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MY BACKGROUND

 Generalist doctor – PNG  7 years 

 Rehabilitation physician Townsville  ( Floods, cyclones )  

 Fiji  including cyclone Winston 

Solomons 



In the pacific , there is a substantial 

unmet need for rehabilitation care for 

those living with disabilities from 

diabetes related amputations, strokes, 

children with cerebral palsy, and many  

chronic conditions.
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INTRODUCTION



VANUATU : HEALTH METRICS 
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 Amputees  new: 40-60/year

 GBS  4-5/year  

 New stroke 12-44 /year

 Spinal injury : new 5 

Rehabilitation : “A set of measures that assist individuals who experience or 

who are likely to experience disability to achieve and maintain optimal 

functioning in interaction with their environment” WHO 
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REHABILITATION

Physiotherapy  data   2019-2022

Daniel Frankem , Port Vila 



Natural disasters  can result in 

substantial number of survivors 

with disabling conditions,  and 

the disability could be reduced 
by effective rehabilitation 
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REHABILITATION  : REDUCES  DISABILITY 

Time

Improvement

↑



METHODS

Literature review 

A limited literature review was undertaken to review the role of Rehabilitation Medicine in disaster settings, 

focus on the Pacific  

Recent peer reviewed literature was selected with a search of key words: Rehabilitation, natural disasters, 

cyclones, earthquakes, spinal cord injury.
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 10 relevant papers were identified which were 

specifically relevant to rehabilitation in disaster 

settings. 

 4 related to the Australian context, the others 

related to disaster preparedness and response in 

international disaster settings.

 Review of WHO position 
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RESULTS



RESULTS 

main themes 

1. Impact of disasters on those who live with disability

2. Integral role of rehabilitation in disaster settings 

2. Limited research done in the Pacific on disasters 
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RESULTS  :

Need a deliberate focus on  rehabilitation in disasters 

 Before  a disaster including care of those with disabilities 

 Post disaster : care of the newly injured , to minimize secondary 

complications ,  return to community 

Most disasters occur in low resource settings  where rehabilitation 

services are underdeveloped 
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PEOPLE LIVING WITH DISABILITIES :   VULNERABLE IN DISASTERS 

Two to four times more likely to die or  sustain injuries in disasters

    than the general population , more likely to be unprepared 

 Have barriers with accessing information ,often hard to evacuate  safely 

 Challenges if blind  or wheelchair dependent  

 Need to ensure they can shelter safely   

 

11 10/16/2023

ADD A FOOTER



ABILITY TO COPE DURING A CYCLONE 
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ADD A FOOTER

Post Cyclone Harold:  response should be specific to individual needs to ensure safe 

access to water /hygiene  including for people with a disability 



BENEFICIAL EFFECT FOR MEDICAL REHABILITATION IN DISASTERS

 Evidence strongly supports the early involvement of rehabilitation 

health professionals (doctors, physiotherapists, nurses, others allied 

health) for minimising mortality and disability

 Rehabilitation  interventions strongest predictors for increased and 

sustained functional gains and improved quality of life 
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 Rehabilitation  professionals may 

need to stretch  beyond usual  

roles to meet the complex needs  

of disaster victims 

 Substantial increase in the  

numbers of non communicable  

disease
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ROLE STRETCH 



ADD A FOOTER
von Schreeb J, Riddez L, Samnegård H, Rosling H. Foreign field hospitals in the recent sudden onset disasters in Iran, Haiti, 

Indonesia, and Pakistan. Prehosp Disaster Med 2008;23:14



DISCUSSION 

Positive benefits for health care systems with disaster survivors who have received rehabilitation services 

✓ better clinical outcomes 

✓ less complications 

✓ shortened length of stay,  

important in an already stretched health care system. 
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BUILD  LOCAL CAPACITY
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ADD A FOOTER

The volume of traumatic injuries and the exacerbation of chronic medical conditions that can arise 

in emergencies place considerable demands on the ministry of health and can leave a 

legacy of disability for years to come 

Building local capacity is imperative to halt the perpetual cycle of disability and poverty seen 

in low- and middle-income countries 



POTENTIAL ROLE OF REHABILITATION STAFF 

Mitigate  / 
prepare 

• Strategies to reach vulnerable populations 

• Triage , tracking, training 

Response 

• Rescue, medical care ,triage 

• Post surgical care, assistive devices , 

recovery 

• Discharge  planning,  self care training 

• Community rehabilitation 
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REHABILITATION IS INTEGRAL

Rehabilitation is integral to disaster response and management 

 There are unmet needs and gaps in rehabilitation in disaster settings 

 Goal : comprehensive care to disaster survivors 

How ? 

? Build local capacity /include in disaster  plans 

? EMT rehabilitation teams 

?  Increase linkage with NGO/VSPD 
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