:
· Developing and institutionalising accessible early warning systems across all provinces;
· Incorporating disability-disaggregated data into local and national climate vulnerability assessments;
· Training disaster response personnel on inclusive protocols and communication methods;
· Allocating dedicated budgets for inclusive infrastructure and programming;
· Creating formal spaces for participation of DPOs and persons with disabilities in climate policy design, implementation, and review.
In conclusion, integrating the lessons from global good practices into South Africa’s climate response mechanisms will not only support the rights and dignity of persons with disabilities but will also result in more effective, resilient, and inclusive systems. Disability-inclusive climate action is not just a human rights imperative—it is a strategic pathway toward building a society that is better prepared for the complex challenges of a changing climate.
[bookmark: _Toc193891264]5. Fieldwork Analysis
This section presents the findings from an extensive fieldwork exercise designed to capture the lived experiences, perspectives, and insights of multiple stakeholders on the impact of climate change on persons with disabilities in South Africa. The research team employed a suite of carefully structured tools, each targeted at a specific respondent group, in order to generate disaggregated, evidence-based insights that inform the scientific rigour of this study.
As already highlighted, a multi-method, multi-stakeholder approach was adopted, with fieldwork instruments tailored to accommodate different contexts, roles, and capacities. These tools included:
· A structured online survey targeting persons with disabilities,
· Interviews with government officials,
· Interviews with NGOs working with persons with disabilities in the selected provinces,
· Interviews with persons with disabilities conducted across four provinces, and
· A focused mini-survey of Disaster Management Centres to assess their inclusivity preparedness.
Each tool was designed not only to collect data but to reflect a participatory and inclusive research ethos, aligned with a rights-based framework.
The online survey explored awareness, lived experiences, and access to support among persons with disabilities, with questions covering demographics, awareness of climate change, experienced climate-related hazards, access to disaster preparedness services, and perceptions of inclusion. It sought to understand both the tangible impacts of climate-induced changes (e.g., food insecurity, health issues, loss of livelihoods) and the barriers to adaptation—ranging from lack of accessible information to insufficient government support.
The KIIs with government officials examined the degree to which climate change policy and planning at departmental level is inclusive of persons with disabilities. The instrument focused on policy knowledge, programme implementation, data use, inter-departmental coordination, and funding allocations. Importantly, it probed the extent to which disability inclusion is institutionalised and what systemic constraints continue to hinder progress.
The KIIs with CSOs and DPOs interrogated the operational and advocacy roles played by these actors. The tool explored their understanding of disability-climate intersections, the nature of their interventions, partnerships with the state, and challenges encountered in service delivery and policy engagement. Particular attention was paid to the extent to which these organisations implement inclusive practices and collect disaggregated data to inform programme adaptation.
Regarding the 80 interviews with persons with disabilities, the research team created a platform for participants to share personal experiences of climate risk, adaptation challenges, and coping mechanisms. These interviews unearthed contextual narratives that provided depth and texture to the quantitative data. They also allowed the team to explore differential vulnerabilities by gender, type of impairment, rural-urban location, and socio-economic status. 
In addition, the research examined the varying impacts of climate change across selected South African provinces—Limpopo, Cape Town, KwaZulu-Natal, and Gauteng—and identified distinct yet overlapping challenges influenced by regional conditions. Limpopo, characterized by its subtropical climate, suffers frequent heatwaves and seasonal flooding, disproportionately affecting persons with physical disabilities and visual impairments due to reduced mobility and limited adaptive capacity in rural settings. Cape Town, with its coastal Mediterranean climate, faces water scarcity and severe storms, significantly affecting personal hygiene and communication infrastructure, thereby creating heightened challenges for individuals with physical and hearing disabilities. KwaZulu-Natal experiences frequent cyclones, heavy rains, and flooding that damage infrastructure essential for mobility, disproportionately impacting visually impaired and intellectually disabled persons who rely heavily on accessibility and predictable routines. Lastly, Gauteng's dense urbanization amplifies heatwaves, pollution, and infrastructure stresses, particularly affecting individuals with chronic conditions and those dependent on assistive devices vulnerable to climate-induced power disruptions.
Lastly, a short survey with three Disaster Management Centres (national and provincial) was conducted to assess the operational integration of disability into preparedness plans. This included queries on data availability, early warning system accessibility, infrastructure adjustments, and collaboration with disability-focused entities.
Collectively, these tools were designed to:
· Ensure scientific triangulation of data sources (quantitative and qualitative),
· Promote respondent diversity and inclusion,
· Align with international best practices in participatory research, and
· Generate insights to inform policy and practice at multiple levels.
The fieldwork illuminated the unique and disproportionate challenges that persons with disabilities face under changing climate conditions, while also shedding light on innovative coping strategies, institutional gaps, and areas where targeted support could yield high impact. Drawing on the diverse perspectives of persons with disabilities, government officials, and civil society representatives, several core themes emerged that characterise their experiences in the context of climate change. These themes—outlined below—cut across stakeholder groups and collectively illustrate how climate change both exacerbates existing vulnerabilities and introduces new risks for this population. The evidence gathered through these instruments provides a holistic and empirically grounded understanding of the issues, and serves as a foundation for the findings and recommendations that follow.
[bookmark: _Toc193891265]5.1 Awareness and Perceptions of Climate Change 
[bookmark: _Toc193891266]5.1.1 Limited Climate Awareness
Overall awareness of climate change varied widely among persons with disabilities. Quantitative survey results showed a mixed picture – while a majority of respondents reported at least some familiarity with the concept, a significant fraction had little to no knowledge of it. For instance, only about 17% described their knowledge as “advanced,” whereas nearly half admitted to having just “a little” or no understanding of climate change (see Figure 13). 

[bookmark: _Toc193891453]Figure 13: Online Survey Results on Familiarity with Climate Change and its Impact (n=124)
In the 80 in-depth interviews, 85% of participants said they were aware of climate change as an issue, but others were unsure or unfamiliar with the term. This apparent discrepancy highlighted a key point: many people with disabilities have encountered the effects of climate change in their daily lives (extreme heat, droughts, floods), but they do not always label these experiences as “climate change.” When the topic was introduced in a conversational, example-based way, respondents often recognised that they had been feeling the impacts – they simply had not conceptualised them under the banner of climate change. This highlights that awareness is frequently embedded in lived experience. Many individuals knew of unusual weather patterns or environmental changes (like recurrent floods or heat waves) but did not initially connect them to the global climate crisis until researchers provided context. The interviews thus became an opportunity for mutual learning, helping participants link personal events (crop failures, water shortages, heat-related illnesses) to broader climatic shifts.
[bookmark: _Toc193891267]5.1.2 Competing Priorities and Low Salience 
Both persons with disabilities and those working with them noted that climate change is often not a top-of-mind concern compared to more immediate daily challenges. Respondents explained that issues such as unemployment, the rising cost of living, crime, and inadequate basic services tend to overshadow abstract environmental concerns. One participant candidly stated that “environmental problems are not a priority when we struggle to get jobs or even food on the table.” This sentiment aligns with national surveys of the general public, which find that while there is growing awareness of climate change, it ranks lower than pressing socio-economic issues for most South Africans. In the disability community, this dynamic is even more pronounced: many individuals are so focused on day-to-day survival and overcoming accessibility barriers that long-term climate threats can seem distant. As a result, awareness of climate change impacts remains surface-level for some, and efforts to promote climate education often compete with these urgent priorities.
[bookmark: _Toc193891268]5.1.3 Knowledge Gaps and Misconceptions 
The fieldwork revealed clear gaps in understanding the science and implications of climate change among persons with disabilities and their support networks. Many participants had heard the term “climate change” but were uncertain about what it truly entails or how it directly affects them. Several community members initially perceived climate change as something relevant only to scientists or policymakers, not a lived reality. Through discussion, they began to relate – for example, recognising that the “strange new weather” they have been experiencing is part of climate change. This finding suggests that accessible, relatable education is needed. Moreover, misconceptions were common: some believed climate change was purely a future problem, while others attributed personal misfortunes (such as illness) to supernatural causes rather than environmental ones. Bridging these knowledge gaps is critical, as lack of understanding can hinder people’s willingness or ability to adapt. Without a clear perception of risk, persons with disabilities may not seek out cooling centres during heatwaves or evacuate early for floods, for instance, simply because they underestimate the threat or do not see how it relates to their disability.
[bookmark: _Toc193891269]5.1.4 Perspectives from Civil Society
CSOs echoed the theme of low awareness. Many disability-focused CSOs admitted that both their staff and the communities they serve have limited knowledge about climate change. Smaller organisations, especially at the grassroots level, often lack the training and information to educate their members on climate issues. “It’s very challenging to mobilise persons with disabilities around climate change when they have such a limited understanding of the science behind it,” one NGO representative explained. In fact, when CSO respondents were asked to rate their own understanding of the climate–disability nexus, about 60% said it was “low.” This is not to say they were oblivious to impacts – intuitively, many could point out concrete problems like “the effect of extended heat on persons with albinism” or how floods were disrupting their services. However, they lacked formal knowledge and terminology, which in turn inhibits informed participation in policy dialogues. Larger national disability alliances (such as the SADA) seem somewhat better informed and positioned to engage with government on climate policy, but they are the exception. Most CSOs indicated that climate change has only recently entered their conversation, usually as they start noticing its impacts on their constituents’ well-being.
[bookmark: _Toc193891270]5.1.5 Implications on awareness
The overall picture is that awareness and perceptions of climate change among persons with disabilities are still developing. There is a base recognition that “something is changing with the weather” and that it affects their lives, but detailed knowledge is sparse. This theme is crucial because without awareness, adaptation cannot start. If people do not perceive climate risks, they are unlikely to prepare for them or demand action. The findings highlight the need for inclusive climate communication – information that reaches people with different disabilities in formats they can digest. It also highlights that raising climate awareness in the disability community must go hand-in-hand with addressing their immediate socio-economic concerns, otherwise messages may not resonate. In short, improving awareness and correcting misconceptions is a foundational step to empowering persons with disabilities to participate in climate action and protect themselves from climate threats.
[bookmark: _Toc193891271]5.2 Access to Information and Early Warning Systems
[bookmark: _Toc193891272]5.2.1 Inaccessible Communication Channels
Across all respondent groups, a recurring concern was the lack of accessible information and early warning systems for climate-related events. Many persons with disabilities struggle to receive timely alerts about extreme weather or disasters because communication methods are not adapted to their needs. For example, deaf and hard-of-hearing participants reported facing significant challenges during emergencies. Early warnings in South Africa – like community sirens, radio broadcasts, or shouted instructions – are heavily audio-dependent, effectively excluding those who cannot hear. One deaf interviewee in Gauteng described the anxiety of being left out of critical warnings, saying “when they gave evacuation orders on the radio, I had no idea it was happening until the floodwaters were at my door.” Others noted that even televised weather updates often lack sign language interpretation or closed captions. “When I watch the news, I see the presenters talking about the weather, but without sign language, I can only guess what they are saying. It feels like we are invisible,” one respondent explained. This lack of inclusive media coverage means that deaf individuals frequently rely on family or neighbours to interpret warnings – a dependence that can cost precious time in fast-onset disasters.
[bookmark: _Toc193891273]5.2.2 Gaps in Early Warning for All Disabilities
It is not only the deaf community that is affected. Blind and visually impaired persons face the opposite problem: critical warnings might be issued as text messages, visual bulletin boards, or colour-coded signals that they cannot see. While many blind individuals rely on radio or word-of-mouth for information, any failure to provide an auditory option (for instance, if info is only shared via written notices or TV tickers) leaves them equally in the dark. One visually impaired respondent noted that some emergency smartphone apps and websites for weather alerts are not screen-reader compatible, limiting their usefulness. People with intellectual or learning disabilities (such as dyslexia or cognitive impairments) also encounter barriers – information is often too technical or delivered only in writing. A caregiver pointed out that “people with dyslexia and other intellectual disabilities cannot easily read written information, and this heavily impacts their ability to understand and respond to climate threats.” In summary, mainstream warning systems tend to be one-size-fits-all, assuming every citizen can see, hear, and quickly comprehend the messages – an assumption that leaves many persons with disabilities at risk.
[bookmark: _Toc193891274]5.2.3 Real-Life Consequences of Information Barriers
The absence of accessible early warnings and information has had very tangible consequences in disaster situations. Participants shared multiple stories of confusion and danger that arose purely from communication failures. In KwaZulu-Natal, a group of deaf residents recounted how, during a sudden flood, “they were shouting instructions, but none of us could understand. Some of us stood there confused until someone who knew sign language arrived to explain what was happening. It was terrifying.” Such delays can be life-threatening. In another case, blind individuals missed out on evacuation transport because announcements were made via printed notices on community centre walls. By the time a neighbour informed them, the evacuation buses had left. These scenarios illustrate that when persons with disabilities do not get timely or intelligible information, they lose the chance to protect themselves or evacuate early, resulting in greater exposure to harm.
[bookmark: _Toc193891275]5.2.4 Respondents’ Suggested Solutions
Both persons with disabilities and civil society respondents emphasised practical measures to close these information gaps. A strong theme was the need for multi-modal early warning systems – i.e., alerts that combine sound, visuals, and text to reach everyone. Deaf participants suggested innovations like mobile phone alerts that use vibration patterns and flashing lights. “If my phone could vibrate and flash a certain colour for different warnings – red for floods, yellow for extreme heat – I would know immediately something is wrong,” one interviewee in Limpopo proposed. Others advocated for community alarm systems that include sirens and bright strobe lights, as well as training emergency personnel to use simple sign language or pictorial cards when instructing people to evacuate. For the blind community, recommendations included more spoken announcements via loudspeakers, as well as ensuring that any written advisories (like emergency text messages) are also sent in an audio format or via phone calls. There was also a call to disseminate information through local disability networks – for example, having disability NGOs or WhatsApp groups act as secondary channels to redistribute official warnings in accessible formats. Importantly, these suggestions show that persons with disabilities are not passive recipients; they have ideas to improve systems and increase their own safety if given appropriate tools.
[bookmark: _Toc193891276]5.2.5 Institutional Perspective on Information Access
Government officials and disaster management personnel interviewed acknowledged, in principle, the need for inclusive communication. South Africa’s disaster management policies (including the Disability-Inclusive Disaster Risk Reduction (DiDRR) approach) actually mandate that early warning and preparedness information be accessible to all, including persons with disabilities. In practice, however, implementation lags behind these ideals. Some officials admitted that accessible communication has not been fully standardised. For instance, not all municipalities routinely include sign language interpreters in emergency broadcasts, and not all emergency alert systems are compatible with assistive technologies. One encouraging finding was that a few disaster management centres are exploring technology upgrades – such as apps with both text-to-speech and speech-to-text functions – but these are pilot efforts rather than nationwide norms. CSOs noted they are eager to partner with authorities on information dissemination. They highlighted that the “national disability rights machinery” could be used as a platform for climate communication – meaning the networks of disability organisations across provinces could help spread warnings and educational content if government supplied it in the right formats. This kind of coordination, however, is not yet systematic.
[bookmark: _Toc193891277]5.2.6 Implications on early warning systems 
Access to information and early warnings is a lifesaving issue. This theme reveals that despite policy intentions, many persons with disabilities remain one step behind when disaster strikes because they simply did not get the message. Effective climate adaptation for the disability community must therefore prioritise communication equity. The experiences shared by respondents make it clear that progress is needed on multiple fronts: mainstream media must become more disability-friendly (e.g. sign language on TV, captioning, accessible web content), emergency services must adopt multi-sensory alert methods, and local communities should be empowered to fill information gaps (through volunteers or local champions trained in inclusive communication). Improving these systems will greatly enhance the autonomy and safety of persons with disabilities, ensuring they are warned with everyone else – not after everyone else. In sum, closing the information accessibility gap is critical to making “no one left behind” a reality during climate crises.
[bookmark: _Toc193891278]5.3 Socio-Economic and Service Access Barriers
[bookmark: _Toc193891279]5.3.1 Pre-Existing Vulnerabilities
Persons with disabilities in South Africa often face socio-economic hardships and service delivery gaps even under normal conditions – and climate change is compounding these difficulties. The field data painted a stark picture of how climate stresses intersect with poverty, unemployment, and infrastructural barriers. Many respondents noted that they already struggle with limited access to healthcare, employment, education, and assistive services due to their disabilities. Climate change adds another layer of risk on top of this. It was frequently described as “a threat multiplier” that worsens existing inequalities. For example, if an area is hit by drought, everyone suffers water shortages, but a disabled person in that community – who might also be unemployed and reliant on social grants – will find it even harder to obtain water, travel to distribution points, or afford increased water prices. One participant from a rural area summarised it: “We are already at the bottom of the ladder, and climate change is kicking us further down.” This theme emerged strongly: the socio-economic marginalisation of people with disabilities makes them more susceptible to climate impacts, and conversely, climate impacts aggravate their marginalisation.
[bookmark: _Toc193891280]5.3.2 Health Impacts and Lack of Adaptation Resources
A significant number of persons with disabilities reported deteriorating health and well-being as a direct result of climate-related changes. Heatwaves, in particular, have been brutal. Individuals with chronic illnesses or mobility impairments described extreme heat as debilitating. “The heat is unbearable for me. I have high blood pressure, and when it’s too hot, I get dizzy and weak. I can’t afford an air conditioner, so I just have to suffer,” said one elderly respondent. Others echoed that they experience increased fatigue, pain, or medical complications during heat extremes. People with conditions like cerebral palsy found that high temperatures triggered more frequent muscle spasms and dangerous levels of dehydration. Yet, they often cannot access cooling centres or afford cooling equipment. This lack of adaptive capacity was a common refrain: those who needed things like fans, air coolers, or extra water to cope with heat could seldom afford them. A respondent in Limpopo illustrated the impossible trade-offs families are facing: “I have to choose between buying my pain medication and paying for transport to therapy. Now, with these heatwaves, I also need extra water and a fan. It’s just too much.” Such choices mean that any additional expense to deal with climate (like higher electricity bills for cooling or replacing food that spoiled in a heat-induced power outage) directly cuts into essentials like healthcare or nutrition. It was noted that government’s disability grants (approximately R2,180 per month as of 2024) provide important support, but simply have not kept pace with the rising cost of living and now the extra costs brought by climate stress. In summary, climate change is straining the limited financial and health resources of persons with disabilities, often forcing them to forego critical needs to address immediate climate-induced problems.
[bookmark: _Toc193891281]5.3.3 Food and Water Insecurity
Many respondents talked about difficulty accessing basic necessities – especially clean water and adequate food – as climate impacts intensify. Drought and water scarcity were top-of-mind issues in provinces like Limpopo and parts of the Eastern Cape. People with disabilities in these areas often rely on caregivers or family members to fetch water. During drought periods, those caregivers (often aging parents or young children) must travel much farther or queue much longer to obtain water, meaning the household sometimes goes days with insufficient supply. “I rely on my niece to fetch water, but when the river dries up she has to walk to the next village. Sometimes we run out. During the drought last year, we went three days using the little water we saved in buckets,” recounted one woman. Similarly, disruptions in weather patterns have affected agriculture and food prices, hitting poor disabled households the hardest. In interview after interview, participants mentioned rising food insecurity. Crop failures and higher market prices mean that those already struggling to afford food face even greater hunger. One disability advocate noted that persons with disabilities are often the “first to go hungry” in a community when food is scarce, because they might be less able to go out and compete for limited supplies or take on manual labour to supplement income. Additionally, extreme weather events can interrupt delivery of chronic medications, disability-friendly foods (like fortified supplements), or services like home-based care that many depend on for nutritional support. All these factors contribute to a precarious situation where climate change is undermining both the quantity and quality of food and water available to persons with disabilities.
[bookmark: _Toc193891282]5.3.4 Damage to Homes and Infrastructure
Climate-induced disasters such as floods and storms have had devastating effects on housing and physical infrastructure, which in turn pose severe barriers for persons with disabilities. Respondents from KwaZulu-Natal and Gauteng recounted recent floods that not only damaged their homes but also destroyed accessibility features. One wheelchair user from Durban described how a flash flood wrecked the wooden ramp to her house and soaked her wheelchair, rendering it unusable. Others lost critical items like white canes or hearing aid batteries in the chaos of evacuations. For those living in informal settlements or poorly constructed RDP houses, storms literally swept away their shelters or made them structurally unsafe. A participant from Limpopo who uses a wheelchair shared a harrowing experience: “Our home was damaged by a storm, and we had to move. But finding a new place that is wheelchair-accessible was nearly impossible.” She ended up in a temporary shack that could not accommodate her needs. These examples highlight that when climate disasters strike, persons with mobility or sensory impairments face a double burden: first surviving the event, then dealing with displacement in a world not built for them. Even public infrastructure, like roads and bridges, often suffers damage (potholes, washouts) that disproportionately affects disabled commuters. A blind interviewee in Cape Town noted that after heavy rains, familiar sidewalks and crossings were so altered by debris and erosion that “I felt completely lost…my cane couldn’t find the usual cues.” Thus, the physical destruction from climate events translates into long-term mobility and shelter challenges, sometimes displacing persons with disabilities from the very environments they have adapted to over years.
[bookmark: _Toc193891283]5.3.5 Disruption of Services and Healthcare
Climate change has also disrupted essential support services that persons with disabilities rely on. Heatwaves and floods have led to power outages and telecommunications breakdowns, cutting off people who depend on electrically powered devices (like oxygen machines, refrigeration for medications, or motorised wheelchairs) and those who use phones to call for assistance. Several rural interviewees mentioned that clinic outreach programmes and mobile health services were cancelled or delayed due to extreme weather, meaning they missed physiotherapy sessions, medical check-ups, or delivery of medications. For someone with a condition like cerebral palsy, missing even a few physiotherapy appointments because “the roads were flooded and transport wasn’t running” can lead to regression in mobility, as one respondent in KwaZulu-Natal experienced. Similarly, deaf participants noted that when phone lines or cell networks go down (common in storms), they lose their primary means of contacting interpreters or emergency services via text, leaving them isolated. These service disruptions show how climate events do not just cause immediate physical damage, but also interrupt the lifelines that many persons with disabilities depend on daily. In emergencies, respondents observed that relief efforts (food distribution, medical camps, etc.) were often not disability-sensitive – for example, aid stations being set up upstairs in buildings with no lifts, or relief packages lacking medications for chronic illnesses. This kind of oversight forces individuals or their families to fend for themselves, further straining their resources.
[bookmark: _Toc193891284]5.3.6 Barriers in Emergency Shelter and Evacuation
A particularly urgent set of barriers relates to disaster response and evacuation processes, which many felt do not accommodate persons with disabilities. By law, emergency shelters and evacuation plans should be inclusive – local disaster managers acknowledged that “communities are supposed to include people with disabilities in all phases of disaster risk reduction, including early warning, evacuation, and recovery.” In practice, however, respondents gave multiple examples where this did not happen. Inaccessible shelters were a top concern. “Many shelters lack ramps, accessible restrooms, or space for wheelchairs,” explained a Gauteng resident with a mobility impairment. Knowing this, some choose not to evacuate at all. “I avoided going to the emergency shelter during the last storm because I knew they wouldn’t have wheelchair-accessible toilets or sleeping areas. I chose to stay at home and risk the flood instead,” one man admitted. Others who did evacuate found themselves in uncomfortable or unsafe conditions – a woman with spinal injuries ended up sleeping in her wheelchair for two nights at a shelter because no beds or mats could accommodate her needs. Emergency transportation is another issue: there were accounts of wheelchair users being left behind because rescue boats or trucks could not take their chair, or no accessible vehicle was available. In KwaZulu-Natal’s severe floods, many disabled people were “simply stranded,” as community members recalled, because evacuation routes were impassable for those with limited mobility and rescuers did not prioritise assisting them until much later. These stories underline a sobering statistic that one NGO leader cited: persons with disabilities are two to four times more likely to die or be injured in disasters compared to others in the community. The causes are not their disabilities per se, but the environmental and institutional barriers – inaccessible infrastructure, lack of planning, and communication gaps – that put them in harm’s way. As one disability rights advocate put it, “When disaster strikes, persons with disabilities are often left behind – not due to their impairments, but because the system fails them.”
[bookmark: _Toc193891285]5.3.7 Exposure to Exploitation and Violence
An often overlooked consequence of climate stress highlighted by respondents is the increased risk of social ills such as crime, gender-based violence, and exploitation, which tend to spike during crises and disproportionately affect vulnerable groups. Some participants shared troubling experiences: for example, during a prolonged drought when water was being rationed, a woman with a visual impairment was attacked and robbed while walking to a distant water point – desperate circumstances that led to increased aggression in her community. Others noted that economic desperation linked to climate impacts (crop failure, job losses in climate-sensitive sectors) can lead to higher crime rates, and people with disabilities, who may be less able to physically defend themselves or flee, become easy targets. One single mother of a child with a disability in Gauteng revealed how her worsening financial situation (partly due to climate-related food price hikes and energy costs) drove her into the hands of a predatory loan shark. She ended up losing control of her disability grant money to this lender and, facing immense stress, turned to substance abuse as a coping mechanism. “I was just trying to survive,” she said, “but now every month my child’s money goes straight to the loan shark, and I don’t know how to get out of this.” Her case illustrates the cascade of socio-economic vulnerability: climate pressure exacerbates poverty, which in turn opens the door to exploitation and harmful coping strategies. Community workers also pointed out that during chaotic events like evacuations, persons with disabilities (especially women and children) can be at higher risk of abuse or neglect if not deliberately safeguarded, as the usual social structures are disrupted. These insights broaden the understanding of “climate change impacts” to include social and protection dimensions, not just environmental and economic losses.
[bookmark: _Toc193891286]5.3.8 Implications on Socio-Economic and Service Access
The socio-economic and service access barriers theme reveals how deeply intertwined climate change is with social justice issues for persons with disabilities. Every challenge – whether it’s accessing a shelter, affording a fan, or getting a bag of maize meal – is magnified by climate stressors. The cumulative effect is to push an already marginalised group further into hardship. Importantly, some respondents stressed that climate change itself is not the sole cause of their difficulties; rather, it amplifies underlying inequities. A national albinism advocacy group member argued, for example, that “the main cause of our hardship isn’t the sun getting hotter – it’s that society doesn’t give us the support and urgency we need. Climate change just makes the injustice more obvious.” This perspective reminds that solutions must be two-pronged: addressing immediate climate-induced needs (like accessible shelters, emergency aid, cooling centers) and tackling the root causes of vulnerability (poverty, unemployment, lack of accessibility) that make persons with disabilities so susceptible in the first place. Overall, this theme shows that any effective climate adaptation or disaster management strategy in South Africa must explicitly account for the socio-economic realities of persons with disabilities. Without doing so, policies will fail to protect those most at risk, and the gap between people with disabilities and the rest of society will widen further in the face of climate change.
[bookmark: _Toc193891287]5.4 Inclusion in Decision-Making
[bookmark: _Toc193891288]5.4.1 Marginalisation from Policy and Planning
A strong and unifying message from all respondent groups was that persons with disabilities have largely been left out of the decision-making processes that shape climate change responses and disaster management (refer to Figure 14). Government officials, civil society leaders, and persons with disabilities themselves all acknowledged this gap. Despite South Africa’s progressive rhetoric on public participation, the disability community’s voice in climate-related planning is minimal. For example, participants could not point to any significant representation of persons with disabilities in the development of local climate adaptation plans, municipal disaster management committees, or the recently formulated Just Transition strategies. A leader from a disability rights NGO observed, “Persons with disabilities are generally poorly represented on most climate change or disaster risk reduction platforms, and that limits their ability to articulate their needs and concerns.” This sentiment was widely shared. Where climate change task forces or advisory councils exist, they tend not to include disability sector representatives. Likewise, few consultation workshops or public hearings on climate policy have provided accommodations (like sign language interpreters or accessible venues) to enable persons with disabilities to participate. The result is a policy gap: without the input of those directly affected, climate strategies often overlook critical disability-specific issues (as evidenced by the weaknesses identified in earlier themes).

[bookmark: _Toc193891454]Figure 14: Persons with Disabilities' Perceptions on their Inclusion in Decision-Making (n=124)
[bookmark: _Toc193891289]5.4.2 Acknowledgment from Government Stakeholders
Interestingly, government officials interviewed did acknowledge the importance of including persons with disabilities in decision-making – at least in principle. Officials from departments like DFFE and Social Development agreed that equitable, inclusive planning is essential. They noted that South Africa’s own policies (such as the White Paper on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities and the Disaster Management Act) call for the active involvement of persons with disabilities in governance. In fact, as one official stressed, municipalities “by law” should involve people with disabilities at all stages of disaster risk reduction – from planning early warning systems to designing recovery programmes. However, these same officials admitted that turning this principle into practice is challenging. They cited factors such as limited guidance on how to include disabled voices, lack of awareness among some authorities about disability issues, and administrative habits of top-down planning. One government respondent frankly noted that public consultations often treat disability input as a box-ticking exercise – agencies might invite a disability organisation to a meeting to claim inclusivity, but then fail to incorporate any of their contributions into final plans. This disconnect between policy intent and implementation was seen as a major weakness that the government itself needs to address.
[bookmark: _Toc193891290]5.4.3 Barriers to Participation
Persons with disabilities who have attempted to engage in public processes described numerous practical barriers. Basic accessibility is a huge concern – many meeting venues are not wheelchair accessible or lack sign language interpreters, as mentioned earlier. One advocate recounted attending a community forum on disaster preparedness where “they spoke for three hours about evacuation plans, but not one document was in Braille or easy-read format. I sat there but learned nothing.” In other instances, invitations or information about planning meetings never reach disabled community members in the first place (tying back to the communication gaps theme). There is also a skills and confidence aspect: because people with disabilities have historically been excluded from such dialogues, they have not been given opportunities to build capacity on climate issues or policy advocacy. A representative from a DPO said, “We want to participate, but many of our members don’t even know these climate committees exist, or if they do, they feel they don’t have the technical knowledge to contribute.” This points to a need for empowerment and education so that persons with disabilities can engage on an equal footing. Without intentional efforts to remove these barriers – making meetings accessible, proactively reaching out, and perhaps providing training or briefings in advance – inclusion will remain tokenistic or superficial.
[bookmark: _Toc193891291]5.4.4 Existing Platforms and Their Limitations
South Africa does have some formal platforms intended to ensure persons with disabilities have a voice in governance. The National Disability Rights Machinery, coordinated by the DWYPD, is one such mechanism where government and disability sector representatives meet to monitor and guide the inclusion of disability in all programmes. There’s also the Presidential Working Group on Disability, which includes disability sector experts meant to advise the highest levels of government. However, feedback from respondents suggests that climate change has not yet featured prominently (if at all) in these forums. A DPO leader remarked, “When we talk with government through the disability machinery, it’s mostly about employment, education, accessibility… I’ve never heard climate change brought up in those meetings.” This indicates a siloing of issues – climate change is still seen as an environmental topic, while disability forums focus on traditional disability rights issues, with little crossover between them. Some civil society participants expressed frustration that when they attempt to raise emerging concerns like climate change in these platforms, it does not get traction because it is new and not on the standard agenda. Consequently, persons with disabilities remain invisible in climate change plans, as one Limpopo respondent bluntly stated. This is a critical insight: inclusion in decision-making is not just about being present, but about having one’s issues recognised and addressed in the discourse.
[bookmark: _Toc193891292]5.4.5 The Value of Inclusion – Missed and Realised
Several respondents highlighted examples (few, but telling) where inclusion did happen and yielded positive outcomes. One example was a local municipality that, after consulting a support group for the deaf, introduced a protocol to dispatch a sign-language proficient volunteer alongside first responders during flood evacuations. This small decision, born from direct input of the deaf community, made a big difference in that area during recent storms. Another example came from a coastal town where wheelchair users successfully lobbied to be included in evacuation drills; as a result, the town acquired a few off-road capable wheelchairs and trained volunteers in transferring techniques, improving readiness for all. These stories, while isolated, demonstrate that when persons with disabilities contribute to planning, the solutions are often practical and cost-effective. On a larger scale, representatives from the SADA noted that because they were engaged in national COVID-19 task forces, disability-friendly policies (like priority vaccination for caregivers, or accessible vaccination sites) were implemented – a precedent that could be replicated for climate adaptation policies if they were similarly included. These instances reveal a simple but important point: nothing about us without us – policies are more responsive and effective when developed with the input of those most affected.
[bookmark: _Toc193891293]5.4.6 Implications on inclusion in decision-making
The theme of inclusion in decision-making is pivotal to understanding the overall experience of persons with disabilities vis-à-vis climate change. Many of the shortcomings identified in earlier themes – be it lack of accessible warnings, or shelters, or appropriate services – stem from the fact that disabled people were not at the table when decisions were made. Empowering persons with disabilities to influence climate and disaster policies is therefore both a right (grounded in principles of equality and the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities) and a practical necessity for better outcomes. The research makes it clear that current efforts are not enough: inclusion tends to be symbolic or incidental rather than systematic. Going forward, stakeholders see a need for more deliberate strategies to involve the disability community: reserved seats for disability reps on climate committees, consultation meetings held in accessible formats, funding to enable DPOs to develop climate expertise, and so on. Without such measures, persons with disabilities will remain on the margins, their unique knowledge untapped and their needs unmet, perpetuating a cycle of vulnerability. Conversely, with genuine inclusion, policies can become more holistic – reflecting, for example, the insight that a flood plan must account for wheelchair users in upstairs flats, or that a heatwave public awareness campaign must reach people with cognitive disabilities. In summary, inclusion in decision-making is the gateway to all other improvements - it ensures that the people who know the problems best help design the solutions, leading to more inclusive resilience for the entire community.
[bookmark: _Toc193891294]5.5 Community Support and Resilience Mechanisms
[bookmark: _Toc193891295]5.5.1 Family and Community Networks as First Responders
One of the most striking findings was the extent to which persons with disabilities rely on family members, neighbours, and local community groups for support during climate-related crises. Over and over, participants described scenarios where formal emergency services or government aid either arrived late or not at all, and it was the informal support network around them that determined their survival and well-being. For example, during flash floods in KwaZulu-Natal, families played a crucial role in rescuing loved ones with disabilities. “When the floods came, we heard the warnings, but I couldn’t move fast enough,” recalled a wheelchair user. “My family had to carry me out of the house, and even then, we struggled to find a safe place.” Without strong family intervention, they might have been trapped. In another case, a blind respondent was caught outside as floodwaters rose and fell into a submerged ditch. He recounted, “I stepped into deep water and fell. If someone hadn’t been nearby to help, I don’t know how I would have gotten home safely.” A passerby noticed his predicament and guided them to shelter. These narratives illustrate that in the critical first moments of a climate disaster, it is often neighbours, relatives, or even compassionate strangers who act as first responders for persons with disabilities. Such community assistance can literally make the difference between life and death before official help arrives.
[bookmark: _Toc193891296]5.5.2 Role of Local Organisations and Leaders
Government interviewees emphasised a policy shift toward leveraging community structures for disaster risk management – a “devolution approach” that entrusts more responsibility to local actors. This approach was validated by the experiences shared in the field. Community leaders, disability self-help groups, and churches were all mentioned as playing supportive roles. For instance, in one village hit by a severe storm, the local church opened its doors as an impromptu refuge where people carried in those who could not walk and gathered basic supplies until formal relief reached them. Community-based organisations (CBOs) oriented around disability, where they exist, are especially valuable. A few participants spoke of disability forums at the village or township level that have started to discuss climate issues and prepare in small ways, like creating phone trees to check on all members during heatwaves or floods. In one province, a DPO arranged a workshop with the local disaster management officials to discuss evacuation planning for their members – an example of proactive community-driven engagement. However, it was noted that such initiatives are not common; they tend to depend on motivated individuals or NGOs and vary greatly by area. Many grassroots disability groups still lack the awareness or resources to mount organised resilience activities (as noted earlier, climate change is often not their primary focus). Nonetheless, the research did surface a few nascent resilience mechanisms led by communities: informal warning systems (neighbours alerting each other), pooled funds to help repair damaged assistive devices, rotating care duties within extended families, etc. These demonstrate the potential of community solidarity.
[bookmark: _Toc193891297]5.5.3 Traditional Knowledge and Adaptation Practices
Some respondents highlighted ways in which communities, drawing on local knowledge and mutual aid traditions, have helped persons with disabilities adapt to environmental changes. For example, in rural areas experiencing shifting weather patterns, families have adjusted their routines – such as doing outdoor chores earlier or later in the day – to shield members with albinism from peak sun exposure. One mother in Limpopo mentioned organising a community “sunscreen drive” where neighbours contributed money to bulk-buy sunscreen for residents with albinism who could not afford it. “As a mother, I worry every day about my child’s future. He needs sunscreen, sunglasses, protective clothing… these things cost money. We banded together to help, but it’s hard,” they said, noting that such grassroots efforts, while helpful, are not sustainable without outside support. In some communities, people have informally designated themselves as guardians for vulnerable neighbours: a church group in Eastern Cape created a volunteer roster to ensure that during fire season, someone was always assigned to check on the homes of elderly or disabled parishioners. These acts exemplify resilience rooted in ubuntu – the spirit of communal care – which remains strong in many South African communities. They show that even in the absence of formal programmes, communities are not passive; they are trying to adapt and protect their members using whatever means and knowledge they have.
[bookmark: _Toc193891298]5.5.4 Challenges to Community Support
While community and family support is invaluable, respondents also highlighted its limits under the strain of climate change. Firstly, when disasters affect entire communities, those support networks themselves are under duress. Family members who might normally assist a disabled relative could be injured, displaced, or preoccupied with saving their own children, leaving less capacity to help. One person with a disability observed, “My neighbours are kind and will help me when they can, but in a big crisis, everyone is struggling. I can’t expect them to carry me and their own family’s burdens.” This raises the issue of resilience overload – communities can only do so much without external assistance. Secondly, not everyone has a robust support system. Some persons with disabilities live alone or are in very isolated settings. A blind respondent living in an informal settlement in Cape Town said he often has no one to call during emergencies; social isolation, already a problem for many disabled individuals, is exacerbated when the broader community is not inclusive or aware. Thirdly, community attitudes and stigma can sometimes hinder support. Although many communities are caring, the study also heard a few cases of neglect – for example, a man with a psychosocial disability (mental health condition) was overlooked during a relief distribution because neighbours did not consider him a priority, reflecting lingering stigma about his condition. Therefore, community support, while a cornerstone of resilience, is not uniformly reliable. It works best in tight-knit, aware communities and less so where ignorance or discrimination towards disability persists.
[bookmark: _Toc193891299]5.5.5 Civil Society and NGOs as Part of Community Resilience
Civil society organisations form a bridge between informal community support and formal institutional response, and they often act as resilience enablers at the local level. The CSOs interviewed in this research are themselves part of the community fabric – many are small, community-based NGOs or DPOs with intimate knowledge of local needs. These groups often step up in times of crisis. For example, Blind SA (a national NGO) highlighted how they coordinated volunteers to assist blind individuals during recent water shortages in Gauteng, ensuring people were not left alone when taps ran dry. Another organisation from KZN described assembling care packages for families with disabled children after flooding, including items like adult diapers, white canes, and hearing aid batteries that are usually overlooked in generic aid kits. Such efforts, however, depend on the capacity of the CSO, which, as noted earlier, is frequently constrained. Many NGOs said they lacked dedicated funding or disaster training, limiting how much they can do. Yet, even within constraints, their role is significant: they advocate for their constituencies, disseminate information (even if informally via WhatsApp groups or community meetings), and coordinate mutual aid. The Albinism Society chapter in one province, for example, organised community dialogues about climate risks, bringing together healthcare workers and families to talk about protecting people with albinism from extreme sun exposure. These initiatives indicate that civil society is injecting climate considerations into community support mechanisms, gradually building resilience from the ground up.
[bookmark: _Toc193891300]5.5.6 Community-Based Adaptation and Innovation
Importantly, the fieldwork revealed that persons with disabilities and their communities are not just passive recipients of aid – they are also innovators in coping with climate challenges. This has been highlighted in the suggestions for inclusive warning systems (from the deaf community) and local adaptations (like the sunscreen drive). Another example of innovation was shared by a support group for wheelchair users who devised a community evacuation plan after one of their members had been stuck in an inaccessible apartment during a fire. They mapped out which houses in the area had people with mobility impairments and identified neighbours who had vehicles or the physical strength to assist those individuals if an evacuation was needed. They even conducted a small drill on a weekend to practice lifting someone in a wheelchair down a flight of stairs. This kind of grassroots planning is essentially community-driven adaptive capacity – people recognising a risk and organising themselves to handle it better next time. Similarly, in a farming community facing erratic rainfall, a group of deaf farmers established a system of flags and coloured markers on their fields to communicate irrigation needs and warnings, reducing their dependence on spoken instructions. These anecdotes showcase resilience mechanisms born from lived experience and necessity. They may be modest in scale, but they contribute to safety and preparedness in very concrete ways for those communities.
[bookmark: _Toc193891301]5.5.7 Implications on Community Support and Resilience Mechanisms
The community support and resilience theme demonstrates that, amid systemic gaps, there is strength and solidarity at the community level that bolsters persons with disabilities against climate shocks. It emphasises that effective climate resilience is not only about top-down interventions; it must also nurture and reinforce bottom-up support systems. Families, neighbours, local leaders, and NGOs are already key players in protecting persons with disabilities, so empowering them further can have immediate benefits. This could mean providing small grants or training to community disability groups for emergency preparedness, integrating traditional community warning methods with modern systems, or simply ensuring that public awareness campaigns encourage people to look out for vulnerable neighbours during extreme weather. However, relying solely on community goodwill is risky and unfair – these networks need to be complemented by robust government action. The experiences shared by respondents reveal both the potential and the limits of community resilience. On one hand, communities can be incredibly resourceful and caring; on the other hand, they can be overwhelmed by the scale of climate impacts. Therefore, strengthening resilience mechanisms involves a partnership: communities must be supported (not supplanted) by institutions, given resources, information, and authority to act, while formal systems adjust to be more responsive to the knowledge that communities provide. In the tapestry of climate adaptation for persons with disabilities, community support is the frontline thread – one that policy-makers should recognise and weave into broader strategies.
[bookmark: _Toc193891302]5.6 Institutional Readiness and Coordination
[bookmark: _Toc193891303]5.6.1 Policy Framework vs. Implementation Reality
At the institutional level, the study found a significant disconnect between South Africa’s disability rights framework and the on-the-ground inclusion of disability in climate change and disaster management initiatives. On paper, South Africa has a robust set of laws and policies aimed at protecting the rights of persons with disabilities – the Constitution prohibits discrimination on the basis of disability, the Promotion of Equality and Prevention of Unfair Discrimination Act (PEPUDA) mandates reasonable accommodation, and the WPRPD outlines strategies for inclusion across sectors. Additionally, the country’s climate change policies (like the National Climate Change Adaptation Strategy and the Climate Change Bill/Act of 2024) and disaster management frameworks acknowledge the importance of protecting vulnerable groups. In interviews, government officials referenced these instruments, affirming that “equity and inclusion are central to our climate response in principle.” However, they also candidly noted that specific inclusion of persons with disabilities remains limited. A DFFE representative pointed out that while national climate policy documents mention vulnerable populations broadly, they lack explicit guidance or requirements on accommodating disability – for example, there is scarce mention of designing accessible evacuation infrastructure or targeted adaptation programmes for disabled communities. This means that unless individual officials take initiative, disability considerations can fall through the cracks during implementation. The consensus among officials was that current legislation provides a strong mandate for inclusion, but translating that into actionable plans, budgets, and programmes is a work in progress. They described the institutional state of readiness as “uneven” – some departments or provinces have started integrating disability into their climate planning, while others have not yet considered it seriously.
[bookmark: _Toc193891304]5.6.2 Data and Information Gaps
A foundational challenge undermining institutional readiness is the lack of detailed data about persons with disabilities in the context of climate risk. Both officials and civil society stakeholders highlighted this issue. Disability-disaggregated data in South Africa is generally scarce or outdated, and where it exists, it is often not linked to environmental factors. Disaster management centres reported that they do not have comprehensive registries of people with disabilities living in high-risk areas (floodplains, informal settlements prone to fires, etc.), making it difficult to plan targeted evacuations or deliver aid effectively. “We’re planning in the dark, to some extent,” admitted one local disaster official, noting that without knowing how many wheelchair users or blind individuals are in a given community, they cannot prepare appropriate resources (like accessible transport or information materials) in advance. The research literature also reinforces this point: it is well documented that national statistics seldom break down data by disability type and location in a way useful for planning. The fieldwork adds that even disability NGOs struggle to gather climate-specific data about their members’ experiences, due to limited expertise and capacity. The result is that persons with disabilities remain invisible in risk assessments and under-counted in relief planning. For example, if a heatwave preparedness plan uses health data that does not identify which patients have disabilities, it might overlook that certain disabilities (like spinal cord injuries or multiple sclerosis) make people less heat-tolerant. The study strongly indicates that improving data collection – through disability-inclusive surveys, registries, and community feedback mechanisms – is critical for institutions to understand the scope of need and monitor progress. Encouragingly, some officials suggested that integrating questions on disability into existing climate vulnerability assessment tools (such as the Climate Risk and Vulnerability Assessment framework used by municipalities) could be a feasible step to start closing this data gap.
[bookmark: _Toc193891305]5.6.3 Coordination Across Sectors and Levels
Climate change is a cross-cutting issue requiring coordination between many government departments (environment, water, agriculture, health, etc.) and across national, provincial, and local levels. Adding disability inclusion into the mix adds another cross-cutting dimension that requires even greater coordination. The research found current coordination mechanisms to be lacking in this regard. For instance, the DWYPD is the focal point for disability issues and has established the National Disability Rights Coordinating Mechanism. However, climate change has not been a prominent topic in that mechanism’s work to date. Meanwhile, agencies leading on climate change (like DFFE or the Presidential Climate Commission) do not yet routinely involve DWYPD or disability experts when crafting climate programmes. This siloed approach means opportunities for synergy are missed. A practical example: provincial disaster management centres might develop community climate adaptation projects (e.g., a water conservation project or an early warning system upgrade) without consulting the provincial disability desk, thus failing to incorporate accessibility features. One of the themes emerging from government interviews was a call to use the District Development Model (DDM) more effectively for integrated responses. The DDM is intended to coordinate development efforts at a district level across sectors. Respondents suggested that DDM forums could be used to ensure climate change plans consider disability alongside poverty reduction and infrastructure development, given that these issues intersect on the ground. 
There was also mention of the need for clearer assignment of roles – for example, should the health sector lead on heatwave response for people with chronic illnesses and disabilities, while social development leads on evacuation support for those who need caregivers? At present, such role clarity is often missing, leading to ad hoc responses. Civil society voices added that coordination must include them as well: they want to be seen as partners who can extend the reach of government programmes and provide grassroots intel, rather than outsiders consulted sporadically. The idea of multi-stakeholder task teams (government + CSOs + disability advocates) at provincial or city level to plan inclusive climate adaptation was floated as a potential model to improve coordination.
[bookmark: _Toc193891306]5.6.4 Resource and Capacity Constraints
A recurring explanation for slow progress on disability-inclusive climate action was the constraint of resources – both human and financial. Government officials admitted that many departments are already stretched handling core mandates, and they lack dedicated personnel focusing on disability within climate programmes. “It’s not that we don’t want to do more, but we have one climate officer for the whole province – expecting them to also be a disability expert is unrealistic without support,” one provincial official noted. Training in disability inclusion is not yet standard for climate change or disaster risk management staff. Similarly, disability-focused departments and units (like those in social development or DWYPD) are not deeply versed in climate issues. This mutual capacity gap means even well-intentioned policies struggle to take off, because the people implementing them are feeling their way through new territory. Funding is another side of this. Both government and NGOs pointed out that there are no earmarked funding streams for addressing the climate-disability nexus. For instance, municipalities get funding for climate adaptation projects, but there is no requirement or earmark in those funds for disability accommodations. Disability NGOs rely mostly on donors for project funding, and few donors have yet prioritised projects at the intersection of disability and climate change. One CSO interviewee lamented, “It’s hard enough to get funding for disability rights work – add climate change to the proposal and funders think it’s too niche.” The effect is that promising ideas (like creating accessible community gardens or distributing assistive devices that can withstand extreme conditions) remain unfunded or small-scale. Until resources are allocated specifically for inclusive adaptation – whether through government budgets or development aid – institutional readiness will remain more rhetorical than real. On a positive note, some officials mentioned that climate finance mechanisms and disaster relief funds are starting to talk about “vulnerable groups,” so there is an opening to advocate that a portion be directed towards disability-inclusive measures.
[bookmark: _Toc193891307]5.6.5 Positive Developments and Best Practices
Despite the challenges, the research did uncover some emerging best practices that indicate how institutions could evolve to better serve persons with disabilities in a changing climate. One example was the simplified results-based reporting template that DWYPD developed for government departments to track disability inclusion in their Annual Performance Plans. This tool has reportedly helped some departments think more concretely about disability indicators – a model that could be extended to include climate resilience indicators (e.g., number of evacuation centres made accessible). 
Another positive development is South Africa’s commitment under international frameworks like the UNCRPD and the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction. These frameworks compel reporting on disability inclusion, which has nudged institutions to start mainstreaming the issue. The NDMC has begun to incorporate vulnerability considerations (including disability) into its planning guidance for provinces. For example, the NDMC now encourages provinces to maintain databases of persons with disabilities who may need evacuation assistance – an initiative that came after lessons learned from past floods. In one province, officials noted that they have started holding quarterly coordination meetings between the disaster management unit and the social development disability unit to exchange information. This kind of inter-departmental link is exactly what is needed countrywide. Moreover, technology is offering new tools: some municipalities are piloting GIS mapping of vulnerable households (marking homes of persons with disabilities on digital maps used by emergency responders). If scaled up, such practices could significantly enhance readiness. These examples show that while institutional responses are currently patchy, there is knowledge and progress to build on.
[bookmark: _Toc193891308]5.6.6 Moving Toward Inclusive Governance
A clear message from respondents was that achieving true institutional readiness and coordination will require deliberate changes in how policies are designed and executed. Based on their insights, several priority actions emerge (as themes rather than formal recommendations in this section):
[bookmark: _Toc193891333]Table 3: Priority Actions for Considerations
	Priority Action
	Description

	Mainstream Disability in Climate Policy
	Every climate change or disaster management plan should have specific provisions for persons with disabilities. This means involving disability experts in policy formulation, and reviewing existing policies to insert disability considerations where absent. Respondents argued that inclusive design (universal design principles for infrastructure, information, etc.) should be a standard criterion in all climate-related projects.

	Strengthen Data Systems
	Develop and maintain databases or registries that identify persons with disabilities and their needs at local levels, with appropriate privacy safeguards. Also, invest in research to understand how different disabilities are affected by different climate hazards – this evidence base will guide more nuanced planning. Collaborative efforts between Stats SA, universities, and disability organisations could help generate this data.

	Capacity Building and Training
	Train climate change and disaster risk professionals on disability inclusion (e.g., how to conduct accessible meetings, how to adapt emergency procedures, disability etiquette, etc.), and conversely train disability focal points on basic climate science and adaptation concepts. Such cross-training would build a common language and break down silo mentalities.

	Dedicated Funding and Resources
	Allocate funding specifically for inclusive adaptation measures – whether it is retrofitting shelters with ramps, procuring adaptive equipment for emergency response, or funding community-based resilience projects led by disability groups. Even a small percentage carve-out in climate budgets for vulnerable groups could jumpstart practical action. CSOs also need support to continue and expand their grassroots efforts; partnerships with government or public-private schemes could provide this.

	Multi-stakeholder Coordination
	Establish formal mechanisms at various levels to coordinate on disability and climate change. This could mean expanding the mandate of existing disability rights forums to cover climate resilience, or creating special working groups that bring together environment officials, disaster managers, disability advocates, and community leaders on a regular basis. Inclusion of persons with disabilities in these mechanisms is non-negotiable – they must have a seat at the table, not just as beneficiaries but as decision-makers (tying back to the previous theme of inclusion).


The above points were woven throughout respondents’ feedback and illustrate what “institutional readiness” should ultimately look like: a state where policies are comprehensive, data-driven, well-coordinated, and adequately resourced to address the needs of persons with disabilities in every phase of the climate change response. While South Africa is not fully there yet, the insights from this study highlight both the gaps and the pathways to close them.
[bookmark: _Toc193891309]5.6.7 Implications on Institutional Readiness and Coordination
In conclusion, the theme of institutional readiness and coordination ties together all others by addressing the systemic capacity to respond. If awareness is low, if information is not accessible, if socio-economic barriers persist, and if communities are left to cope alone – these all ultimately reflect shortcomings in institutional support and coherence. Strengthening institutions to be inclusive is therefore fundamental to improving every aspect of the experience of persons with disabilities vis-à-vis climate change. Encouragingly, the research found not just problems but also willingness among stakeholders to improve. Government officials did not deny the issues; instead, many asked, “what can we do better?” Civil society is eager to collaborate. Persons with disabilities have clearly voiced their needs and ideas. Thus, the stage is set for South Africa’s institutions to evolve. With concerted effort, better data, improved coordination, and inclusive planning, the country can move from the current patchwork of initiatives to a future where disability inclusion is standard practice in climate change adaptation and disaster management. This readiness, once achieved, will ensure that the resilience and contributions of persons with disabilities are fully harnessed, and that their vulnerabilities are not an afterthought but a core element of climate resilience strategies. Together with the other themes, it completes the holistic picture of what is required for a just and inclusive response to climate change challenges.
[bookmark: _Toc193891310]5.7 Synthesis 
Overall, the thematic analysis above – covering awareness, information access, socio-economic and service barriers, decision-making inclusion, community support, and institutional readiness – provides a cohesive understanding of the lived realities uncovered by the research. Each theme contributes a vital piece to the puzzle. Persons with disabilities in South Africa face multifaceted challenges from climate change, but they also have unique knowledge, resilience, and agency that must inform any solution. The insights drawn from all respondent groups highlight that addressing this issue is not solely about protecting a vulnerable group; it is about engaging and empowering them as active partners in climate action. Only through such an inclusive approach can South Africa hope to ensure that its climate change responses leave no one behind.
[bookmark: _Toc193430611][bookmark: _Toc193891311]6. Strategic Interventions 
[bookmark: _Toc193430614]Building on the insights from the fieldwork presented in the previous section, which highlighted the multifaceted challenges and resilience strategies of persons with disabilities in the face of climate change, this section outlines strategic interventions to guide inclusive resilience-building in South Africa. The thematic analysis has highlighted the urgent need for practical, context-specific measures that respond to the lived realities of persons with disabilities—ranging from inaccessible early warning systems and shelters to disrupted healthcare services and socio-economic exclusion.
Effective support for inclusive resilience must be grounded in a comprehensive understanding of both the DRR frameworks, as well as a clear recognition of current policy and implementation gaps. This requires not only identifying challenges, but also building on existing good practices, and translating findings into practical, scalable solutions that can be implemented at local and national levels.
Responding appropriately to the needs of persons with disabilities in climate-related emergencies demands proactive planning and targeted local-level interventions. This involves recognising the specific vulnerabilities within communities—such as reduced access to health services, food distribution, water and sanitation facilities, and protection services—and ensuring that inclusive design, positive attitudes, and policy alignment are at the centre of resilience planning.
Importantly, people with disabilities often face greater risks of neglect and abuse in emergency contexts, and may require tailored safeguards to ensure their protection and dignity. Reconstruction and recovery efforts, therefore, must prioritise inclusive access to essential infrastructure such as shelters, schools, community health centres, and sanitation facilities. Education continuity, especially for children with disabilities, should be viewed as a core component of post-disaster recovery.
To support these efforts, one structured and practical approach is the use of inclusive disaster preparedness and response checklists. These tools can guide implementers—across sectors—on how to plan and act in ways that meet the needs of persons with disabilities across key areas including health and nutrition, water and sanitation, protection, relocation and shelter, livelihoods, and education. The guidance outlined in this section draws from both international best practice and local insights to propose actionable strategies for ensuring that persons with disabilities are not only protected in times of crisis, but meaningfully included in building a more resilient and equitable future.
[bookmark: _Toc193891312]6.1 Technical Checklist: Disability-Inclusive Humanitarian Disaster Response for Climate Change
This checklist ensures the full accommodation of persons with disabilities in preparedness, response, and recovery during climate-related humanitarian disasters.
	[bookmark: _Toc193430615]1. Preparedness Phase

	[bookmark: _Toc193430616]Risk Assessment & Planning
	Conduct disability-inclusive vulnerability and risk assessments to identify vulnerabilities.
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	Collect disaggregated data (by disability type, gender, age).
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	Consult Organisations of persons with disabilities (OPDs) in disaster planning
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	[bookmark: _Toc193430617]Accessible Early Warning Systems
	Train emergency responders, humanitarian workers, and volunteers in disability inclusion.
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	Use multiple formats (text, voice, sign language, braille, pictograms).
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	Disseminate alerts via SMS, radio, social media, and sirens with lights.
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	Ensure early warning messages are in plain language and easy-read formats.
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	Conduct accessible evacuation drills involving persons with disabilities.
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	Establish disability focal points in emergency response teams.
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	Map accessible evacuation routes with clear, high-contrast signage.
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	Identify accessible transport options (ramps, lifts, adapted vehicles).
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	Ensure shelters and relief centers are wheelchair-accessible, have quiet spaces, and include assistive technology.
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	Coordinate with caregivers and support networks for evacuation.
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	Deploy trained personnel to assist with evacuation.
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	Use accessible transport (low-floor buses, wheelchair lifts).
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	Provide personalised assistance (e.g., mobility support, communication aids).
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	[bookmark: _Toc193430622]Emergency Sheltering & Relief

	Ensure shelters are physically accessible (ramps, non-slip flooring, side doorways).
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	Provide accessible toilets and bathing facilities.
	[image: Badge Tick with solid fill]
	

	
	Offer sign language interpreters, braille materials, and alternative communication devices.
	[image: Badge Tick with solid fill]
	

	
	Prioritise persons with disabilities in food, water, and medical supply distribution.
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	Provide assistive devices (wheelchairs, hearing aids, prosthetics, white canes).
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	Deploy mobile health teams trained in disability-inclusive care.
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	Ensure medication continuity for chronic illnesses.
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	Offer trauma-informed psychosocial support (mental health services, peer support).
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	Train security forces in disability-sensitive protection protocols.
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	Prevent violence, exploitation, and neglect in shelters.
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	Establish accessible complaints and feedback mechanisms.
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	[bookmark: _Toc193430625]3. Recovery & Rehabilitation Phase

	[bookmark: _Toc193430626]Long-Term Housing & Reconstruction
	Implement universal design in rebuilding homes and infrastructure.
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	Provide financial assistance for accessible housing.
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	Prioritise persons with disabilities in livelihood recovery programs.
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	Ensure inclusive education programs for displaced children with disabilities.
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	Restore assistive technology and mobility support.
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	[bookmark: _Toc193430628]Data Collection & Accountability
	Conduct post-disaster impact assessments.
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	Establish feedback mechanisms for persons with disabilities.
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	Document lessons learned and update disaster response protocols.
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	Monitoring & Compliance
	Designate a national disability focal point for disaster management.
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	Regularly audit shelters, warning systems, and infrastructure for accessibility.
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	Publish annual reports on disability-inclusive disaster response.
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This checklist ensures systematic and rights-based accommodation for persons with disabilities in climate-related humanitarian disasters. The tool has been developed within a human rights-based approach and aimed to increase awareness of accessibility and service delivery needs for people with disabilities by analysing barriers, inequalities, discriminatory practices, and unjust power relations that may exists in DRR and disaster management.
Research Report on the Impact of Climate Change on Persons with disabilities in South Africa
The below serves as the implementation plan:
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	No.
	Recommendation
	How (Action Steps)
	Who (Responsible Stakeholders)
	Why (Expected Outcomes)
	When (Timeline)

	1
	Develop Accessible Early Warning Systems
	Audit current early warning systems to identify accessibility gaps; develop and integrate accessible formats including Braille, sign language videos, simplified text messages, and audio alerts; pilot and evaluate these systems in selected high-risk areas before nationwide rollout.
	NDMC, local municipalities, disability advocacy groups, tech providers
	Ensure timely and effective communication to persons with disabilities, significantly enhancing their safety and disaster preparedness.
	Audit by mid-2025; pilots completed by end of 2025; full implementation nationwide by end of 2027

	2
	Enhance Disability-Inclusive Infrastructure
	Conduct a nationwide infrastructure audit focusing on disaster shelters, evacuation routes, and critical public buildings; systematically upgrade facilities with universal design standards, including installation of ramps, accessible restrooms, clear signage, and mobility assistance features.
	Department of Public Works and Infrastructure (DPWI), municipalities
	Improve accessibility, safety, and independence of persons with disabilities during emergencies, reducing their vulnerability.
	Infrastructure audit completed by end of 2025; phased upgrades completed by end of 2027

	3
	Collect and Utilise Disaggregated Disability Data
	Design and implement a centralised, digital database system collecting detailed, disaggregated data by disability type, location, and specific needs; train local data collectors on standardised methods and protocols; conduct regular validation and updating processes.
	Statistics South Africa, DWYPD, NGOs, local governments
	Enable precise planning, targeted disaster response, efficient resource allocation, and improved decision-making for disability inclusion in climate actions.
	Database established by early 2026; fully operational with regular updates from 2027 onwards

	4
	Capacity Building and Training
	Develop and implement structured, accredited disability-awareness training modules specifically designed for emergency responders, local government officials, and community leaders; include scenario-based training simulations and ongoing refresher courses.
	NDMC, Department of Social Development, disability organisations, accredited training institutions
	Enhance preparedness, ensure efficient emergency responses, and foster respectful, knowledgeable interactions with persons with disabilities.
	Training curriculum developed by mid-2025; nationwide rollout and regular sessions from 2026 onwards

	5
	Mainstream Disability Inclusion into Climate Policies
	Conduct thorough policy reviews (3 climate change policies/strategies/frameworks per year) to identify disability inclusion gaps; engage with disability groups through consultations to incorporate their insights; amend existing climate policies explicitly stating disability inclusion commitments and mechanisms for ongoing participation.
	DWYPD (lead), Department of Forestry, Fisheries and the Environment (DFFE), Presidential Climate Commission, disability advocacy groups
	Ensure comprehensive, equitable, and effective climate action benefiting vulnerable populations, particularly persons with disabilities.
	Policy review and amendments finalised by end of 2026; continuous reviews in the outer financial years.

	6
	Establish Disability-Inclusive Community Adaptation Programmes
	Initiate pilot community-based programmes in targeted high-risk areas focused on accessible agricultural methods, water management, and inclusive livelihood training; document best practices and scale successful models nationwide.
	NGOs, local governments, Department of Agriculture, community groups
	Boost resilience, economic stability, and adaptive capacity within disability communities, improving their ability to manage climate risks independently.
	Pilot programmes launched in 2026; evaluation and nationwide expansion by 2028

	7
	Support Mental Health and Psychosocial Services
	Expand specialised mental health services tailored for persons with disabilities affected by climate events; train healthcare providers in disability-sensitive psychosocial support; implement community-based mental health awareness campaigns.
	Department of Health, mental health NGOs, disability groups
	Mitigate psychological impacts and reduce stress, anxiety, and isolation, promoting overall well-being among affected individuals.
	Services expanded from 2026; fully operational and integrated nationwide by end of 2027

	8
	Empower Disability Organisations through Increased Funding
	Establish dedicated government funding lines and international donor partnerships explicitly for disability-focused organisations working on climate resilience; provide capacity-building support for effective utilisation and reporting of funds.
	DWYPD, Department of Planning, Monitoring, and Evaluation (DPME), international donors, NGOs
	Strengthen advocacy efforts, enhance organisational capacity, sustainability, and ensure continuous effective service delivery to disability communities.
	Immediate funding review; increased allocations operational by mid-2026 and ongoing thereafter

	9
	Promote Inclusive Employment in Green Economy Initiatives
	Set clear employment quotas for persons with disabilities within green economy projects under the Expanded Public Works Programmes (EPWP); provide targeted vocational training and mentorship programmes; monitor employment outcomes regularly.
	DPWI, EPWP coordinators, private sector, training providers
	Increase economic independence, resilience, and meaningful workforce participation of persons with disabilities.
	Quotas set and training initiated by 2026; targets achieved and reviewed annually from 2027

	10
	Increase Meaningful Participation in Decision-making
	Legally mandate and operationalise structured representation of persons with disabilities in climate policy planning and decision-making committees; ensure transparency through publicly accessible documentation of their contributions and policy impacts.
	Presidential Climate Commission, municipalities, DWYPD, disability advocacy groups
	Promote greater ownership, enhance policy relevance and effectiveness, and ensure genuinely inclusive governance.
	Immediate mandate integration; fully structured




[bookmark: _Toc193430612][bookmark: _Toc193891313][bookmark: _Toc193430613]7. High Level Recommendations

	Recommendation One
	Mainstream disability into climate change and disaster management responses

	Context for the recommendation

	This research points to a gap in addressing disability considerations in current climate change and disaster management responses. When responding to people with disabilities during climate change events, it crucial for government agencies at all levels to prioritise accessibility, inclusivity, and proactive measures to address the specific needs of persons with disability (including different functional challenges), and to ensure that these responses integrate gender considerations. These responses must include actions that ensure accessible communication, provide tailored support during climate events, incorporate assistive technology, and actively engage people with disabilities in climate action planning and decision-making processes. This needs to be done while recognising that the experiences and needs of persons with disabilities may vary based on the type of disability and local context. 

	Key Action

	Government departments and agencies that have a mandate for disaster risk reduction and disaster management must develop and implement emergency and disaster relief plans that explicitly include (mainstream) persons with disabilities. This involves appropriate reasonable accommodation, accessible transportation, and designing shelters and services to accommodate the needs of individuals with various disabilities during and after extreme weather events.

	Implementation time frame
	Immediate
	Medium-term
	Longer-term



	[bookmark: _Hlk192144876]Recommendation Two
	Early warning mechanisms must be accessible to all persons with disabilities

	Context for the recommendation

	Early warning systems are essential for DRR, saving lives and minimising socioeconomic impacts. Effective systems must actively involve at-risk communities, raise public awareness, disseminate warnings efficiently and maintain constant preparedness. Government must ensure that warnings are provided in multiple formats including audible (e.g., sirens and announcements); visual (e.g., fags and flashing lights); written (e.g., SMS/text messages and electronic signs); and pictorial. These warning systems ensure timely updates and alerts about imminent risks, regardless of location or disability. 

	Key Action

	Train national, provincial and local government Disaster Management Officers and community disaster preparedness representatives on disability inclusion aiming to ensure awareness of the need to implement accessible early warning systems. 

	Implementation time frame
	Immediate
	Medium-term
	Longer-term



	Recommendation Three
	Provide accessible and appropriate disability responsive communication

	Context for the recommendation

	All stakeholders involved and working persons with disabilities (government, civil society, private sector) must be sensitised to the importance of making climate-related information, emergency warnings, and educational materials universally accessible. Messaging through different kinds of media should be made available in various formats, such as braille, sign language, audio, and easy-to-understand language to cater to diverse disability needs.  This will ensure that everyone can understand the impacts of climate change and how to take necessary actions, regardless of their disability type or access needs. 

	Key Action

	DRR and disaster management stakeholders put in place accessible climate change information for people with disabilities that are appropriate for different disabilities and are presented in a clear, concise manner, utilising various formats including plain language, visuals, audio descriptions, braille and sign language interpretation.

	Implementation time frame
	Immediate
	Medium-term
	Longer-term



	Recommendation Four
	Prioritise women and girls with disabilities in climate change planning

	Context for the recommendation

	Women and girls with disabilities experience greater barriers to programmes and services in emergency settings. Disasters pose heightened risks for women with disabilities, including increased vulnerability to sexual and gender-based violence, harassment, loss of income, barriers in accessing information on sexual and reproductive health services, and challenges in managing menstrual hygiene. The vulnerability of women and girls with disabilities in emergencies is exacerbated by patriarchal norms that prevail in many communities. To counteract this, Reducing the inequality faced by women with disabilities prior to disasters is also crucial, as advancing gender equality is seen as a vital solution for strengthening women’s resilience to disaster and climate change events.

	Key Action

	Provincial and local government structures must prioritise gender considerations in their planning to ensure that accountable, inclusive and transparent services are provided during emergencies, with safe food distribution and gender inclusive health and safety services made accessible to all. Where capacity is limited gender mainstreaming training should be mandatory.

	Implementation time frame
	Immediate
	Medium-term
	Longer-term



	Recommendation Five
	Prioritise older persons with disabilities in climate change planning

	Context for the recommendation

	People with disabilities, women and older people are at greater risk of dying in extreme weather events and of experiencing gender-based violence due to insufficient protection. Climate change impacts upon the lives and well-being of older people in general, and older persons with disabilities in particular, in uniquely pressing ways. Numerous factors influence the vulnerability of older persons to climate hazards. Those community members most vulnerable to the impacts of climate change are those with the least capacity to recover from the most serious extreme weather events, such as those older persons with disabilities, low incomes, poor social ties, or limited autonomy. Older persons with disabilities can be mobilised for climate action and by virtue of taking action will also strengthen local community resilience and enhance social integration, benefiting individuals and the community in times of crisis. Empowering older people is key to enabling them to have agency and to play a fundamental role in climate action for a sustainable future.  

	Key Action

	Train national, provincial and local government Disaster Management Officers and community disaster preparedness representatives to prioritise the rights of older persons with disabilities in climate action decision-making, while 

	Implementation time frame
	Immediate
	Medium-term
	Longer-term



	Recommendation Six
	Increase participation of persons with disabilities in climate change policy and implementation processes

	Context for the recommendation

	The climate justice movement has for years advocated for the integration of the voices of vulnerable groups in discussions, dialogues and strategic planning about climate change. The reality is that in most cases persons with disabilities are not included in these processes, meaning that their unique experiences and perspectives are often missing or misrepresented by others. Government is bound by its constitutional and legislative mandates to mainstream the inclusion of persons with disabilities. Mechanisms for dialogue with the disability sector are in place, but these forums need to be strengthened in order to prioritise policy advocacy for the formulation and implementation of climate policies that address the specific needs of persons with disabilities. This involves integrating leading disability sector voices in decision-making processes including in climate adaptation and Just Transition measures designed to improve the social and economic conditions of vulnerable and marginalised communities.

	Key Action

	National climate change mitigation and adaptation processes at all levels must include substantive representation from the disability sector and ensure that representatives are assigned a formal decision-making status. 

	Implementation time frame
	Immediate
	Medium-term
	Longer-term



	Recommendation Seven
	Strengthen the inclusion of persons with disabilities in local level climate change policy formulation and implementation

	Context for the recommendation

	Persons with disabilities are geographically spread out across South Africa, which means that local government bears the responsibility for ensuring disability responsive disaster management and response. This aligns with the CRPD resolutions that disability rights need to be devolved to the local level. Local policy making in general, and in various sectors from education to disaster risk management, needs to be inclusive of persons with disabilities in all provinces, districts and communities. Across and within provinces, multidimensional poverty headcounts are significantly higher for persons with functional difficulties compared to those of persons with no difficulty. This highlights the importance of establishing disability responsive climate change interventions, no matter where persons with disabilities are within the country. At both national and subnational levels, persons with disabilities and their representative organisations should be included in policymaking processes, as well as local level planning for disaster risk reduction.

	Key Action

	Provincial and local authorities (metros, districts and wards) must strengthen mechanisms and platforms that enables engagement with the disability sector so that persons with disabilities are engaged at all levels of local DRR and disaster management planning and decision making.

	Implementation time frame
	Immediate
	Medium-term
	Longer-term



	Recommendation Eight
	Ensure the inclusion of persons with disabilities in high level climate change dialogue

	Context for the recommendation

	The climate crisis offers an opportunity to redesign systems to be more equitable and inclusive. A disability-inclusive society demands removing barriers, promoting accessibility and ensuring representation at every level of climate action. From supporting sustainable livelihoods in the green economy, to building infrastructure guided by universal design, the principles of dignity and equality must underpin all efforts to address the climate crisis. By placing persons with disabilities at the centre of climate action, government will not only protect the most vulnerable but also build stronger, more resilient communities for everyone, ensuring that the fight against climate change is one that centres justice, equity and collective well-being

	Key Action

	The DWYPD must ensure and facilitate representation of persons with disabilities on multistakeholder bodies such as the Presidential Climate Commission (PCC), Provincial Forums on Climate Change and Municipal Forums on Climate Change.

	Implementation time frame
	Immediate
	Medium-term
	Longer-term



	Recommendation Nine
	Government at all levels must strengthen disability monitoring, evaluation and auditing systems

	Context for the recommendation

	The researchers understand that while it is important for government and other stakeholders to prioritise a range of disability-responsive actions, they also need to be held accountable for implementing these actions. Public sector auditing is a systematic process of objectively obtaining and evaluating evidence to determine whether information or actual conditions conform to established criteria set out by government. The DWYPD already has Gender Responsive Planning, Budgeting, Monitoring, Evaluation, and Auditing Framework (GRPBMEA) that includes disability. This framework could be reviewed using a disability and climate lens, and the sections on disabilities strengthened to ensure that policy commitments on climate change are also measured and audited for their disability responsive implementation performance.

	Key Action

	Review and strengthen the GRPBMEA so that it can more effectively measure and audit climate change and disaster management processes for their disability responsiveness.

	Implementation time frame
	Immediate
	Medium-term
	Longer-term



	Recommendation Ten
	Government and its civil society partners must strengthen capacity to collect high quality disaggregated disability data

	Context for the recommendation

	Indicators disaggregated by functional difficulty status at provincial and district levels should be collected to document inequalities across South Africa based on disability / functional difficulty status. This could, for example, be achieved by drawing on the Demographic and Health Survey (DHS) framework for indicators using questions in household questionnaires and the census. Survey data can ensure disaggregation for all indicators at provincial and district levels by disaggregating for functional status and for subgroups based on gender, residence and age. it is critical for questions on functional difficulties such as the Washington Group Short Set (WG-SS) to be included in national surveys and population censuses to be able to monitor and understand the situation of persons with disabilities at national and local levels[footnoteRef:41]. [41:  The Washington Group Short Set on Functioning (WG-SS) was developed, tested and adopted by the Washington Group on Disability Statistics (WG). The questions reflect advances in the conceptualization of disability and use the World Health Organization’s International Classification of Functioning, Disability, and Health (ICF) as a conceptual framework.] 


	Key Action

	The DWYPD together with its disability sector stakeholders must establish a disability data forum the DPME, StatsSA and universities to engage, formulate and implement data collection systems and approaches that can capture generate data that provides a more comprehensive profile of persons with disabilities in South Africa.

	Implementation time frame
	Immediate
	Medium-term
	Longer-term



	Recommendation Eleven
	[bookmark: _Hlk192145731]Break down institutional separation and silos between the disability sector and institutions and agencies working on climate change  

	Context for the recommendation

	There appears to be growing recognition that an integrated approach, linking disability with both disaster risk reduction (DRR) and climate change adaptation (CCA), can have a positive impact on climate change resilience-building although at present this is mostly not translated into practice. Progress in general towards more integrated and disability-inclusive disaster relief needs to be made to address the widespread lack of data on people with disabilities, their impairments and requirements, together with lack of coordination between responders. 

	Key Action

	Government departments at all three levels of government must strengthen coordination and communication on disability as a crosscutting issue by strengthening the role of functional, capacitated and committed focal points, representatives and DRR committees.

	Implementation time frame
	Immediate
	Medium-term
	Longer-term



	Recommendation Twelve
	Provide improved disability sensitisation and training for government institutions and agencies

	Context for the recommendation

	Many government departments at national, provincial and local government level work with partners in the disability sector, but the benefits of collaboration, information sharing, dissemination and joint action are not fully utilised. There is an evident information gap in government agencies about the complexity of the disability sector, its needs and concerns. Government officials working in climate change and disaster management need to be sensitised to the socio-economic and psychosocial challenges of persons with disabilities and their very specific needs in the context of climate change and disaster risk reduction. This sensitisation needs to be encouraged and institutionalised for officials working at both policy and implementation levels. Training for government officials on the rights of people with disabilities is available through the National School of Government (NSG) and the National Council of and for Persons with disabilities (NCPD), but efforts should be made to integrate climate change issues into current training curricula. 

	Key Action

	Disability training should be made mandatory for officials working in disaster management centres at national, provincial and local government. 

	Implementation time frame
	Immediate
	Medium-term
	Longer-term



	Recommendation Thirteen
	Improved Funding Models for Disability Organisations 

	Context for the recommendation

	Funding for climate change responses that include people with disabilities is limited, and there is a need for more support. Significant budget cuts announced by the National Treasury during the Medium-Term Budget Policy Statement in 2024 have had a detrimental impact on essential services and support provided to persons with disabilities. For example, the National Government announced a R642.2 million cut in conditional grants provided to the Western Cape Provincial Department of Social Development (DSD). Non-profit organisations (NPOs) that provide services and support to persons with disabilities subsequently had their funding from Western Cape DSD, a primary funder of many organisations. South Africa is engaged in ongoing discussions to establish a National Climate Change Response Fund, which will be an initiative designed to mobilise public and private investments and bridge South Africa’s climate adaptation funding gap to address climate change. 

	Key Action

	The DWYPD in partnership with DFFE and National Treasury,  must lead in collaboration with the disability sector in lobbying for dedicated funding through the National Climate Change Response Fund and other funding modalities for initiatives that address persons with disabilities in climate emergencies, as well as lobby for increased grants to be made available to help communities adapt to climate change and to address the disproportionate impact of climate change on people with disabilities. 

	Implementation time frame
	Immediate
	Medium-term
	Longer-term



[bookmark: _Toc193430630][bookmark: _Toc193891314]8. Conclusion
[bookmark: _Hlk192144389]This study has provided clear, research-backed evidence on the significant gaps in climate change adaptation and mitigation efforts for persons with persons with disabilities. While climate change affects all populations, this research has demonstrated that persons with disabilities face disproportionate risks due to systemic exclusion, inaccessible disaster response mechanisms, and socio-economic vulnerabilities that make adaptation far more difficult.
A key insight emerging from this study is that climate change challenges for persons with disabilities do not exist in isolation. As discussed, these challenges are highly interdependent, reinforcing one another in ways that create a cycle of vulnerability. For example, climate-induced health risks lead to economic instability, which further limits access for persons with disabilities to adaptation resources, making them even more exposed to future climate shocks. Similarly, exclusion from disaster response efforts increases the financial burden on persons with disabilities, as they struggle to recover from climate-related losses due to inaccessible relief mechanisms and inadequate social protection systems. These linkages emphasise the need for holistic interventions that address root causes rather than treating symptoms in isolation.
A central finding of this study is the critical role of institutional enablers in driving climate adaptation and mitigation efforts for persons with disabilities. As emphasised throughout the research, all climate adaptation and mitigation efforts for persons with disabilities must begin with strong, enforceable policy frameworks that mandate inclusion at every level. Without this foundation, other adaptation measures will remain fragmented and ineffective, failing to reach the populations that need them the most. 
The study has demonstrated that existing policies either do not explicitly recognise persons with disabilities as a vulnerable group in climate response or fail to include clear implementation mechanisms. A critical analysis of global and national policy frameworks reveals significant gaps in the recognition and inclusion of persons with disabilities in climate action strategies. While international frameworks such as the CRPD, the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction, and the Paris Agreement emphasise the importance of inclusive adaptation planning, their translation into national policies remains inconsistent. South Africa’s National Climate Change Response White Paper (2011) and Climate Change Act (2024) establish a foundation for adaptation and mitigation, but they fail to explicitly recognise persons with disabilities as a priority group. Similarly, the Disaster Management Act (2002) and national disaster risk management strategies do not contain clear mandates for disability-inclusive disaster preparedness, including accessible evacuation planning and disability-specific early warning systems. The findings indicate that persons with disabilities remain largely invisible in key climate governance processes, further reinforcing their exclusion from adaptation and resilience-building efforts.
As such, one of the most urgent actions required is a revision of current policies to integrate disability-inclusive climate adaptation and mitigation measures that are actionable and enforceable. Without explicit policy commitments, persons with disabilities will continue to face systemic barriers to adaptation, leaving them more vulnerable to climate-related risks. Establishing a legal and policy framework that mandates disability inclusion across all climate governance structures is essential to ensuring that persons with disabilities are not merely considered in policy rhetoric but meaningfully included in climate action strategies.
Beyond policy, this research has also highlighted the immense potential of leveraging disability-led organisations to drive local adaptation efforts. Unlike externally imposed solutions, which often fail due to a lack of contextual understanding, disability-led networks already have the knowledge, trust, and experience needed to ensure meaningful inclusion. These organisations, led by persons with disabilities themselves, offer a critical pathway for designing locally relevant, community-driven, and sustainable solutions. However, the study also found that many of these organisations struggle with funding constraints and limited institutional support, preventing them from scaling up their efforts. Addressing these gaps by formalising partnerships between governments, climate adaptation agencies, and disability-led organisations would create a more coordinated and effective approach to disability-inclusive climate adaptation.
Additionally, this research has identified several secondary enablers that become viable once strong policy frameworks and local disability networks are activated. These include:
· Targeted climate adaptation financing for persons with disabilities, ensuring that they can access relief grants, subsidised adaptive tools, and employment opportunities in climate-resilient sectors.
· Investment in inclusive infrastructure, such as accessible evacuation centres, public transport systems, and climate-proofed housing for persons with disabilities.
· Strengthening social protection mechanisms, including disability-specific disaster preparedness strategies, accessible early warning systems, and inclusive emergency response planning.
By adopting this structured, multi-tiered approach, climate adaptation for persons with disabilities can move beyond rhetoric and into meaningful action. Policymakers, disaster management agencies, and development partners must recognise that disability-inclusive adaptation is not a charitable consideration, but a fundamental component of equitable climate resilience. Without explicit policy mandates, sustained financial commitments, and the inclusion of persons with disabilities in climate governance, existing inequalities will only deepen, leaving persons with disabilities even more vulnerable to climate-induced disasters.
Ultimately, this study has not only shed light on the challenges that persons with disabilities face in the climate crisis but has also provided a clear call to action for governments, civil society, and climate adaptation practitioners. Addressing these challenges requires a shift from fragmented interventions to a coordinated strategy that centres disability inclusion in every stage of climate action - from policy formulation and planning to implementation and monitoring. Through ensuring that persons with disabilities are not merely beneficiaries but active participants in shaping adaptation strategies, we can build a climate-resilient future that leaves no one behind.
[bookmark: _Toc51924203]
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The following tables list all institutions that were interviewed for the purposes of this research.
	Location
	Name of Organisation

	KZN
	Velanjabulo Organisation

	Gauteng
	Department of Forestry, Fisheries and Environment (DFFE)

	KZN
	Thembi Madlala Foundation

	Gauteng
	Gauteng Provincial Association for People with Disabilities

	National
	National Associations for People with Cerebral Palsy

	Western Cape
	QuadPara Association Western Cape

	National
	 South African Deaf Youth Development Organisation

	National
	National Albinism Task Force

	Mpumalanga
	Melokuhle Albinism Foundation

	National
	 Blind SA

	National
	Downs Syndrome South Africa

	Gauteng
	Equal Citizens of Short Stature Southern Africa

	Western Cape
	Cape Town Society for the Blin

	Gauteng
	Disabled Children Exchange Group

	Gauteng
	Albinism Society of South Africa

	Gauteng
	National Albinism Task Force - Gauteng

	Limpopo
	 Pfunanani Special

	Limpopo
	Pfunanani Special

	Limpopo
	Lihle's Care Centre



Annexure 2: Persons with disabilities (Persons with disabilities)
	Respondent #
	Province
	Location
	Type of Disability
	Gender

	1. 
	KZN
	Pietermarizburg
	Vissually Impaired
	Male

	2. 
	KZN
	Durban
	Partially blind
	Female

	3. 
	KZN
	Pietermarizburg
	ADHD
	Male

	4. 
	KZN
	Inanda
	Epilepsy
	Female

	5. 
	KZN
	Epilepsy
	Epilepsy
	Female

	6. 
	KZN
	Durban
	Quadriplegic
	Female

	7. 
	KZN
	Pheonix
	Cerebral Palsy
	Male

	8. 
	KZN
	Inanda
	Quadriplegic
	Male

	9. 
	KZN
	Durban
	Paraplegia
	Female

	10. 
	KZN
	Thangathe
	Orthopedic
	Female

	11. 
	KZN
	South coast
	Visually Impaired
	Male

	12. 
	KZN
	Durban
	Deaf
	Female

	13. 
	KZN
	Durban
	Visually Impaired
	Male

	14. 
	KZN
	Durban
	Partially blind
	Male

	15. 
	Western Cape
	Gugulethu
	Visually Impaired
	Male

	16. 
	Western Cape
	Cape Town
	Partially blind
	Female

	17. 
	Western Cape
	Cape Town
	Double amputees
	Female

	18. 
	Western Cape
	Swellendam
	Blind
	Male

	19. 
	Western Cape
	Cape Town
	Paraplegia
	Female

	20. 
	Western Cape
	Cape Town
	Congenital Disability
	Male

	21. 
	Western Cape
	Cape Town
	Paraplegia
	Female

	22. 
	Western Cape
	Cape Town
	Podio
	Male

	23. 
	Western Cape
	Cape Town
	Blind
	Female

	24. 
	Western Cape
	Cape Town
	Severe lungs
	Female

	25. 
	Western Cape
	Raven Smith
	Amputee
	Female

	26. 
	Western Cape
	Cape Town
	Amputee
	Female

	27. 
	Western Cape
	Khayelitsha
	Cerebral Palsy
	Female

	28. 
	Western Cape
	Mossel Bay
	Quadriplegic
	Male

	29. 
	Western Cape
	Cape Town
	Blind
	Female

	30. 
	Western Cape
	Cape Town
	Visually Impaired
	Female

	31. 
	Western Cape
	Cape Town
	Hearing problem
	Female

	32. 
	Gauteng
	Vaal
	Quadriplegic
	Female

	33. 
	Gauteng
	Diepkloof
	Paraplegia
	Male

	34. 
	Gauteng
	Tembisa
	Cerebral Palsy
	Male

	35. 
	Gauteng
	Tembisa
	Orthopedic
	Male

	36. 
	Gauteng
	Tembisa
	Cerebral Palsy
	Male

	37. 
	Gauteng
	Tembisa
	Paraplegia
	Male

	38. 
	Gauteng
	Protea Glen
	Paraplegia
	Female

	39. 
	Gauteng
	Protea Glen
	Limping
	Female

	40. 
	Gauteng
	Silverlakes
	Cerebral Palsy
	Female

	41. 
	Gauteng
	Tembisa
	Paraplegia
	Male

	42. 
	Gauteng
	Soshanguve
	Paralysis
	Male

	43. 
	Mpumalanga
	Nkomazi
	Club foot
	Female

	44. 
	Mpumalanga
	Malelani
	M
	 

	45. 
	Mpumalanga
	Ermelo
	Paraplegic
	Female

	46. 
	Mpumalanga
	eMalahleni
	Handicap
	Female

	47. 
	Mpumalanga
	eMalahleni
	Paraplegic
	Male

	48. 
	Mpumalanga
	eMalahleni
	Albinism
	Female

	49. 
	Mpumalanga
	eMalahleni
	Blind
	Female

	50. 
	Mpumalanga
	eMalahleni
	Visually Impaired
	Male

	51. 
	Mpumalanga
	Brighton
	Paraplegic
	Male

	52. 
	Mpumalanga
	Nkomazi
	Albinism
	Female

	53. 
	Mpumalanga
	Nkomazi
	Partially blind
	Male

	54. 
	Gauteng
	 
	Quadriplegic
	Female

	55. 
	Gauteng
	Soweto
	Quadriplegic
	Female

	56. 
	Gauteng
	Tembisa
	Hydrophilic
	Male

	57. 
	Gauteng
	Tembisa
	Paraplegic
	Male

	58. 
	Gauteng
	Westonaria
	Partially blind
	Female

	59. 
	KZN
	Umlazi
	Quadriplegic
	Male

	60. 
	Mpumalanga
	Ermelo
	Orthopedic
	Female

	61. 
	Mpumalanga
	Gert
	Orthopedic
	Male

	62. 
	Mpumalanga
	Brighton
	Orthopedic
	Male

	63. 
	Mpumalanga
	Dower
	Bipolar
	Male

	64. 
	Western Cape
	 
	Limping
	Female

	65. 
	Mpumalanga
	Ermelo
	Albinism
	Male

	66. 
	Mpumalanga
	Ehlanzeni
	Mobility impairment
	Male

	67. 
	Mpumalanga
	Enhlanzeni
	Mobility impairment
	Male

	68. 
	Mpumalanga
	Enkomazi
	Blind
	Male

	69. 
	Limpopo
	Monsterlius
	Blind
	Male

	70. 
	Limpopo
	Ga Nkoana
	Cerebral Palsy
	Female

	71. 
	Limpopo
	Sekhukhune
	Albinism
	Female

	72. 
	Limpopo
	Giyani
	Amputee
	Male

	73. 
	Western Cape
	 
	Limping
	Female

	74. 
	Limpopo
	Seshego
	Albinism
	Male

	75. 
	Gauteng
	Garankuwa
	Autism
	Female

	76. 
	Limpopo
	Polokwane
	Amputee
	Female

	77. 
	Limpopo
	Bugersfort
	Partially sighted with albinism
	Male

	78. 
	Limpopo
	IV Park
	Right amputation
	Male

	79. 
	Limpopo
	Bogom
	Club foot
	Female

	80. 
	Limpopo
	Polokwane
	Albinism
	Male

	81. 
	Limpopo
	Ga-Nkwara
	ADHD
	Female

	82. 
	Limpopo
	Seshego
	Albinism
	Female

	83. 
	Gauteng
	Mamelodi
	TBI
	Female

	84. 
	Limpopo
	Seshego
	Albinism
	Female

	85. 
	Limpopo
	Rankwana
	Mental
	Female

	86. 
	Gauteng
	Westonaria
	Physical
	Male

	87. 
	Limpopo
	Vleisbloom
	Visually Impaired
	Male

	88. 
	Gauteng
	Vooslorus
	Albinism
	Female

	89. 
	Limpopo
	Malamulele
	ADHD
	Male

	90. 
	Limpopo
	Lebowakgomo
	ADHD
	Male

	91. 
	Limpopo
	Sekhukhune
	Blind
	Male

	92. 
	Limpopo
	Burgersfort
	Visually Impaired
	Male

	93. 
	Western Cape
	 
	Deaf
	Female

	94. 
	Mpumalanga
	 
	Albinism
	Male

	95. 
	Limpopo
	Ga-Mashashane
	Partially Blind
	Male

	96. 
	Gauteng
	Westonaria
	Quadriplegic
	Female

	97. 
	Gauteng
	Diepkloof
	Autism
	Female



Women	
Broad Measure	UN Measure	Severe Measure	0.17799999999999999	7.0000000000000007E-2	3.9E-2	Men	
Broad Measure	UN Measure	Severe Measure	0.13400000000000001	4.9000000000000002E-2	2.9000000000000001E-2	



Broad Measure	
Total	>	85	75-84	65-74	55-64	45-54	35-44	25-34	15-24	14 below	0.157	0.70799999999999996	0.60099999999999998	0.45100000000000001	0.33300000000000002	0.22800000000000001	0.124	9.4E-2	8.7999999999999995E-2	7.5999999999999998E-2	



Census 2011 	City of Cape Town	Buffalo City	Nelson Mandela Bay	Mangaung	eThekwini	Ekurhuleni	City of Johannesburg	City of Tshwane	Non-metro	Total	0.13500000000000001	0.17599999999999999	0.17100000000000001	0.23499999999999999	0.16300000000000001	0.14899999999999999	0.13	0.14199999999999999	0.186	0.17100000000000001	Census 2022	City of Cape Town	Buffalo City	Nelson Mandela Bay	Mangaung	eThekwini	Ekurhuleni	City of Johannesburg	City of Tshwane	Non-metro	Total	0.16300000000000001	0.183	0.186	0.20799999999999999	0.14799999999999999	0.14599999999999999	0.13400000000000001	0.14499999999999999	0.16	0.157	
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FIGURE 2. ND-GAIN Index for South Africa
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