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Main Findings
• People with disabilities are at higher risk of mortality 
during natural disasters, such as earthquakes, due to the 
lack of accessibility and preparedness during evacuation.

• Proactive measures need to be taken to ensure accessibility 
and support for individuals with disabilities during an 
earthquake, including creating accessible evacuation 
routes, using alternative communication methods, and 
providing trained staff to assist in the evacuation process.

• Providing accessible emergency preparedness 
information, such as braille or audio formats, can make 
a significant difference in keeping individuals with 
disabilities informed and prepared for an earthquake.

• The Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction, 
adopted by 55 member states of the European Forum for 
Disaster Risk Reduction (EFDRR), emphasises the critical 
role of inclusion in reducing disaster risks and the need 
to involve individuals with disabilities in disaster risk 
reduction policymaking and practice.

• The framework is important in ensuring accessibility 
and inclusion before, during, and after an earthquake, and 
emphasises the need to include all people, including those 
with disabilities, in disaster risk reduction efforts to ensure 
their safety and well-being.

Introduction
In February 6, 2023, Türkiye experienced one of the most 
horrific earthquakes of the century when a powerful 
magnitude 7.7 earthquake struck the Pazarcik district of 
Kahramanmaras province and strongly shook several 
other provinces, including Gaziantep, Sanliurfa, Diyarbakir, 
Adana, Adiyaman, Malatya, Osmaniye, Hatay and Kilis. 
For centuries, natural disasters and their management 
have been a major concern for humans. These disasters, 
such as earthquakes, significantly impact people’s lives 
and cause devastating effects on buildings, roads, and 
infrastructure. For people with disabilities, however, the 
challenges of earthquakes go beyond structural damage. 
Research suggests that mortality rates among people with 
disabilities are 2 to 4 times higher during natural disasters 
(2013). The lack of accessibility and preparedness during 
an evacuation can be life-threatening. Therefore, it is 
essential to recognise the necessity of accessibility for 
people with disabilities during an earthquake to ensure 
that no one is left behind in disaster risk reduction 
(DRR) and disaster relief efforts. Ensuring accessibility 
and support for individuals with disabilities during an 
earthquake involves:

   taking proactive measures, such as creating accessible 
evacuation routes,

   using alternative communication methods, and

 providing trained staff to assist in the evacuation process.

Additionally, providing accessible emergency 
preparedness information, such as braille or audio 

formats, can make all the difference in keeping individuals 
with disabilities informed and prepared for an earthquake. 
The issues regarding the aftermath are also vital for 
sustainability for people with disabilities in terms of 
accommodation and health care.

The 55 member states of the European Forum for 
Disaster Risk Reduction (EFDRR), including Türkiye, 
have unanimously adopted the Sendai Framework,1 
which strongly emphasises the critical role of inclusion 
in reducing disaster risks. The framework specifically 
highlights the need to empower, lead, and meaningfully 
involve individuals with disabilities in both disaster risk 
reduction policymaking and practice, as well as collecting 
and utilising disability disaggregated data. These 
countries have also formally agreed to take the necessary 
steps to implement the Sendai Framework effectively, 
which is reflected in the implementation plans at various 
levels of governance across the region. The Sendai 
Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction is also important 
in ensuring accessibility and inclusion before, during, and 
after an earthquake. The framework emphasises the need 
to include all people, including those with disabilities, in 
disaster risk reduction efforts to ensure their safety and 
well-being. 

In this paper, we will explore the concept of accessibility 
and safety before, during, and after earthquakes and 
discuss the challenges, opportunities, and best practices 
for promoting an inclusive and resilient response to 
earthquakes, especially for people with disabilities. 

1 The Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction is a 15-year, voluntary, non-binding agreement adopted in 2015 by the United Nations Member States to guide 
and monitor global efforts to reduce disaster risk. It was named after the Japanese city of Sendai, which was heavily affected by the earthquake and tsunami in 2011. 
The framework aims to prevent new and reduce existing disaster risks, strengthen resilience, and achieve sustainable development. The Sendai Framework identifies 
four priorities for action, namely understanding disaster risk, strengthening disaster risk governance, investing in disaster risk reduction for resilience, and enhancing 
disaster preparedness for effective response and “Build Back Better” in recovery, rehabilitation, and reconstruction. The Sendai Framework also recognises the 
importance of inclusivity and gender equality in reducing disaster risks, as well as the need for international cooperation and partnership to achieve its goals.
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Disability is a diverse and multifaceted concept. The 
United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities (CRPD) recognises that disability results from 
the interaction between impairments and environmental 
and social barriers. In the case of natural disasters, people 
with disabilities are more vulnerable to the effects of 
the disaster and the relief process. For example, people 
with mobility impairments or sensory disabilities face 
difficulties during evacuation due to the lack of accessible 
transportation, pathways, and communication.

Therefore, the CRPD emphasises the importance of 
incorporating disability-inclusive policies, plans, and 
practices in disaster risk reduction and emergency 
response. The World Health Organization also states 
that disaster preparedness should involve the active 
participation of people with disabilities to ensure that their 
needs and concerns are addressed in relief efforts. However, 
many countries lack adequate disability-inclusive policies, 
plans, and practices, resulting in inadequate preparedness 
for people with disabilities.

The Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 
highlights that all people are included in disaster 
preparedness, including people with disabilities, to ensure 
their safety and well-being. However, disability-inclusive 
disaster preparedness remains challenging, particularly in 
low- and middle-income countries with limited resources 
and infrastructure. In addition, the absence of disability 
disaggregated data presents a significant challenge for 
risk managers, as it impedes their ability to identify the 
types and numbers of people with disabilities and their 
specific needs (Keskin & Elmalı, 2022). Without this data, 
disaster preparedness plans may not adequately address 
the needs of people with disabilities, which can lead to a 
lack of inclusion and accessibility in disaster risk reduction 
efforts. Therefore, collecting data that is disaggregated 
by disability status is essential for identifying and 
addressing the needs of people with disabilities in disaster 
preparedness planning. Furthermore, this data should 
be regularly updated and used to inform all stages of 
disaster preparedness, from planning to implementation 
and evaluation, to ensure that people with disabilities are 
included and their specific needs are addressed.

One method to minimise the adverse effects of natural 
disasters for people with disabilities is inclusive planning. 

Inclusive planning is essential for disability-inclusive 
disaster preparedness. This involves engaging with people 
with disabilities and their organisations to ensure that their 
needs and perspectives are considered in the planning 
process. For example, in Nepal, the National Federation 
of the Disabled – Nepal (NFDN) has played a key role 
in ensuring that the needs of people with disabilities 
are included in disaster preparedness planning at the 
national and local levels. This has involved working with 
government agencies and other stakeholders to develop 
disability-inclusive disaster preparedness plans, as well 
as training local volunteers on disability-inclusive disaster 
preparedness (2019).

Another method can be community engagement, which 
can play a crucial role in disability-inclusive disaster 
preparedness. Engaging with communities and local 
organisations can help to build trust, make people with 
disabilities included in disaster preparedness activities 
and create awareness among the communities to support, 
identify and assist these people during times of crisis. 
For example, in Bangladesh, the Centre for Disability 
in Development (CDD) has worked with local disabled 
people’s organisations to raise awareness about disaster 
preparedness and conduct mock drills in communities 
(Bari, Anisuzzaman, Lipy, & Saha, 2011). This has helped 
to build awareness and capacity among people with 
disabilities, and they are included in disaster preparedness 
activities along with the community.

Accessibility is a key component to reaching out to people 
with disabilities, and thus, accessible information and 
communication methods become essential for people with 
disabilities to participate in disaster preparedness activities. 
This includes providing information in accessible formats, 
such as braille, audio, and easy-to-read formats, and using 
sign language interpreters and other communication 
supports. For example, in Japan, the government has 
developed a mobile app called “Safety Tips” to provide 
disaster preparedness information in an accessible format 
for people with disabilities. The app includes information 
on how to prepare for earthquakes and other disasters, 
as well as emergency contact numbers and evacuation 
shelter locations. The app also includes a feature to send 
push notifications in case of an emergency, and users can 
customise their settings based on their specific needs 

Accessibility and Disaster 
Preparedness Before an Earthquake
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and preferences, such as font size and colour contrast. 
The development of this app is part of the government’s 
efforts to promote the concept of “universal design” in 
disaster risk reduction, which aims to ensure that all 
individuals, including those with disabilities, have access 
to information and services that are designed to meet 
their needs (Cabinet Office, Government of Japan, 2020). 
People with disabilities have specific needs that should 
be considered when designing their living and working 
spaces. This is particularly important during natural 
disasters such as earthquakes, as people with disabilities 
may face difficulties evacuating their homes or workplaces. 
Therefore, it is essential to design accessible and adapted 
living and working spaces for people with disabilities in 
light of their mobility issues and assistive device usage. 
Similar considerations should go for adapted housing for 
people with disabilities. This can include installing ramps, 
wider doorways, and grab bars to facilitate movement 
around the house. In addition, safe rooms or shelters 
should be included in the design to protect against natural 
disasters like earthquakes. These safe rooms should be 
easily accessible and have features like reinforced walls, 
sturdy doors, and emergency supplies. Workplaces should 
also be designed to accommodate people with disabilities. 
This includes providing accessible entrances, pathways, 
and restrooms. In addition, emergency evacuation plans 
should be developed that take into account the specific 
needs of people with disabilities. Employers should 
also ensure that emergency communication systems 
are accessible to people with disabilities, including 
providing sign language interpreters and other assistive 
technologies.

Another very important but usually overlooked action 
is the involvement of people with disabilities and their 
organisations. Involving people with disabilities and their 
organisations in disaster preparedness ensures their 
needs and perspectives are taken on board. This can 
involve providing training and capacity-building support 
to people with disabilities, as well as involving them in 
disaster preparedness planning and implementation. For 
example, In Japan, the Japan Council on Independent 
Living Centres (JIL) has played a key role in promoting 
the inclusion of people with disabilities in disaster 
preparedness. JIL has worked with local governments 
and organisations to develop disaster preparedness plans 
that address the specific needs of people with disabilities, 
including accessible evacuation routes and shelters. 
JIL has also provided training and capacity-building 
support to people with disabilities and their families, as 
well as involving them in disaster preparedness drills and 
simulations. This has helped to ensure that people with 

disabilities are actively involved in disaster preparedness 
and can effectively respond to earthquakes and other 
disasters.

Thus, disability-inclusive disaster preparedness is crucial 
in ensuring that people with disabilities are not left behind 
during an earthquake or any other natural disaster. It 
is essential to involve people with disabilities and their 
organisations in disaster preparedness planning and 
implementation, provide accessible information and 
communication, and conduct inclusive planning that 
bears in mind the specific needs and perspectives of 
people with disabilities. The examples provided in this 
section demonstrate that disability-inclusive disaster 
preparedness can be achieved through collaboration 
between governments, civil society organisations, and 
people with disabilities and their organisations.

However, there is still space for further research to explore 
innovative strategies for disability-inclusive disaster 
preparedness, including the use of technology and the 
involvement of marginalised groups such as women and 
children with disabilities. It is also important to ensure that 
disability-inclusive disaster preparedness is incorporated 
into national policies and frameworks to guarantee that 
it becomes a permanent and sustained approach to 
disaster risk reduction. By working together to make 
sure that people with disabilities are included in disaster 
preparedness efforts, we can create a more resilient 
and inclusive society that is better prepared to face the 
challenges of natural disasters.
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While earthquakes cannot be prevented, efforts can 
be made to minimise their impact on people and their 
environment. Accessibility is critical during an earthquake 
as it can mean the difference between life and death. 
People with disabilities are more vulnerable to the impact of 
natural disasters than the general population. Earthquakes 
can cause physical and emotional trauma to people with 
disabilities, making it difficult to evacuate buildings and 
navigate through the rubble. A study by the United Nations 
in 2013 found that disabled people are up to four times more 
likely to die or be injured during a disaster than the general 
population (UN, 2013).

During an earthquake, people with disabilities may be 
trapped in collapsed buildings or unable to evacuate 
their homes or workplaces. They may also face significant 
barriers in accessing safe places or receiving rescue and 
medical assistance. For instance, individuals with mobility 
impairments may struggle to use stairs or find accessible 
exits. Those with sensory impairments may be unable to 
hear or see warnings or evacuation instructions. Similarly, 
people with cognitive impairments may not be able to 
understand the situation or the evacuation process.

Accessibility for people with disabilities during an 
earthquake can help reduce such challenges and make 
the rescue and evacuation process more efficient and 
effective. It is essential to include people with disabilities in 
search and rescue missions to ensure that they receive the 
assistance and support they require. In addition, including 
people with disabilities in search and rescue missions can 
provide valuable information to rescue workers about the 
location and specific needs of individuals who require 
assistance. The reason for the suggestions mentioned in the 
above section becomes more evident at this point. In times 
of chaos, knowledge becomes the calming factor and also 
the source of guidance. 

Search and rescue missions for people with disabilities can 
be challenging due to the specific needs of individuals. 
For example, individuals with mobility issues may require 
specialised equipment, such as lifts or ramps, to be 
safely removed from buildings. Individuals with sensory 
impairments may require assistance with communication, 
including sign language interpretation or alternative 
communication devices. In addition, it may be difficult to 
identify individuals with disabilities who require assistance 
during search and rescue missions, particularly if they 
cannot communicate or are hidden from view.

To address the challenges of search and rescue missions 
for people with disabilities, emergency responders must 
receive specialised training that includes knowledge of 
disability-related issues. This includes training on how to 
communicate with individuals with disabilities, as well 
as training on how to use specialised equipment to safely 
evacuate individuals with mobility issues. In addition, it is 
essential to establish protocols for identifying and locating 
individuals with disabilities who require assistance during 
search and rescue missions.

Accessible buildings, infrastructure, and communication 
channels can facilitate a faster and safer evacuation process. 
For example, accessible pathways, elevators, and evacuation 
chairs can help people with mobility impairments evacuate 
a building efficiently. Accessible and adaptable shelters 
can also ensure that people with disabilities have access 
to essential services, such as food, water, sanitation, and 
medical care. In addition, communication channels should 
be accessible to everyone, including people with sensory 
disabilities. For example, emergency broadcasts should 
have sign language interpretation or audio descriptions to 
reach people with hearing or visual impairments.

The cost of inaccessible environments for people with 
disabilities during an earthquake is significant. Inaccessible 
buildings, infrastructure, and communication channels can 
result in unnecessary loss of life, physical and emotional 
trauma, and increased healthcare costs. In addition, the 
lack of accessibility can result in social exclusion, reduced 
economic opportunities, and diminished quality of life. 
Therefore, it is crucial to recognise the cost of inaccessible 
environments and the benefits of disability-inclusive 
policies, plans, and practices.

In addition to physical harm, earthquakes can also 
have a significant psychological impact on people with 
disabilities. The stress of an earthquake can exacerbate 
pre-existing mental health conditions, leading to long-term 
consequences (Ahmad et al., 2021). Therefore, it is essential 
to ensure that the disabled population is well-prepared and 
has access to the necessary support during an earthquake.

Furthermore, accessibility is not only critical during 
an earthquake but also during the relief process. For 
example, relief camps and shelters should be designed 
with accessibility in mind to accommodate people with 
disabilities. In addition, relief workers should be trained 
in disability-inclusive practices to ensure they can assist 
people with disabilities during the relief process.

Accessibility and Search and Rescue 
During an Earthquake
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Ensuring accessibility in the aftermath of earthquakes 
is crucial to support the recovery and independence of 
people with disabilities. However, this requires significant 
planning and preparation to make resources and support 
accessible and available to people with disabilities. By 
prioritising accessibility in disaster planning and response, 
we can make sure that people with disabilities have the 
support and resources they need to recover and rebuild 
their lives after an earthquake.

In the aftermath of an earthquake, people with disabilities 
may require specialised support and resources to recover 
and rebuild their lives. Access to medical care, assistive 
devices, and accessible housing are crucial to promoting 
their recovery and independence. The loss of homes 
due to an earthquake can exacerbate the challenges 
faced by people with disabilities. Finding new, accessible 
housing can be daunting, especially if the infrastructure 
in the affected area is not designed to be accessible. 
Furthermore, many people with disabilities require special 
accommodations in their homes to live independently, 
such as grab bars in the bathroom or wheelchair ramps, 
which may need to be rebuilt after an earthquake. It is 
important to note that building a home with accessibility 
features from scratch is more cost-effective than retrofitting 
an already-built home for accessibility. Earthquakes can 
also cause significant damage to the physical environment, 
resulting in accessibility issues for people with disabilities. 
Buildings and homes may become inaccessible due to 
damage to ramps, elevators, and other assistive devices. 
Debris or damage to scrubing cuts and other accessibility 
features may render streets, sidewalks, and other public 
areas inaccessible. Moreover, earthquakes can damage 
transportation infrastructure, including roads, bridges, and 
public transit systems, further restricting access for people 
with disabilities. Therefore, it is crucial to ensure that 
accessibility is incorporated into the rebuilding process 
following an earthquake to promote the participation of 
people with disabilities in society.

People with disabilities may also face significant 
challenges accessing recovery resources, including 
temporary shelters, food, water, or medical assistance. For 
instance, temporary shelters may not be accessible or have 
appropriate accommodations for people with disabilities. 
Similarly, food or water distribution centres may not be 
accessible, making it challenging for individuals with 
mobility impairments to access them. Thus, ensuring 

accessibility in recovery processes can help guarantee 
that people with disabilities have equal access to recovery 
resources. Providing accessible shelters, food, and water 
distribution centres can make the process easier for 
individuals with disabilities. Accessibility in recovery 
processes can also help prevent secondary injuries or 
medical conditions. For instance, if medical assistance is 
not accessible, people with disabilities may face additional 
health challenges, leading to secondary injuries or 
conditions.

It is evident that ensuring accessibility in the aftermath 
of earthquakes can be challenging due to the significant 
damage that earthquakes can cause. Buildings and 
infrastructure may be severely damaged, making them 
inaccessible to people with disabilities. In addition, people 
with disabilities may face communication barriers when 
trying to access support and resources, particularly if they 
require alternative forms of communication. However, 
these challenges must be addressed to ensure accessibility 
in the aftermath of earthquakes, and thus, it is essential to 
prioritise accessibility in disaster planning and response. 
This includes incorporating accessibility considerations 
into building codes and regulations to ensure that new 
buildings and infrastructure are designed to be accessible. 
It also involves providing accessible information and 
communication about available support and resources 
to people with disabilities. In addition, emergency 
responders and disaster relief organisations must receive 
specialised training on disability-related issues to ensure 
that they can provide appropriate support and assistance 
to people with disabilities. Additionally, incorporating 
telemedicine technology can help people with disabilities 
access medical care remotely, which can be especially 
important in areas where healthcare facilities are damaged 
or inaccessible. These assessments should include input 
from people with disabilities and disability advocates to 
ensure that their needs are taken into account.

Accessibility and Well-Being 
Aftermath an Earthquake 
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Accessibility during an earthquake for people with 
disabilities is not only a matter of practicality but also a 
legal and ethical obligation. Governments, organisations, 
and individuals have an ethical and legal responsibility to 
ensure that people with disabilities have equal access to 
rescue, evacuation, and recovery resources. The Americans 
with Disabilities Act (ADA), for instance, requires public and 
private entities to provide reasonable accommodations to 
individuals with disabilities in emergencies. Similarly, the 
United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities (CRPD) mandates that people with disabilities 
have the right to accessible and safe environments during 
natural disasters.

Furthermore, excluding or neglecting the needs of people 
with disabilities during an earthquake can be considered 
discrimination, which can have legal and ethical 
consequences. Neglecting the needs of people with 
disabilities can violate their human rights, including the 
right to life, security, and dignity. It can also lead to social 
exclusion, which can have long-term consequences for 
individuals with disabilities.

According to the World Health Organization, people with 
disabilities are more likely to be injured or die during 
a disaster, such as an earthquake, than people without 
disabilities. They may face unique barriers to accessing 
information and assistance during an emergency. For 
example, people with hearing impairments may not hear 
emergency alerts or instructions, while those with mobility 
impairments may find evacuating difficult. These barriers 
can lead to people with disabilities being left behind or not 
receiving the required support, seriously affecting their 
safety and well-being. Accessibility during an earthquake 
is not just about ensuring that people with disabilities can 
evacuate safely; it is also about receiving the support they 
require during recovery.

To address this issue, accessibility should be incorporated 
into disaster planning. This means that emergency 
responders, local authorities, and other stakeholders 
should take steps to ensure that people with disabilities 
are not left behind during a disaster. This can be achieved 
by identifying and addressing the barriers people with 
disabilities face during an emergency, such as inaccessible 
buildings or communication systems. 

There is still much work to be done globally to ensure 
that accessibility is a priority during an earthquake. 
One key issue is the lack of data on the experiences of 
people with disabilities during disasters. Without data, it 
is difficult to understand the specific barriers that people 
with disabilities face and develop effective strategies for 
addressing them. In addition, there is a need for more 
funding and resources to support accessibility efforts, 
including retrofitting buildings and infrastructure and 
training emergency responders and volunteers (Keskin & 
Elmalı, 2022). Furthermore, more funding and resources 
are required to support accessibility efforts, including 
retrofitting buildings and infrastructure and training 
emergency responders and volunteers. By prioritising 
accessibility, we can help ensure that people with 
disabilities have access to the resources and support they 
need to recover and rebuild their lives after an earthquake. 
It is important to acknowledge that promoting accessibility 
is not only a matter of social justice but also a crucial aspect 
of disaster preparedness and risk reduction. 

In conclusion, accessibility and safety are critical 
considerations before, during, and after an earthquake, 
especially for people with disabilities. Promoting an 
inclusive and resilient response to earthquakes requires 
a comprehensive approach that considers the physical 
environment, communication, transportation, emergency 
response, and community engagement. By enhancing 
accessibility and safety measures, we can improve the 
safety and mobility of all individuals, including those with 
disabilities, and build a more resilient and inclusive society.

Conclusion: Legal and Ethical 
Considerations
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 Develop accessible evacuation routes: 
Proactive measures must be taken to ensure that 
evacuation routes are accessible to people with 
disabilities. This includes creating ramps, clear signage, 
and ensuring that emergency exits are wide enough to 
accommodate those with limited mobility.

 Use alternative communication 
methods:
During a natural disaster, traditional communication 
methods may not be effective, and alternative 
communication methods such as visual and audio alerts 
should be used to ensure that everyone is aware of the 
situation and what actions they should take.

 Train staff to assist in evacuation: 
Staff should be trained to provide assistance to people with 
disabilities during the evacuation process. This includes 
knowing how to safely evacuate people who use mobility 
aids and how to communicate effectively with people who 
have hearing or vision impairments.

 Provide accessible emergency 
preparedness information: 
Emergency preparedness information, such as evacuation 
plans and emergency alerts, should be provided in 
accessible formats such as braille or audio formats to 
ensure that people with disabilities can access and 
understand the information.

 Collect and utilise disability 
disaggregated data: 
It is essential to collect and utilise disability disaggregated 
data during disaster risk reduction policymaking and 
practice to ensure that the needs and experiences of 
people with disabilities are understood and addressed 
effectively.

 Implement the Sendai Framework: 
The Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 
emphasises the importance of inclusion and 
empowerment of individuals with disabilities in disaster 
risk reduction policymaking and practice. Therefore, it is 
essential to implement the framework effectively, which is 
reflected in the implementation plans at various levels of 
governance across the region.

 Address accessibility issues regarding 
the aftermath: 
After the disaster, it is important to address accessibility 
issues regarding accommodation and healthcare for 
people with disabilities, ensuring their sustainability.

Recommendations
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