
  

 

THE JOURNEY THROUGH LIFE 
A take on people with disabilities during the COVID-19 pandemic 

 
 
 

 The measures 

government 

introduced in the 

fight against 

COVID-19 

drastically changed 

many people’s 

experiences. 

 The unintended 

consequences to 

People with 

Disabilities (PWD) 

is the barriers 

these changes 

have created in 

accessing the 

necessary and 

required services. 

 In paving a better 

future, a disability-

inclusive response 

and recovery that 

will serve 

everyone. 
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Natural Disasters change the shape and form of 

every living organism on planet earth, 

sometimes create untold sufferings, death, and 

destruction. Many, such as Tsunami, 

Tornadoes, or Typhoons - normally happen 

within the blink of an eye, in minutes or hours.  

2019 Novel Coronavirus (2019-nCoV), known as 

the COVID-19 pandemic, is a disaster unlike any 

other. It is a gentle wave of disaster, unfolding 

in weeks, months, and probably a year to come. 

The grasp and magnitude are worldwide, and 

South Africa (SA) is not secured in any shape or 

form. Overall, data gleaned on nCOV2019.live 

indicates an ever-increasing number of cases 

around the world. 

 

Perspective 

The notification of COVID-19 and the 

subsequent lockdown instructions since March 

26, 2020, registered certain guidelines. These 

marked changes in rights to freedom of 

movement and association - changes notably 

witnessed by all in business, churches, social 

and community clubs as well as individuals.  

The changes are best narrated in the 

experiences of one Makgotso * (not her actual name). 

Makgotso is confined to a wheelchair; not her 

choosing - but a result of a car accident years in 

the making. Normally, she would be afforded 

support by family members, neighbours, and 

community members to transverse from point A 

to B.  

Today, instead of the unlimited support she is 

used to receiving, her experiences are changed 

despite routines remaining the same. Her 

network of support is disconnected, opting to 

social distance, and thus limit interactions with 

her.  

In her view, COVID-19 preservation poses a 

major strain to her productive life. One of the 

major disruptions stems from the ignorance and 

fear of others. She recounts that whenever she 

uses public transport, fellow passengers are 

loath to aid her. This, for fear of contracting the 

virus by touching her wheelchair. This is a 

setback for being integrated into society 

considering that her reliance is on public 

transport, on drivers and passengers assisting 

her in uploading and offloading.  

Makgotso is not alone. For most people who are 

hard of hearing, communication is an even 

greater challenge. In places where shops are 

open, lip reading is impossible when people 

wear masks. This creates a significant barrier to 

communication, considering that deaf people do 

not have the benefit of natural and timely 

language acquisition. 

There is a need to appreciate that people with 

disabilities are not homogenous. They are not 

one-size-fits-all. They may experience visible or 

invisible disabilities. They may be from the 

LGBTI group, live in cities, or come from rural 

communities. They are a part of human diversity 

that presents with unique types of impairments, 

such as: 

 Physical impairment - difficulty in moving 

around or doing some activities 

 Hearing and speech impairments – difficulty 

in hearing and speaking  

 Visual impairments – difficulty in seeing and 

moving around 

 Intellectual and mental impairments – 

difficulty in understanding and behaving 

appropriately 

 

 

 

https://oceanservice.noaa.gov/facts/tsunami.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tornado
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Typhoon
https://www.who.int/docs/default-source/coronaviruse/situation-reports/20200130-sitrep-10-ncov.pdf?sfvrsn=d0b2e480_2
https://ncov2019.live/data
https://www.gov.za/coronavirus/guidelines
file:///C:/Users/Corney.Twala/Documents/RESEARCH.%20Articles.%20Info.%20Notes.%20Pres%20&%20Projects/Notes/not%20her%20actual%20name
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Barriers to inclusion 

Accessibility is used to describe the degree to 

which a product, service, or environment is 

available to be used by all intended audiences. 

Unfortunately, for most people with disabilities, 

there are visible or invisible barriers that prevent 

people with disabilities from accessing or fully 

taking part in ‘life activities’. These barriers can 

be:  

 Physical barriers: The prevention of access 

to the built and physical environment within 

which we live. For example, public facilities, 

public transport, and other forms of 

infrastructure because of issues such as high 

steps without rails, narrow entrances, or 

slippery floors. 

 

 Social and cultural barriers: Negative 

behaviours often associated with feelings of 

shame, prejudice, rejection, and stigma, 

from family members, the community, 

government, the media, and etcetera. This 

may lead to exclusion, discrimination, and a 

lack of opportunities for persons with 

disabilities to realize their potential.  

 

 Institutional barriers: Policies, legislation, 

and institutions that poorly implement 

legislations supposed to promote the rights 

of people with disabilities. Other forms of 

institutional barriers include disability being 

addressed as a ‘welfare’ or ‘specialist’ issue 

and lack of consultation with people with 

disabilities and their representative 

organizations. 

 

Disability prevalence  

Disability is not rare. About one (1) billion 

people with disabilities or 15% of the world’s 

population have a disability (WHO & World 

Bank, 2011). Disability is disproportionately 

higher for developing countries, and among 

older age groups (WHO & World Bank, 2011; 

Mitra & Sambamoorthi, 2014).  

The Census 2011 Disability Report estimates 

that there are approximately 2,8 million (7,5%) 

people with disabilities living in South Africa. 

The provincial variation shows that the Free 

State and Northern Cape record the most 

proportion of people with disabilities.  

 

 

 

The Community Survey 2016: Profiling socio-

economic status and living arrangement of 

persons with disabilities in South Africa 

highlights the stark inequalities within the 

disabled population. It also indicates that 

approximately 36% come from households of 

poor socio-economic status, live in poverty, and 

are likely to experience social disadvantage and 

marginalization.  

 

 

 

https://www.statssa.gov.za/publications/Report-03-01-59/Report-03-01-592011.pdf
https://www.statssa.gov.za/publications/Report-03-01-59/Report-03-01-592011.pdf
file:///C:/Users/LidiaP/Documents/ADVOCACY/DRAM/DRAM2019/Information/Loose%20Flyers/cs2016.statssa.gov.za%20%25E2%2580%25BA%202018/07%20%25E2%2580%25BA%20CS-2016-Disability-Report_-03-01-232016
file:///C:/Users/LidiaP/Documents/ADVOCACY/DRAM/DRAM2019/Information/Loose%20Flyers/cs2016.statssa.gov.za%20%25E2%2580%25BA%202018/07%20%25E2%2580%25BA%20CS-2016-Disability-Report_-03-01-232016
file:///C:/Users/LidiaP/Documents/ADVOCACY/DRAM/DRAM2019/Information/Loose%20Flyers/cs2016.statssa.gov.za%20%25E2%2580%25BA%202018/07%20%25E2%2580%25BA%20CS-2016-Disability-Report_-03-01-232016
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The risk to COVID-19 

As COVID-19 continues to have wide-reaching 

impacts across the globe, it is important to take 

stock on how people with disabilities are 

uniquely impacted by the pandemic.  

Many have underlying health conditions. They 

could develop a severe case of the disease if 

they contract COVID-19. For example, those 

with Down syndrome often have congenital 

heart defects. So, just like non-disabled peers 

with heart disease, they are at risk. Those with 

physical disabilities such as multiple sclerosis, 

muscular dystrophy, cystic fibrosis are especially 

at risk because their ability to swallow is limited 

most times. However, those with hearing 

impairments, blindness/partially sighted, 

learning disabilities, and emotional disturbance 

may not be in a higher risk category.  

People with disabilities may also be at increased 

risk of contracting COVID-19 because 

information about the disease, including the 

symptoms and prevention, are not provided in 

accessible formats such as print materials in 

Braille, sign language interpretation, captions, 

audio provision, and graphics. 

Chart: Severe difficulty in six functional domains  

Source: Census 2011 

This chart shows that most people with disabilities in 

South Africa struggle with the functional ability to see. 

 

Challenges 

Poverty is more than low income – it is also 

about vulnerability, exclusion, unaccountable 

institutions, powerlessness, and exposure to 

violence.  

People with disabilities are more likely to live in 

poverty and experience a high rate of violence, 

neglect, and abuse. They are disproportionately 

likely to contract the virus. Are more likely to 

have a severe case and may face barriers and 

social isolation.  

The uncertainty among those in vulnerable 

situations is high, and the impact could be 

overwhelming. The indirect effects of COVID-19 

might be greater than the number of deaths 

because of the virus itself.  

Some people with disabilities may have 

difficulties in implementing basic hygiene 

measures to keep the virus at bay. Others may 

not practice social distancing since they require 

special care or other forms of support. Because 

of these and other impairments, many face 

stigma and often incidents of violence and 

abuse in situations of isolation, with women and 

the girl-child at an unexpectedly higher risk. 

Many, who depend on services that have been 

suspended, may not have enough funds to 

accumulate resources such as food 

and medicine. Coupled to these challenges, they 

also face barriers compounded by a lack of 

accessible public transport systems; limited 

capacity of Social Services Professionals to 

communicate and provide information 

accordingly to accessing essential social and 

health services. 

 

https://www.ndss.org/about-down-syndrome/down-syndrome/
https://www.healthline.com/health/multiple-sclerosis
https://www.healthline.com/health/muscular-dystrophy
https://www.medicalnewstoday.com/articles/147960
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Call to action  

Leading health and disability researchers call for 

urgent action from governments to develop a 

targeted response to COVID-19 for people with 

disabilities, their families, and the disability 

service sector. 

In line with the National Development Plan, the 

White Paper on the Rights of Persons with 

Disabilities is a call to action. A call for 

government, civil society, and the private sector 

to work together to ensure the socio-economic 

inclusion of people with disabilities. 

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, 

is disability-inclusive. It pledges to leave no one 

behind. It states that disability cannot be a 

reason or criteria for a lack of access to 

development programming and the realization 

of human rights.  

In making sure people with disabilities are part 

of the response processes, the following 

measures should be enlisted. 

 Ensure strong legislative and policy 

framework. 

 Ensure inclusive accessible spaces and 

services. Build in a manner good for 

everybody and that services should 

accommodate everybody’s needs.  

 There is a need to get a better 

understanding of where people with 

disabilities are, who they are, and the type 

of barriers they experience to be able to 

provide solutions. 

 The general negative perception that people 

with disabilities cannot do this and that 

should change. The development of 

participation and empowerment of people 

with disabilities must be encouraged for 

them to be equal partners in the 

development agenda. 

  

In Closing  

The pursuit of a social change should not lead 

to failure. Rather, propel all patrons to be the 

catalysts for transformation and in constructing 

building blocks for an inclusive society. 

As we continue on the journey through life, we 

all need to understand that everybody has a 

disability now or gets one later … it should, 

therefore, be “Nothing about us, without 

us.”  

_________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sources: available on request 

 

 

 

https://www.gov.za/issues/national-development-plan-2030
https://www.gov.za/sites/default/files/gcis_document/201603/39792gon230.pdf
https://www.gov.za/sites/default/files/gcis_document/201603/39792gon230.pdf
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
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Annexure A:  

Statistical information: Free State Province     (Source: CS 2016 report) 
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Annexure 2:  

Factsheet    (source: cdc.gov/coronavirus) 

 



 

 

 


