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Main report 
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25. While an increasing number of persons are affected by and/or displaced as a consequence of a natural disaster, all too often insufficient attention is paid to the multiple human rights challenges they may face. The most vulnerable groups of society - including the poor, marginalized minorities, female- and child-headed households, chronically ill persons, persons with disabilities and older people without family support - suffer the most from the negative effects of natural hazards due to their weakened mitigation and adaptation capacities. Moreover, in the aftermath of natural disasters pre-existing patterns of discrimination are exacerbated, putting already marginalized groups at further risk of human rights abuses, such as a failure to protect against life-threatening natural hazards; unequal access to humanitarian assistance; discrimination in aid provision; sexual and gender-based violence, particularly in collective shelters or camps; infringements of the right to education, e.g. when schools are used as shelters for a prolonged period of time; non-replacement of lost documentation; unsafe or involuntary return or settlement elsewhere in the country; or difficulties with property restitution.

Report on the protection of Internally Displaced Persons in situations of natural disasters

A/HRC/10/13/Add.1
3. Women and children, especially if they are heads of households, older persons, persons with disabilities, persons who are seriously ill or injured, the poor and persons belonging to socially marginalized groups (including in many cases migrants, persons belonging to indigenous groups or minorities) often suffer the most coping capacities are limited and the response often does not take into account their specific situation and needs. Furthermore, in the aftermath of natural disasters, pre-existing vulnerabilities and patterns of discrimination and human rights violations are often exacerbated, putting already marginalized and vulnerable groups at an increased risk of human rights abuses.

44. The Representative notes that forced evacuations can only be a measure of last resort that must be foreseen by law and only carried out when and as long as absolutely necessary in order to protect life and limb of those at risk. Evacuations must be carried out without discrimination; distinctions made are only permissible to take into account special protection needs. Affected persons have to be informed about why, how and whereto they are being evacuated. Evacuation plans should incorporate the protection needs of the affected persons; communities at risk of evacuation should be consulted to the extent possible. In situations of recurring natural hazards, this may call for advance identification of evacuation sites in consultation with affected communities (e.g. through go and see visits), including, where relevant, sites that can also receive livestock. Measures should be implemented to ensure that the particular needs of particularly vulnerable persons such as individuals with disabilities or older persons without family support will be addressed in the evacuation process. Protection of property left behind and security of land tenure are among the issues that need to be considered in evacuation planning.

64. Regarding persons with disabilities, the Representative found that their specific needs seemed to be fairly systematically overlooked. According to the World Health Organisation, 650 million persons around the world live with a disability, which would amount to roughly 10% of the world’s population. Yet, the Representative saw few provisions or programmes that took into account that a 10% of the population had specific needs in disaster preparedness, during the disaster response or after in the reconstruction phase. There seemed to be a lack of awareness that (a) persons with disabilities prior to the disaster need to be integrated into the disaster preparedness measures in an adequate manner correspondent to their needs; (b) a substantial number of persons may acquire disabilities during the disaster, for instance in cases where earthquakes have caused buildings to collapse and many persons lose a limb as a result.

The Representative notes that although the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities has only recently entered into force, it has a significant number of signatories. Article 11 of the Convention specifically obliges States Parties to take “all necessary measures to ensure the protection and safety of persons with disabilities in situations of risk, including situations of […] humanitarian emergencies and the occurrence of natural disasters”.

