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ABSTRACT 

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities and the Sendai Framework for 
Disaster Risk Management establish the importance of ensuring the equitable protection of human 
rights in disaster planning, relief, and recovery. However, internationally and within Australia, the 
reality is one of indignity, human rights violations, and corruption. Australia is living in a perpetual 
state of crisis, following 3years of environmental and health disaster events. Vulnerable Australian 
citizens, especially people with disability, are at a great risk of human rights violations and may 
have restricted access to resilience-building resources that would enable them to recover. 
Embedding dignity into disaster management and recovery can safeguard human rights and 
improve outcomes for people with disability.  

Keywords: Australian disasters, dignity, disability, disaster recovery, disaster risk management, 
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Introduction 

Australia has been subjected to 3  years of environmental and health disasters. The Black 
Summer Bushfires of 2019–20 led straight into the COVID-19 pandemic, which saw a 
peak at the end of July 2022.1 Communities in Northern New South Wales and Southeast 
Queensland experienced catastrophic flooding in 2022 and the Bureau of Meteorology 
confirmed a third La Niña event for Summer 2023.2 While still recovering, Australians 
are told to prepare for the next disaster. Health systems, insurance systems, and the 
Australian people are all experiencing simultaneous disasters, but the impacts are most 
heavily felt by marginalised and vulnerable members of the community, particularly 
those receiving services from the aged care and disability sectors. 

Dignity, disaster and disability 

Australia is a signatory to three United Nations conventions and frameworks that 
specifically outline the dignified and inclusive protection of human rights for people 
with disability during crises. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) estab-
lishes dignity as central to the realisation of human rights, stating that all humans are 
‘born free and equal in dignity and rights’, which must be afforded to all people ‘without 
distinction of any kind’.3 The Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Management (2015) 
establishes the importance of engaging and partnering with marginalised populations to 
protect human rights by managing disaster risk. The framework also recognises the 
importance of ‘inclusive, accessible and non-discriminatory participation’ by people 
who are disproportionately affected by disasters.4 Finally, Article 11 of the United 
Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (2006) declares that states 
must ensure the safety of citizens with disability in situations of crisis and risk, taking ‘all 
necessary measures’ to maintain human rights and dignity.5 

Dignity is, therefore, central to the realisation of human rights during disaster for 
people with disability. Dignity is the acknowledgement of people with disability as 
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human beings with value, agency and preferences. It 
requires the respectful delivery of human rights in ways 
that are responsive to those preferences.6 Dignity is a deter-
minant of health and well-being outcomes for people with 
disability and as such, is critical to emergency relief and to 
longer-term recovery efforts. 

The reality of dignity in recovery 

Despite recognition of the importance of dignity in disaster 
risk reduction, the current reality for Australians with dis-
ability during crises is likely to be dominated by indignity. 
During recent disasters, people with disability were stranded 
and isolated in their homes without access to essential 
support workers,7,8 and had restricted access to medications 
and lifesaving health services.9 They were vulnerable to loss 
of power and displacement10 and were up to four times 
more likely to be injured or die during disasters than people 
without disability.11,12 People with disability experience 
pervasive barriers that preclude their access to risk reduc-
tion techniques.13 They also experience abandonment dur-
ing evacuation and prolonged displacement due to 
inaccessible, unaffordable housing and lack of timely finan-
cial support.13 

Inequitable emergency management protocols compound 
the pre-existing marginalisation and inequality experienced 
by people with disability.14 Discriminatory attitudes towards 
people with disability, both deliberate and unconscious, 
during crises ensure Australians with disability remain 
‘isolated and exposed to risks of abandonment, neglect, and 
exploitation’.15 For example, disability service providers 
are not currently mandated to maintain services during 
emergencies.10 Services for Australians with disability 
continue to ‘remain on the periphery of humanitarian 
responses’.16 At best, Australian policymakers are ambivalent 
to the undignified experiences and impacts of disasters on 
people with disability, but at worst, are intentionally mis-
treating and marginalising.15 

Building resilience through dignity 

Australian disaster responses traditionally emerged from a 
history of charity or humanitarian relief. The charity model 
of relief and recovery places vulnerable people in an inferior 
position where they need to take what they can get or are 
given.17 In March 2020, Australia released the National 
Disaster Risk Reduction Framework, with a renewed focus 
on resilience in risk reduction and management.8 Resilience 
is a complex phenomenon18 which may skew benefit toward 
people who are already in privileged positions and have access 
to the resources needed to be resilient.18 Resilience places the 
onus on people to improve their individual circumstances 
and when treated as a ‘competence’, continues to marginalise 

people with disability.17 The inclusion of specific reference 
to people with disability in disaster risk reduction and the 
development of tools is important, but does little to address 
entrenched ableism. 

Embedding dignity into disaster relief and recovery 
places greater emphasis on a human rights response, 
whereby communities have a shared duty of care to ensure 
all people, especially those who are more vulnerable, are 
supported prior to, during and after disasters. It also ensures 
that disaster resilience efforts enable people to do more than 
simply recover to pre-disaster levels, but build back stronger 
and with more sense of belonging in their communities.10 

Grounding disaster preparedness, relief and recovery efforts 
in the concept of dignity acknowledges that people and 
communities have differing levels of access to resilience 
resources for disaster risk reduction during health, environ-
mental and national disasters.17 Embedding dignity into 
disaster planning and management implies inherent consid-
eration of inclusion and accessibility and attention to the 
diversity of human experience in designing risk reduction 
and preparedness plans, evacuation responses, information 
and communication mechanisms, and recovery tools. 
Embedding dignity involves a redistribution of power to 
privilege marginalised voices in ways that can accommodate 
and encompass both duty of care and human rights. 

Given the recurring and increasingly severe levels of 
disasters in Australia, we have a moral obligation to gener-
ate better long-term health and wellbeing outcomes for 
communities experiencing disaster, particularly for those 
who are already vulnerable and may not have resources 
to support recovery. Embedding dignity in disaster relief 
and recovery requires practitioners, policymakers, and 
first responders to acknowledge the right for people with 
disability to be safe from harm and suffering.19 Acknowledging 
this right in turn enables a more accessible and inclusive 
approach to both disaster risk reduction and disaster 
management. 
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