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About Sightsavers 
1. Sightsavers is an international development organisation which works with partners to eliminate avoidable blindness and promote equality of opportunity for people with disabilities in developing countries. It is estimated that 285 million people across the world are visually impaired, 39 million of which are blind. 80% of global blindness is avoidable, whilst 90% of people who are visually impaired live in developing countries[endnoteRef:1].   [1:  World Health Organisation (2013). Visual Impairment and Blindness. Fact Sheet No 282.] 

2. Although Sightsavers is not a humanitarian agency, we have experience of working in disaster-affected contexts and have research and experience to share. This includes evidence from a recent disability risk reduction (DRR) programme in Bangladesh that highlights the increased risk factors for women with disabilities to the impacts of disasters and climate change, and a need for greater representation of women with disabilities on the bodies responsible for decision making at local, national and international levels. 
3. Our submission provides evidence of the need for disability-inclusive DRR practice and inclusive-development more broadly. We believe an inclusive gender-sensitive integrated approach to sustainable development, DRR, and climate change adaptation programmes is required to effectively address the inter-connected issues posed by extreme poverty, vulnerability to disasters and climate change[endnoteRef:2]. [2:  Schipper, L. & Pelling, M. (2006) ‘Disaster risk, climate change and international development: scope for, and challenges to, integration’ in Disasters. Vol.30 No.1 19‐38] 

Summary of recommendations 
4. Target and engage people with disabilities – giving particular focus to the inclusion of girls and women with disabilities – agree minimum standards for disability inclusive programmes; provide training to workers; and include disability audits in evaluations
5. Strengthen national information systems, data collection and use participatory – gender sensitive and disability inclusive – vulnerability and capacity assessments to collate information on people with disabilities to identify existing risks
6. Strengthen the capacity and resources of people with disabilities; representative organisations and actively involve them in all stages of disaster management, climate change adaptation and poverty reduction processes
7. Design and implement accessible and inclusive warning systems, information and physical support systems
8. Raise awareness of disability issues within communities and identify local champions; target families and community networks
9. Advocate for and promote the rights and representation of people with disabilities at all levels of society
10. Ensure a co-ordinated, sustainable and disability inclusive approach to the development challenges posed by poverty, environmental hazards and the impacts of climate change
Introduction 
11. Poverty and disability are inextricably linked due to the multitude of barriers people with disabilities face accessing education, health care, employment and in broader society[endnoteRef:3]. This relationship holds particular relevance to the social construction of vulnerability to disasters: the poorest and most excluded people in a community are often the most vulnerable to the impacts of environmental hazards which expose existing inequalities; those with strong livelihoods and access to resources are inherently less vulnerable, whilst the impacts of environmental hazards quickly become disasters for the poorest and most excluded groups[endnoteRef:4].  [3:  Groce, N. Kett, M. Lang, R. & Trani, J-F. (2011) ‘Disability and Poverty: the need for a more nuanced understanding of implications for development policy and practice’, in Third World Quarterly. Vol.32 No.8]  [4:  Hewitt, K. (1983) ‘Interpretations of calamity in a technocratic age’, in Interpretations of calamity, ed. Hewitt, K. 3-30. London: Allen & Unwin, Inc.; & Wisner, B. Blaikie, P. Cannon, T. & Davis, I. (2004) At Risk. Natural hazards, people’s vulnerability and disasters. Second edition. London: Routledge] 

12. There is however a lack of evidence on the causes of vulnerability to disasters for people with disabilities, and how to ensure humanitarian practice is genuinely inclusive[endnoteRef:5]. The majority of implementing organisations rely on community based approaches, but there remains a lack of evidence for how these tools ensure the inclusion of people with disabilities and other excluded groups. Community-based approaches that are not inclusive risk contributing to further exclusion when used to inform programme design[endnoteRef:6]. [5:  International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (2007) World Disasters Report. Focus on Discrimination.]  [6:  Twigg, J. Kett, M. Bottomley, H. Tan, L. & Nasreddin, H. (2011) ‘Disability and public shelter in emergencies’, in Environmental Hazards. Vol.10 No.3-4 248-261] 

13. This is a critical issue as the lack of information, data and knowledge of disability contributes to the absence and exclusion of people with disabilities in all stages of disaster preparedness and humanitarian response. The result is inaccessible preparedness measures, warnings and facilities. Stigma, discrimination, violence and sexual abuse are also prevalent and heightened at times of disaster[endnoteRef:7]. There is therefore an urgency to develop evidence and practice of disability inclusive and gender sensitive practice that can be scaled-up and used to inform future programmes. [7:  Smith, F. Jolley, E. & Schmidt, E. (2012) Disability and disasters: The importance of an inclusive approach to vulnerability and social capital. UN Women & UNICEF Addressing Inequalities Global Thematic Consultation. http://www.worldwewant2015.org/node/287097 ] 

International context 
14. The UN acknowledged the importance of this issue three decades ago[endnoteRef:8] but disability remained absent from the Hyogo Framework for Action (2005)[endnoteRef:9] and Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change reports (2007[endnoteRef:10]; 2013[endnoteRef:11]).  [8:  UNDRO (1982) Disasters and the Disabled. New York: United Nations]  [9:  UNISDR (2005) Hyogo Framework for Action 2005-2015: Building the Resilience of Nations and Communities to Disasters. http://www.unisdr.org/files/1037_hyogoframeworkforactionenglish.pdf ]  [10:  Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (2007) IPCC Fourth Assessment Report: Climate Change 2007 (AR4). http://www.ipcc.ch/publications_and_data/ar4/syr/en/contents.html ]  [11:  Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (2013) IPCC Fifth Assessment Report: Climate Change 2013 (AR5). http://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar5/ ] 

15. Addressing the rights of people with disabilities in all stages of disaster management resulted in a growth of calls and recommendations for inclusive approaches, culminating in the 2013 International Day for Disaster Reduction focusing on ‘Living with disability and disasters’. This included a global survey providing evidence that people with disabilities are rarely consulted in disaster management[endnoteRef:12].  [12:  UNISDR (2013) UN Global Survey Explains Why So Many People Living With Disabilities Die in Disasters. http://www.unisdr.org/archive/35032 ] 

16. There has however been recent substantial progress at the global level, with significant references to people with disabilities in the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction[endnoteRef:13], Sustainable Development Goals[endnoteRef:14] and the COP 21 Paris Agreement[endnoteRef:15]. The challenge now is for this progress to be recognised meaningfully in practice, giving particular focus to the rights and representation of women with disabilities.  [13:  Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015-2030 (2015) http://www.preventionweb.net/files/43291_sendaiframeworkfordrren.pdf ]  [14:  United Nations (2015) Transforming Our World: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/21252030%20Agenda%20for%20Sustainable%20Development%20web.pdf ]  [15:  United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (2015) Adoption of the Paris Agreement. https://unfccc.int/resource/docs/2015/cop21/eng/l09.pdf ] 

Evidence from a disability inclusive disaster preparedness programme
17. Sightsavers and Disabled Rehabilitation and Research Association (DRRA) sought to address the vulnerability of people with disabilities and their livelihoods to disasters in Satkhira – a hazard affected coastal region of Bangladesh – by forming self-help groups (SHGs) of people with disabilities. 24 SHGs were established across four districts. The partners supported participants to increase their knowledge of disaster preparedness; access livelihood opportunities and welfare support; build capacity for engagement with local disaster management structures; and advocate for their rights. 
18. The below presents evidence from research that took place in the final year of the project[footnoteRef:1]. The aim of the research was to identify the causes of vulnerability to disasters for people with disabilities in Satkhira and to assess the forms of empowerment produced and accessed by people with disabilities participating in the programme. As with other research on this area, a central finding is the importance of addressing the rights and representation of women in all stages of DRR.  [1:  Findings were based on group discussions and semi-structured interviews with members of self-help groups formed in the programme. Supporting evidence was taken from semi-structured interviews with local leaders; government representatives; NGOs; Disabled People’s Organisations; and the implementing partners. The full report of this work can be accessed online at: www.sightsavers.org/satkhira] 

Vulnerability to disasters 
Increased risk factors for women  
19. The context faced by women in Satkhira makes them more vulnerable to disasters than men. Attitudes around gender represent huge barriers to accessing rights, education and employment. Mothers of children with disabilities also emphasised how challenging it is supporting their children without support from their husbands. Expected daily responsibilities make women directly more vulnerable to hazards; participants agreed that washing clothes, collecting food and supplies in waterlogged areas increases their chances of contracting diseases and being caught in dangerous situations. 
20. Women also have reduced social mobility in comparison to men. During disasters men are able to move freely. However, conservative beliefs mean women cannot move within the community in the same way. A male self-help group president explained that he can evacuate and stay at a neighbour’s house in emergencies, whilst it is not acceptable for women to do so. Men with disabilities can also be physically carried by anyone in an evacuation. This was not considered possible for women with disabilities. This reduced mobility also impacts women’s capacity to access information on disaster preparedness – and other forms of support or training – as their families may not consider it acceptable for them to travel, whilst young men with disabilities are often allowed to move freely. 
21. The lack of separate spaces for women at shelters was also raised as a major cause of vulnerability, particularly for pregnant women and adolescent girls. This was due to security concerns and fears of sexual violence, which is common at shelters. Fears of abuse in their homes were also raised as men from flooded neighbouring areas take shelter in their villages.
Poverty and barriers accessing livelihoods
22. The wider context of poverty in Satkhira is a major challenge for people with disabilities. Participants emphasised gaining adequate incomes is their major challenge, whilst disasters are only occasional. Sustaining livelihoods during hazards is difficult; waterlogging renders land useless and prized assets of shrimp, crab, fish and equipment are regularly washed away. The vulnerability of people with disabilities is heightened as participants explained they have fewer opportunities to gain employment due to discriminatory attitudes. 
23. When seeking work as day labourers people with disabilities feel overlooked, and know that when they are employed they are not paid the same rates as other workers. There are also specific impacts on households. A sister of a woman with multiple disabilities explained that she has to seek work as a day-labourer, but has no choice but to lock her sister inside their home each day.
Reduced mobility
24. People with disabilities experience challenges accessing all forms of transport and crossing busy, inaccessible roads on an everyday basis. That hazards dramatically change local environments is particularly relevant. Participants described how fallen trees and buildings make moving around their communities difficult. Others have been trapped in their homes, unable to board boats used during months of waterlogging. One participant with visual impairments explained how a dam he had learnt to use as a river-crossing had been eroded away, but that he only realised this when he felt water at his feet. 
25. Changing environments are particularly relevant for evacuations. Participants explained that it is often difficult for them to evacuate quickly. The perceived shortage of shelters and long distances required to access them, combined with already inaccessible environments being made harder to navigate by new obstacles, further increase the challenges for people with disabilities. 
26. Many participants stated they are not able to access shelters without the assistance of others, but stressed they did not think there are specific evacuation plans and that there is a lack of knowledge of how to help people with disabilities evacuate. Respondents agreed that it is usually other people with disabilities and their families that try to help each other, as most people are only thinking about their own life. 
Inaccessible shelters and relief distribution
27. If people with disabilities do try to evacuate mobility challenges mean they often reach shelters after others. Inaccessibility and a shortage of space at shelters is a significant factor; a lack of ramps, rails, accessible toilets and allocated space were consistently raised by respondents. Accessible shelters were frequently identified as the main change participants would like to be made in their communities. 
28. Inaccessibility is often compounded by discrimination and abuse experienced at shelters. Local leaders confirmed people often complain about the presence of people with disabilities at shelters for not “accurately using” what are non-existent or inaccessible toilets.  
29. Many people with disabilities avoid shelters and prefer to take their chances at home, only leaving when they have to. This is not uncommon in disaster contexts but the delay increases the risk to people with disabilities who may need additional assistance and time to evacuate.
30. People with disabilities are also often excluded from accessing relief distributed through shelters: “Within the shelter they have to compete…to get the aid supplied by government…there is no consolation for ill or weak person, especially for them to go and fight with another person” (Respondent at a group discussion).
31. Without specific measures to ensure relief distribution is accessible people with disabilities often go without. It is difficult to access relief as it is often distributed on different floors or people with disabilities have to wait for long periods and compete in queues. This is not a challenge specific to shelters; people with disabilities face the same issues in their communities or arrive at trucks distributing relief too late to access supplies. 
Inaccessible warning systems
32. Another cause of vulnerability to disasters for people with disabilities is the inaccessibility of warning systems vital for pre-disaster communication. The majority of respondents explained that people with sensory impairments are unlikely to notice the flag system and micing announcements used by the Cyclone Preparedness Programme (CPP) units, and this leaves them at great risk and their fate down to chance. 
33. Inaccessible warning systems were seen as a low priority by some respondents, who suggested people with visual impairments hear the micing, and those with hearing impairments see the flags. Some respondents also emphasised that family bonds ensure people with disabilities are told information by family members. Others even suggested people with disabilities get preferential treatment during hazards. However, these views do not account for those with multiple and complex disabilities, and are in contrast to the broader context of discrimination and heightened vulnerability identified by the majority of respondents.
Empowerment
34. The research found that that participation in the programme has fostered various forms of empowerment: 
35. Within self-help groups participants have developed trust and collaboration; accessed information and knowledge of disaster preparedness; changed their behaviour during disasters; and have developed the confidence to challenge discrimination. 
36. Participants have also reached out to access their rights through accessing training, livelihood and welfare support; advocating as a group and holding leaders to account; and critically, through engagement they have increased representation of women and men with disabilities on the bodies responsible for disaster preparedness and humanitarian response at the local level: the Union Disaster Management Committees and Cyclone Preparedness Programme units. Respondents explained that this is contributing to the development of new social norms and attitudes to disability. This will have a huge impact on the consideration given to disability-inclusion in local disaster preparedness. 
37. These outcomes demonstrate the importance of engaging people with disabilities and the bodies responsible for decision-making at local, national and international levels. The causes of vulnerability to disasters for people with disabilities – and the wider context of gender inequality, poverty and discrimination – show further disability-inclusive and gender sensitive disaster risk reduction, humanitarian and empowerment initiatives are required if the recent potential of the Sendai Framework, Sustainable Development Goals and the Paris Agreement on Climate Change is to be realised in practice. 
Recommendations
38. Disability-inclusive and gender sensitive Integrated approaches to the development challenges of poverty-reduction, vulnerability to disasters and impacts associated with climate change should:
39. Target and engage people with disabilities – giving particular focus to the inclusion of girls and women with disabilities – agree minimum standards for disability inclusive programmes; provide training to workers; and include disability audits in evaluations. People with disabilities often face heightened vulnerability to disasters. Governments and NGOs should therefore ensure their inclusion. Existing guidelines and participatory tools should be adapted to include specific standards for ensuring disability inclusive measures. This includes allocating adequate resources for people with disabilities; constructing or redesigning accessible shelters, camps and sanitation facilities; ensuring accessible relief distribution; and the ordering and replacement of vital assistive devices. Disability awareness training is also required for all relief workers, to ensure people with disabilities are not excluded. DPOs should be targeted by major relief organisations to help train their field workers and all relevant assessments and evaluations should include audits dedicated to people with disabilities, and how the impact of relief can be monitored. 
40. Strengthen national information systems, data collection and use participatory – gender sensitive and disability inclusive – vulnerability and capacity assessments to collate information on people with disabilities to identify existing risks. It is vital to develop better data on the number of persons with disabilities within each community. By collating information on persons with disabilities, their locations, and requirements, community registers can be developed to ensure that DPOs and officials understand where people with disabilities live, and how they may need to be assisted in a disaster. Such methods can also be used to collect information to help design accessible preparedness measures and address other changes within the community, as well as highlighting ways people with disabilities and their families can take precautions and prepare in their own homes, for example by storing assistive devices, medicines and preparedness information sheets.  
41. Strengthen the capacity and resources of people with disabilities; representative organisations and actively involve them in all stages of disaster management, climate change adaptation and poverty reduction processes. People with disabilities and other excluded groups must act as partners in development programmes to ensure all stages of a programme cycle address the barriers faced by the most excluded groups. DPOs should participate in disaster management and help shape preparedness measures, distribute relief and plan accessible and inclusive reconstruction. DPOs can then represent persons with disabilities, and work for a more inclusive approach in communities, amongst NGOs and in government. People with disabilities do not just have a significant role to play in disasters, but the wider development context. DPOs have the potential to promote inclusive and development policies, work within communities to raise awareness of disability‐issues and work alongside governments to address existing inequalities. DPOs should also develop networks with other community organisations to work together to identify and address wider forms of discrimination.
42. Design and implement accessible and inclusive warning systems, information and physical support systems. Participatory methods should be used to work with people with disabilities to design key warnings, training materials and evacuation plans, which must be easy to understand under stress, and available in several accessible formats, including audio and visual. Rebuilding the physical environment – from homes, public buildings, sanitation facilities and shelters – must be done accessibly, to remove previous physical barriers and ensure new ones are not established. The input of persons with disabilities and DPOs should again be sought, to ensure their rights and expertise is incorporated in design, with specific consideration given to people with sensory, multiple and complex disabilities. 
43. Raise awareness of disability issues within communities and identify local champions; target families and community networks. In order to address existing levels of discrimination community awareness raising measures are required to mobilise communities to be receptive to the rights of people with disabilities, both during disasters and within society. Identifying local champion policymakers, officials or well respected figures is an effective way of raising awareness across wider communities. Many people with disabilities rely on the support provided by their families, neighbours and community members, so to increase the resilience of people with disabilities their primary caregivers, families and support networks should be targeted by DPOs with awareness raising and training measures. 
44. Advocate for and promote the rights and representation of people with disabilities at all levels of society. In order to achieve these rights DPOs – and the wider international community – must advocate governments, local, national and international policymakers to introduce inclusive development measures, and to respect, promote and protect the rights of persons with disabilities. Engaging and advocating decision making bodies at the local level to ensure people with disabilities are represented on the bodies responsible for implementing disaster preparedness is one pathway to increasing resilience at the local level. DPOs should challenge negative attitudes and misconceptions through engagement, by presenting evidence and advocating for the representation of people with disabilities on all decision-making bodies. At national level, States should ratify the UNCRPD and fully resource, implement and monitor all of the Articles of the Convention, including Article 11 on Situations of risk and humanitarian emergencies, remove discriminatory legislation and practice and ensure inclusive-approaches are built into national training programmes for government officials. 
45. Ensure a co-ordinated, sustainable and disability inclusive approach to the development challenges posed by poverty, environmental hazards and the impacts of climate change. People with disabilities, DPOs, NGOs and local and national governments should work collaboratively to address these development challenges. Actors must work together to bridge gaps in implementation, share learning and identify opportunities to ‘mainstream’ disability-inclusion into new and existing practices. All actors should work together to address cross-cutting issues, for example ensuring the use of sustainable and resilient materials in all NGO and government reconstruction programmes to strengthen the prospect of long term development; and working to ensure the rights of all people are respected during disasters and at all times, starting by urgently addressing the heightened vulnerability and high rates of sexual violence experienced by girls and women with disabilities during disasters.
Further information 
Please contact Fred Smith – Policy Advisor at Sightsavers on fsmith@sightsavers.org 
To download a full report of the research presented in the above please visit: www.sightsavers.org/satkhira 
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