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1 Introduction  

Disaster Risk Management NPC (t/a DMS NPC) hosted and facilitated a COVID-19 Disaster Risk 

Management Webinar on Tuesday the 21st of April 2020. The purpose of the Webinar was 

to – 

 Unpack the challenges faced by communities as a result of lockdown regulations; 

 Understand community needs that create these challenges; and  

 Determine the role of disaster risk management in identifying and coordinating 

solutions to address these needs.  

2 Current Reality 

It is already evident that the stringent government policies in place to mitigate the impact of 

the COVID-19 pandemic are in many instances exacerbating inequalities, rather than taking 

them into account. This is largely due to the fact that community-based data is not driving 

decision-making and planning. In other words, the lockdown regulations are not taking into 

account the everyday lived experience of communities, and as a result, communities are 

struggling to comply with these regulations.  

2.1 Community Challenges 

Community challenges presented and identified during the Webinar discussion include: 

 Unemployment and exclusion from UIF; 

 Food insecurity, often resulting in social unrest and looting; 

 Transport restrictions creating larger crowds as people rush to get home on time; 

 Closure of school feeding programmes, resulting in children not being provided their 

only cooked meal of the day; 

 Lack of access to health care facilities during lockdown; 

 Limited access to water creating social distancing  and ‘hand washing’ challenges; 

 People living in tightly packed informal settlements creating social distancing 

challenges; 

 The influence of trade restrictions on informal trade in marginalised areas, with 

serious impacts on vulnerable families and marginalised communities; 

 Limited resources in communities triggering xenophobic attacks; 

 Impact on rural households in the ‘homelands’ dependent on income of family 

members living in urban centres as job losses increase; 

 Impact on women seeking health care for procedures deemed as non-essential (i.e. 

stopping termination of pregnancies resulting in more infections relating to illegal 

terminations and higher infant and maternal moralities); 
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 Increase in numbers of people with health care needs other than those related to 

COVID-19, especially those suffering from chronic diseases, as these are not regarded 

as emergencies; 

 Daily poverty-related challenges, such as hunger, overriding challenges posed by 

COVID-19.   

The quotes from media reports below allude to the challenges listed above. 

 

2.2 Disaster Risk Management 

Although a National Disaster has been declared in response to the COVID-19 pandemic, 

disaster risk management has not played a central role in the coordination and response to 

the pandemic, with politicians taking up the role in many cases. In addition, due to the 

stringent policies being enforced by government, a ‘war-like’ discourse has taken hold with 

an emphasis on the SANDF and law enforcement in the response.  

Within this operating environment, disaster risk management officials have indicated 

difficulty in executing their roles and responsibilities in line with disaster risk management 

legislation.  

3 Solutions 

Solutions to address the above will require –  

 Extensive consultation with leaders residing in the most vulnerable communities; 

 A unique and alternate solutions relevant to the context of South Africa to address 

multiple scenarios; 

 Two-way communication and feedback loop between decision-makers and affected 

communities; and 

 Increase access to digital platforms for poor South Africans.  
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Communities need guidance and constructive engagement to minimise the impact and feel 

supported during a disaster. This involves making communities part of the solution through 

sharing of information and building capacity to improve their capabilities.  

3.1 Role of Disaster Risk Management 

Community participation is key to understanding challenges faced by communities, 

identifying their unique needs and determining solutions to address them. Community 

engagement is a critical role played by disaster risk management. This is detailed briefly 

below: 

 Community engagement through existing community structures to: 

o Understand community needs and challenges through an advanced COVID-19 

impact assessment; and 

o Determine changes to disaster risk profile of communities. 

 Determine solutions to address needs and challenges of communities and promote 

community resilience through the implementation of transformational measures: 

o Spatial planning; 

o Food security through urban farming, food gardens, child feeding schemes; 

o Social support and access to healthcare facilities; and 

o Access to water. 

 Engage with and coordinate lead and support agencies responsible for implementing 

solutions identified 

In addition to the above, disaster risk management can –  

 Coordinate donors and facilitate distribution of aid: 

o Identify role-players and establish disaster relief technical task teams; 

o Identify who provides what relief and when; and  

o Assist with prioritising communities for relief aid. 

 Accept the role of politicians, providing focused and prioritised opportunities for 

politicians to play a more constructive role in. 

 Synchronise departments, supporting and coordinating an integrated approach by 

working with lead and support agents to address priority needs within communities.  

3.2 Integrated Community Development Approach 

Objectives in high risk communities include: 

1. Community based disaster risk management focussed on safe and resilient 

communities; 

2. Enterprise development & sustainable job creation using urban agriculture and food 

security as a “vehicle”; and 

3. Supported by virtual training & practical skills development. 
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This integrated solution that will create sustainable businesses that will create permanent 

jobs, promote food security, and result in a better livelihood community members living 

in high risk areas. 

 

4 Conclusion 

Although COVID-19 has revealed fault lines and weaknesses within the South African 

governance system, as well as socio-economic realities of its citizens, and although urgent 

measures are required to cater for the immediate impact as a result of the pandemic, it is 

imperative that these measures not only address short term needs, but ensure that these and 

long term measures are used in a transformative way, promoting community adaptation and 

enhancing community resilience. Communities must be supported to ‘build back better’. 

Disaster risk management has a critical role to play in ensuring that planning is driven by 

community-based data, and that role-players are coordinated in an integrated and 

synchronised manner to ensure the resilience of communities is enhanced beyond the impact 

of the COVID-19 pandemic.  

 

 


