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Climate crisis and health

Climate change presents a fundamental threat to human health in both
direct and indirect ways. The World Health Organization (WHQO) outlines how
climate shocks and growing stresses such as changing temperature and
precipitation patterns, drought, floods and rising sea levels, degrade the
environment and affect social and economic determinants of physical and
mental health." As climatic conditions change, more frequent and intensifying
weather and climate events are observed, increasing the risk of deaths,
noncommunicable diseases, the emergence and spread of infectious
diseases, and health emergencies. Climate change is also affecting health
systems themselves, including the health workforce, infrastructure, and
progress towards the achievement of Universal Health Coverage by
compounding the existing burden of disease and by exacerbating barriers to
accessing health services.'

The effects of climate change are not felt equally. Despite contributing
minimally to global emissions, low-income countries and small island
developing states (SIDS) endure the harshest impacts.ii The
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) highlights that 3.6 billion
people already live in areas highly susceptible to climate change.V
Meanwhile, across all settings, poorer and more vulnerable communities face
a disproportionate burden from climate change and its health impacts,
including persons with disabilities.
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Disability, health and climate crisis

An estimated 1.3 billion people globally — or 1 in 6 persons — experience
significant disability.Y The vast majority of these people (80 per cent) live in
low- and middle-income and middle-income countries that are more at risk
from climate change. The number of persons with disabilities globally is
rising due to population ageing and escalating prevalence and complexity of
poverty-related, non-communicable and communicable diseases. WHO
estimates 5.8 per cent of children and adolescents have a disability, rising to
34.4 per cent among older people."V Across all age groups, more women
experience disabilities than men (18 per cent compared with 14.2 per
cent).Vi

Persistent health inequities mean that persons with disabilities face, on
average, much poorer health and functioning than the general population.
WHO'’s Global report on health equity for persons with disabilities outlines
that persons with disabilities have 2.4-fold higher mortality rates than those
without disabilities; face more than double the risk of developing conditions
such as diabetes, stroke or depression; and are likely to die 20 years
earlier.Vii These inequities result from unfair conditions that affect persons
with disabilities disproportionally, including structural factors, social
determinants of health, health-related risks and health system barriers,
including those related to the availability, physical and financial accessibility,
acceptability and quality of services, as well as ableism and discrimination in
their funding, design and delivery. Intersecting factors such as sex, age,
gender identity, poverty, race or migrant status further intensify health
inequities experienced by persons with disabilities due to multiple forms of
discrimination and disadvantage that remain poorly addressed in health
systems and services.

Climate change exacerbates existing inequities faced by persons with
disabilities.** WHO’s Global report on health equity for persons with
disabilities highlights that adverse climate events directly impact the health
of persons with disabilities and can exacerbate existing health and
healthcare inequities. For example, evidence shows that climate-driven
disasters, such as heat waves, put persons with disabilities at increased risk
for heat-related mortality and morbidity*'. Additional health complications
related to their underlying health condition or impairment, loss or damage of
assistive products, or disrupted access to both mainstream and specialized
health care further contribute to health inequities.



Persons with disabilities may also be less able to escape from hazards, may
lose essential medications or assistive products such as spectacles or
prostheses, be left behind when a community is forced to evacuate, or
experience greater difficulty accessing basic needs, including access to
information, food and nutrition, water and sanitation, shelter, decent work,
and health services and support.xV.x¥ During and following disaster events,
persons with disabilities often face additional barriers to reach a safe place
and recover. For example, they may be unable to move out of harm’s way
due to inaccessible paths.X' Temporary shelter and evacuation centres are
often inaccessible.*Vil Persons with disabilities may encounter difficulties in
accessing basic water facilities, shelter or health care following a disaster.
During migration, they may not be granted visas or be allowed to cross
borders, and face barriers in enrolling in social protection programmes or
health care,¥Vii.xix and tend to encounter greater difficulty in securing
additional resources for recovering from their losses compared to persons
without disabilities.** It is important to note that during disaster responses,
persons with disabilities also face heightened protection risks, including
discrimination, exploitation and violence>, with particular risk for women and
girls with disabilities.xxxxi

These factors result in persons with disabilities being disproportionately
affected by climate change, including facing greater risk of death, injury, and
additional impairments during climate related emergencies.?3 This is
especially true for persons with disabilities who experience multiple and
intersecting risks and discrimination, including children, women and girls,
older people, indigenous or minority groups, migrants and displaced
persons i

Despite the disproportionate impact of climate change on persons with
disabilities they are all too often excluded from disaster risk reduction
policies, plans and programmes, and very few countries make provisions for
the requirements of persons with disabilities when planning for adapting to
the effects of climate change?. The IPCC has reported that while persons
with disabilities are among those most affected by climate change, they are
the least considered in the planning of adaptation responses globally.



Ensuring disability inclusion within global action on
climate change and health

Attention to the intersection of the climate crisis and health is rapidly
growing, with the Twenty Eighth Conference of Parties to the United Nations
Framework Convention on Climate Change (COP28) marking its first
inaugural health day in 2023, culminating in the COP28 United Arab
Emirates (UAE) Declaration on Climate and Health, and the World Health
Assembly adopting the first ever resolution on climate change and health in
May 2024. The COP28 UAE Declaration commits member states to a range
of actions to advance progress in this area, including strengthening the
development and implementation of policies that maximize the health gains
from mitigation and adaptation actions and prevent worsening health
impacts from climate change. The WHA Climate and health resolution,
meanwhile, commits member states to strengthening the implementation of
WHOQO'’s global strategy on health, environment and climate change, adopting
a health-in-all policies approach; and the development of national action
plans for sustainable and climate-resilient health systems. The resolution
also requests the WHO Director General to develop a results-based, needs-
oriented and capabilities-driven global WHO plan of action on climate change
and health aligned with the United Nations Framework Convention on
Climate Control and the Paris Agreement for consideration by the Seventy-
eighth World Health Assembly in 2025, firmly integrating climate across the
technical work of the WHO at all three levels of the Organization and
emphasising the need for cross-sectoral cooperation, as appropriate. The
resolution complements WHO’s new Fourteenth General Programme of work
for the period 2025-2028 (GPW14) which places action on climate change as
one of its six key strategic objectives, with welcome focus on disadvantaged
and vulnerable groups, including persons with disabilities.

As member states and WHO work with multi-sector stakeholders at all levels
to deliver on these commitments and develop a WHO global plan of action
on climate and health, it is critical they recognise and address the
disproportionate impact of climate change on persons with disabilities.



Specifically, we call for them to:
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Provide political leadership to promote disability inclusion
and health equity for persons with disabilities in all actions
on climate change and health.

Promote a human rights-based approach to action on
climate change and health, upholding the rights set out in the
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, the right to
health, and the right to a clean and healthy environment, and
empowering persons with disabilities in action on climate and
health recognising them as agents of change.

Invest in disability inclusive health systems, Universal
Health Coverage and primary health care, as the
foundations for ensuring equitable and resilient people and
communities that respond effectively and sustainably to climate
crisis, leaving no one behind.

Ensure the meaningful participation of persons with
disabilities and their representative organisations at all
stages of adaptation, mitigation and response and within decision-
making mechanisms related to climate and health, including
through reasonable accommodation to support the engagement of
different groups of persons with disabilities.

Promote accessible and inclusive information and
education on climate change and health at all levels to ensure
persons with disabilities are not left behind.

Ensure training in disability inclusion for all those working
in health and climate change adaptation, mitigation and
response to ensure they meet the needs and uphold the rights of
persons with disabilities of all ages.



Prioritise equity, inclusion, meaningful participation and
protection of persons with disabilities in climate related
emergencies and within disaster preparedness, response
and recovery plans, ensuring their right to the highest
attainable standard of health is respected, protected and fulfilled.

Invest in data and research on disability, climate change
and health, committing to collect, analyse, report and use sex,
age and disability disaggregated data in all action on climate
change and health to inform equity-based decision making, and to
promote research on the health impacts of climate change on

persons with disabilities and their engagement and empowerment
in adaptation, mitigation and response.

About the International Disability and Development Consortium

The International Disability and Development Consortium (IDDC) is global
network of civil society organisations gathering around a common vision: a
world that leaves no persons with disabilities behind. For the past 30 years,
this vision has driven our action, and our mission is to promote disability-
inclusive international development and humanitarian action in the Global
South.

As a network, IDDC is fully committed to the United Nations Convention on
the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) and applies its principles in
our actions.

Being a member-led network, our members are at the heart of our activities.
IDDC’s membership includes a broad range of organisations, giving the
network its distinctive feature and strength. IDDC unites NGOs specialising
in disability inclusion, mainstream humanitarian and development NGOs,
organisations of people with disabilities (OPDs), and national and
international networks.

For more information, contact: IDDCInclusiveHealth@iddcconsortium.net

www.iddcconsortium.net
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