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• ‘Children under the age of 18 years who are currently or are llkely to find themselves

in adverse conditions which may subject them to significant physical, emotional or

mental stress resulting in inhibited development.” WHO

DISABILITY

WHO: Disability has 3 dimensions

• 1. Impairment in a person’s body structure or function, or mental functioning. 

Examples include loss of a limb, loss of vision or memory loss

• 2.  Activity Limitation, such as difficulty seeing, hearing, walking or problem solving.

• 3. Participation restrictions in normal daily activities such as working, engaging in 

social  and recreational activities and obtaining health care and preventative services

VULNERABILITY



SETTING THE SCENE
LONG BEFORE COVID



STATISTICS SOUTH AFRICA

• Mid 2018: South African population +- 57.7 million

• Of which 19.7 million were under 18years ie. 34%

• Of which >60% live in poverty ie. 12 million

• According to the STATS SA General Household Survey of 2009…11.2 % of South African 

children were disabled….vague definition seeing, hearing, walking, remembering, 

concentration, self care and communication..

• 28% 0 – 4yr olds, 10% of 5-9yr olds

• Huge variation : Location, socio-economic, age, gender.



UNITED NATIONS  CONVENTION ON THE 
RIGHTS OF  PERSONS WITH DISABILITIES

• The CRPD is an international Human Rights Treaty of the

United Nations intended to protect the rights and dignity of 

people with disability.

• The decade of Disability

• Signed into effect in March 2007

• Ratified by 164 countries including South Africa











HOW DISABILITY AND
VULNERABILITY INTERTWINE!!



THE PANDEMIC:

•Globally

• ‘This is a universal crisis and, for some children, the impact will be 
lifelong’ .

• ‘Children are not the face of this pandemic. But they risk being among its biggest victims, as 

children’s lives are nonetheless being changed in profound ways. All children, of all ages, and 

in all countries, are being affected, in particular by the socio-economic impacts and, in some 

cases, by mitigation measures that may inadvertently do more harm than good.

• Moreover, the harmful effects of this pandemic will not be distributed equally. They are 

expected to be most damaging for children in the poorest countries, and in the poorest 

neighbourhoods, and for those in already disadvantaged or vulnerable situations’…….UNICEF





UNICEF DATA HUB

• Intensifying hardships of poor children

• Since children experience poverty differently than adults, it is also important to assess their material 
shortcomings and potential deprivations and to measure their poverty multidimensionally rather than just 
through income alone.

• In 2020, it was projected that approximately 150 million additional children would be living in 
multidimensional poverty – without access to education, health care, housing, nutrition, sanitation or 
water – due to the COVID-19 pandemic, according to the analysis jointly carried out by Save the Children 
and UNICEF. Estimates derived from data from more than 70 countries indicate that around 47-48 per 
cent of children were severely deprived of at least one of these critical needs before the coronavirus 
pandemic even hit. Although the revised projections, based on schools reopening and health centers not 
being overburden in most countries, do not paint as a dire picture, the situation for children living in 
multidimensional poverty is still expected to be worse than prior to the pandemic by around 100 million 
children – unless national governments and the international community step up to soften the blow.

https://data.unicef.org/resources/measuring-and-monitoring-child-poverty/
https://data.unicef.org/resources/impact-of-covid-19-on-multidimensional-child-poverty/


Exacerbating the learning crisis
The potential losses that have accrued in learning for today’s 
young generation, and for the development of their human 
capital, are hard to fathom. Three years into the COVID-19 
pandemic, 23 countries – home to nearly 405 million 
schoolchildren – are yet to fully open schools, with many 
schoolchildren at risk of dropping out.
Furthermore, nearly 147 million children missed more than 
half of their in-person schooling 2 years into the pandemic, 
with more than 27 million of them having missed at least 
three-quarters of in-person schooling. This amounts to 2 
trillion hours of lost in-person learning globally. Emerging 
evidence shows that many children did not even return to 
school when their classrooms reopened.
At the peak of the pandemic, 188 countries imposed 
countrywide school closures, affecting more than 1.6 billion 
children and youth. Even prior to this, however, children’s 
learning was in crisis, and the pandemic has only sharpened 
these inequities, hitting school children in poorer countries 
particularly hard. Globally, many schools lack the resources 
to invest in digital learning, and many children from poorer 
households do not have internet access.

https://data.unicef.org/resources/eduview-education-dashboard/


• The everyday lives of girls have been overturned by the 

pandemic: their physical and mental health, their 

education, and the economic circumstances of their 

families and communities. Changes like these increase 

the likelihood of child marriage, and over the next 

decade, up to 10 million more girls will be at risk of 

becoming child brides as a result of the pandemic.

https://data.unicef.org/topic/child-protection/child-marriage/


CLOSER TO HOME



• Number of COVID-19 orphans nears 150,000 in South Africa

• UNICEF South Africa calls for a whole of society response to protect, nurture and 
care for the most vulnerable children.

• 05 September 2022



WHAT ABOUT THE DISABLED DURING THE 
PANDEMIC
• ‘Triple Jeaopardy: Disabled People and the COVID -19 pandemic’

www the lancet.com Vol 397 April 2021

• Increased risk of poor outcomes from COVID ( both at home and in residential homes)

• Reduced access to Routine Health Care and rehabilitation (including special schools) 

• The Adverse Social Impacts (and mental) of efforts to mitigate the pandemic.

More isolated and excluded (higher risk of neglect and abuse)

Practical effects of isolation and face masks eg. Hearing Impaired unable to lip read,            

ID and ASD children unable to social distance, wear a mask, isolate

Unable to access vital medication..worsening of co mordities eg. Seizures, behavioural

imapirment



Caring for children with disabilities places the 
burden of
caregiving on parents in normal daily 
circumstances. During the pandemic, parents 
caring for children with special needs and 
disabilities could experience a low mood and 
distress  In particular, carers of children and adults 
with an intellectual disability reported significantly 
higher levels of mental health problems of their 
own in comparison with those carers whose 
children did not have an intellectual disability. 
Parents who have pre-existing mental health issues, 
single parents,dysfunctional families, and families 
that include people with post-traumatic stress 
disorders, anxiety, or depression, are
particularly vulnerable.









KEY POINTS

• Children and families have been isolated and abandoned; and not been listened to.

• Covid restrictions meant services were stopped or reduced; and many are still slow to 

return.

• Mental health and wellbeing of all the family has deteriorated.

• Children’s conditions have worsened and needs become more complex; delays in 

assessments mean needs haven’t been identified.

• “ In situations where services have been disrupted, social inequalities are magnified for 

persons with disabilities, especially children, since they are often the most reliant on 

these services for their well-being”..UNICEF



MENTAL HEALTH

• A World left in Crisis!!

• ‘The New Pandemic”

• Soaring rates of Depression, Anxiety, loneliness, Post Traumatic Stress Disorder, 

Alcoholism, Domestic Violence.

• Children with Disability particularly at risk due to isolation.

• Parents of Vulnerable children

• High rates of neglect,  and abuse







WHAT ABOUT OUR LOCAL EXPERIENCE?

• Red Cross Childrens’ Hospital

• 2 Military Hospital:  Similar to War!!

Limited Access to the hospital

Medical Staff – Frontline

Allied Health Staff: Roped into general hospital functions

No support in terms of technology for remote or telephonic therapy

Staff Illness and Anxiety

Parents of patients in the Armed Forces..deployed onto the streets!!

Children lost to follow up!



WITH RETURN
• Explosion of Referrals

• Long Waiting lists

• Deterioration:

Case 1. IM…16 yr old boy with a benign brain tumor and Epilepsy 

last seen in December 2019

Seizures, 3 antiepileptics, no physical disability, attending Bethel School

Returned…stooped, stiff, blistering, dry skin, cognitive slowing

Without Access to the hospital…mum increased the dose of the Lamotrigine

Severe side Effects



• Case 2: LS

3 and a half year old girl  with speech and lang delay

? Strange behaviour, ? ASD

Very complex family history

? Attachment Disorder…? Severe Anxiety….? ASD  ? Prognosis

• Case3

5 year old boy

Severe speech and language delay

Only drinks milk, no solids, not potty trained

More than 12 hours of Screen time every day…..!



IS THERE ANY LIGHT AT THE END OF THE COVID 
TUNNEL?

• The rise of civil society in response to the crisis…NGO’s, Charities, Volunteers

• General sense of inclusion and looking out for one another

• Access to the Internet for online support, shopping, face time, online therapy, telephonic 

consultations.

• Open Access to literature 

• Virtual Meetings, Webinars, sharing of information, getting advice

• We found a new way of doing things!!

• Empathy, team work

• Advocacy





GLOBAL CALL TO ACTION!

• Protecting the most vulnerable children from the impact of coronavirus: 

• An agenda for action

• Global coordination is urgently needed to prevent this health crisis from becoming a child-
rights crisis.

• UNICEF

• Holding Governments to account

• Holding each other to account

• Better screening, education and more effective therapeutic strategies involving family, school and 

communities.

• Inclusivity



‘LEARN FROM YESTERDAY, LIVE FOR TODAY, HOPE FOR             
TOMORROW.’

– ALBERT EINSTEIN

• Thank you!


