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Cholera is a rapidly developing gastrointestinal infection primarily 
transmitted through the ingestion of contaminated food or water 
containing the bacterium Vibrio cholerae. This bacterium is responsible 
for causing acute diarrhoeal symptoms in infected individuals.[1] 
Despite efforts to control its spread, cholera remains a significant 
global public health problem, often associated with social inequality 
and underdevelopment.[2] Cholera affects approximately 3 - 5 million 
individuals globally each year, resulting in approximately 100  000 
fatalities.[3]

The first laboratory confirmation of cholera in South Africa (SA) 
dates back to 1974.[4] Cholera is not considered endemic in SA; 
instead, outbreaks have occurred owing to imported cases from 
neighbouring countries, particularly Zimbabwe and Mozambique.[3] The 
2008/2009 outbreak in SA was triggered by imported cases from 
Zimbabwe.[5] During this period, there were over 12 000 reported 
cases and 65 deaths, with the majority of cases concentrated in 
the Mpumalanga and Limpopo provinces.[5] Since then, only a few 
cases (mostly imported) have been identified.[6] Five cases were 
reported from 2010 to 2014, and no cases were identified from 
2015 to 2017.[7] Severe outbreaks in neighbouring countries, such 
as Mozambique and Malawi, resulted in two cases recorded in SA 
in February 2023.[8] 

However, there has been a major outbreak in Hammanskraal, a 
small town in Gauteng Province,[9] with the Rooiwal plant identified 
as the epicentre of the crisis in the community, which has been 
living without safe drinking water for years.[10] At the time of writing, 
approximately 600 people presented with symptoms suggestive of 
cholera at hospitals in Gauteng and Free State. Nationally, between 1 
February and 6 June 2023, there were 166 laboratory-confirmed cases 
of cholera and 202 suspected cases across five provinces.[11] According 
to reports, Hammanskraal residents have reported a higher mortality 
rate than any other town in the country. However, the humanitarian 
organisation, Gift of the Givers, suggested that there might be 
underreporting of cholera cases in the Free State,[12] indicating more 
widespread outbreaks. As of 26  June 2023, the death toll in the 
country has risen to 31.[13] 

During an infectious disease outbreak, the importance of 
acknowledging collective responsibility for both the outbreak and 
its consequences cannot be overstated.[14] Community members, 
healthcare workers, and government officials all have crucial roles 
in mitigating the disease spread and safeguarding public health. 
By recognising the significance of their individual and collective 
roles, they pave the way for a united front capable of effectively 
preventing the spread of the disease and ensuring the well-being 
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of all. This paper examines the cholera outbreak in Hammanskraal 
to discuss the ethical aspects and implications of responsibility 
associated with responding to and mitigating such outbreaks. This 
includes the relationship between climate change and infectious 
disease outbreaks, such as cholera, proposes an ethical framework for 
addressing these outbreaks, and provides practical prevention and 
response recommendations. 

Individual and government-level responsibility 
In a cholera outbreak, all stakeholders must take decisive steps to 
minimise the transmission of the disease and deliver appropriate 
medical care. While community members can take steps to mitigate 
their risk of infection during outbreaks,[15] it is essential to address both 
individual-level responses and factors within the broader context 
that have contributed to these outbreaks in the first place.[10] This is 
especially pertinent because many communities in SA still lack access 
to safe drinking water.[16] This is noteworthy, as the right to clean water 
is embedded in the constitutionally protected right to an unpolluted 
environment that is not harmful to human health,[17] and the national 
government holds the responsibility to protect the quality of the 
country’s water resources under the National Water Act.[18] While risk 
factors for cholera outbreaks are multifaceted, this specific outbreak 
is arguably associated with decades of negligence, maladministration 
and suboptimal maintenance of drinkable water.[10] Widespread 
corruption has also been identified as a contributing  factor to 
outbreaks of this kind, as it skews the distribution of essential 
supplies, healthcare services and aid in favour of those with access to 
power or influence. This exacerbates the suffering and vulnerability of 
marginalised and disadvantaged communities.[19,20] 

During a cholera outbreak, the National Guidelines for Cholera 
Control, issued by the Department of Health in 2014, specifically 
require that an arrangement be made to protect water sources 
as an important measure for reducing the risk of contamination’ 
because treatment of the source of the outbreak ‘may be the best 
way to prevent the spread of cholera in the community’.[21] This 
emphasises the critical role that government plays in controlling 
outbreaks by providing adequate water supply chains and sanitation 
infrastructures to households. Moreover, this is the constitutional 
and legal responsibility of the government, as mentioned earlier. 
However, as observed during the COVID-19 pandemic, infection 
prevention measures such as a nationwide lockdown in the SA 
context were highly ineffective owing to socio-economic inequalities, 
especially in communities living in overcrowded conditions or sharing 
ablution facilities.[22] Accordingly, South Africa should develop a risk-
based strategy to manage health emergencies, such as cholera 
outbreaks, that is fully compatible with its socio-economic context. 
Unfortunately, and as demonstrated during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
governmental corruption further compounds the challenges in 
effectively managing highly infectious diseases of public health 
emergencies.[22] 

Addressing corruption during an outbreak requires comprehensive 
measures, including fostering transparency, reinforcing accountability 
mechanisms, supporting civil society organisations, and promoting 
good governance practices.[23] International pressure, public 
awareness, and collective action can also hold corrupt government 
officials accountable and ensure that resources reach those in need 
during a public health crisis.[24] The Department of Health and various 

stakeholders are making efforts to contain the cholera outbreak 
and save lives. National, provincial, humanitarian non-government 
organisation (NGO), and district outbreak response teams have also 
been mobilised, reaching approximately 300 contacts and aiding 
in contact tracing and case identification.[25] Additionally, initiatives 
promoting health and the distribution of 3 000 hygiene packs 
(donated by the United Nations International Children’s Emergency 
Fund and Doctors Without Borders) have been implemented to 
support affected communities.[26] 

Collective responsibility: Climate change and 
cholera
Regarding other contributing factors to outbreaks of this nature, 
weather changes have a significant impact on water ecosystems by 
altering the habitat of pathogens, vectors and human hosts, thereby 
affecting the spread and geographic distribution of infectious 
diseases.[27] The impact of human activities on the climate also has 
a significant effect on the environment. Changes in temperature, 
precipitation and water availability create favourable conditions for 
cholera-causing bacteria to thrive and spread.[28,29] The increase in 
temperature, for instance, stimulates the growth of Vibrio cholerae. 
Simultaneously, changes in precipitation lead to contaminated water 
and poor sanitation, both of which increase the likelihood of cholera 
outbreaks.[30,31] While the relationship between climate change and 
infectious diseases is complex and requires further understanding,[32] 
it is evident that all human beings bear responsibility to some 
degree. Conceding our role in driving climate change, we are morally 
obligated to take responsibility for its consequences, including the 
heightened vulnerability to cholera outbreaks.[30,33] 

South Africa’s long-anticipated Climate Change Bill was formally 
introduced to parliament on 18 February 2022 by the Department 
of Forestry, Fisheries and the Environment for public commentary. 
Although the period for public commentary has closed, we are still 
awaiting the final draft of the bill. The bill primarily aims to ensure 
a comprehensive and coordinated response to climate change. 
It  mandates every organ of state that exercises power or performs 
a function that may be affected by climate change to amend its 
policies, programmes and decisions to ensure that its actions and 
activities align with the objectives of this bill.[34] This emphasises the 
importance of following a multi-stakeholder, but holistic, approach 
to mitigate the effects of climate change through a coordinated and 
integrated government response. Critics have, however, argued that 
the Bill prioritises mitigation over adaptation and that it should include 
more robust measures to address the impacts of climate change 
and increase resilience in vulnerable communities, ecosystems, and 
infrastructure.[35] Given the recent outbreak in Hammanskraal and 
concerns regarding corrupt tender practices, there are uncertainties 
surrounding the construction of these essential infrastructures, which 
is one of the central tenets of the Climate Change Bill.[34] 

In addition, the bill provides for ‘a just transition towards a low-
carbon economy and society’,[33] to ensure South Africa’s equitable 
contribution to global greenhouse gas stabilisation efforts and 
to ultimately ‘protect and preserve the planet for the … [well-
being of both] present and future generations’.[33] To give practical 
effect to these objectives, the bill requires the establishment of a 
Presidential Climate Commission which can advise the government 
on aspects relating to the mitigation of climate change impacts, 
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the government’s responses to it, and monitor the government’s 
progress towards its goal of transitioning into a low-carbon and 
climate-resilient economy and society. This commission, established 
in December 2020, released its draft, Just Transition Framework, in 
February 2022 for public comment.[36] Of importance for the topic 
under discussion is the definition of a just transition put forward in 
this report which states, among others, that:

‘A just transition builds the resilience of the economy and people 
through affordable, decentralised, diversely owned renewable 
energy systems; conservation of natural resources; equitable access 
of water resources; an environment that is not harmful to one’s health 
and well-being; and sustainable, equitable, inclusive land use for 
all, especially for the most vulnerable [our emphasis].’

This definition must be read together with the fundamental right ‘to 
an environment that is not harmful to their health and well-being’ 
as outlined in section 24 of the Constitution. Du Plessis’[37] opinion 
further expands on this concept, stating that the term ‘environment’ 
not only relates to the land, water and atmosphere of the earth but also 
includes socio-economic and cultural dimensions of the interrelationship 
between people and the natural environment, given these factors’ close 
connection to the overall state of the environment. 

At a national level, we bear a collective responsibility to adopt and 
commit to sustainable practices that limit our contributions to climate 
change, thereby reducing the drivers of climate change, which can 
indirectly impact the occurrence of cholera and other diseases of this 
nature.[38,39] This can be achieved through a transdisciplinary approach,[40] 
good governance,[23] reducing carbon emissions, conserving resources, 
and promoting environmentally friendly behaviours.[41] Mitigating and 
adapting to climate change also necessitates international collaborations 
and concerted efforts.[42] Such global cooperation includes ensuring 
financial and technical support for developing nations, knowledge 
sharing, and establishing joint action frameworks.[42] By transcending 
borders, we can more effectively address the root causes of climate 
change and mitigate its consequences, including climate change-linked 
disease outbreaks worldwide.[43] Embracing collective responsibility at 
all levels fosters a sense of shared accountability among individuals.[44] 

This encourages active contributions towards environmental care and 
maintaining good hygiene practices,[45] which, in turn, minimises the 
environmental impacts of outbreaks.[39,36] By recognising their role in 
promoting sustainable practices, individuals can work together towards 
common goals, creating a culture of responsibility and inspiring others 
to follow suit.[46] 

An ethical framework for addressing 
cholera outbreaks responsibility
The World Health Organization (WHO) has also emphasised the 
influence that environmental factors play in the spread of infectious 
diseases, particularly those that could potentially lead to epidemics.[47] 
Assuming responsibility for the environment includes a strong focus on 
the ethical consideration of both the environment and its inhabitants, 
including non-human entities.[48] More specifically, it requires a shift in 
perspective to view nature as a community of interconnected beings 
deserving of respect and consideration.[49,50] In particular, an ethical 
and responsible attitude towards the  environment includes paying 
deep attention to the principles and values of justice, sufficiency, 
sustainability and solidarity.[51] 

Justice is a core ethical principle which is predicated on the equality 
of all persons and emphasises the fair distribution of benefits and 
burdens.[52] Environmental justice is a newer principle arising in 
response to previous injustices. In its form as a social movement, 
environmental justice is informed by the fact that environmental 
degradation tends to disproportionately affect marginalised 
communities, exposing them to pollution, hazardous waste, and limited 
access to clean resources.[53,54] The environmental justice movement is 
driven by the contradiction between the rhetoric of rights and the 
reality of unmet needs.[55] Addressing cholera outbreaks is a matter 
of environmental justice.[56] Achieving environmental justice entails 
ensuring that everyone has access to a healthy environment, clean air 
and water, and equitable distribution of environmental benefits and 
burdens.[57,58] More specifically, combating environmental injustices 
effectively requires that affected communities have increased 
political power and resources. This necessitates advocating for 
policies that encourage sustainable practices, reduce pollution, and 
allocate resources fairly.[59] The field of environmental ethics includes 
an emphasis on the interconnectedness of all living beings and 
ecosystems.[44] It also acknowledges how actions that contribute to 
environmental degradation, such as pollution or resource depletion, 
have widespread negative impacts.[60] The cholera outbreak is 
an example of this interconnectedness, as polluted water sources 
can affect entire communities and regions.[61] Therefore, addressing 
cholera ethically requires acknowledging  that everyone has a 
shared responsibility[44] to protect and preserve the environment.[62] 
Achieving justice in this context involves taking collective action to 
prevent environmental damage and halt the spread of diseases such 
as cholera.

In addressing cholera, prioritising sufficiency and sustainability is 
crucial.[63] This involves using resources with consideration for both 
current and future generations while discouraging wastefulness 
and hoarding. To effectively implement sufficiency in addressing 
cholera outbreaks, it is crucial to recognise the limited resources 
available and the detrimental impact of excessive consumption on 
the environment.[64] Achieving a balance between sufficiency and 
sustainability requires exploring innovative solutions that promote 
responsible resource management.[63] This balance could involve 
improving water infrastructure, implementing efficient sanitation 
systems, and investing in disease prevention measures. Providing 
equal access to resources is crucial in preventing and managing the 
disease, particularly for vulnerable communities, as is addressing 
underlying factors and redistributing resources to prevent future 
outbreaks. Embracing sufficiency also entails acknowledging the 
finite nature of resources and striving for sustainable practices that 
balance human well-being with environmental preservation.[65,66] 

Finally, cholera prevention, informed by an environmental ethics 
framework, requires solidarity. This entails collective action arising 
from the recognition of human interdependence and a commitment 
to sharing the burden of tackling environmental issues and averting 
outbreaks of this nature.[67] This approach prompts us to examine our 
relationships within different communities, including the dynamics 
between local and national governments and their constituents, 
and the ties between global and national communities. It stresses 
the importance of expanding our sense of community and 
considering the welfare of others beyond immediate boundaries. 
In today’s global economy, where goods and services are sourced 
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internationally, solidarity demands that we assume responsibility for 
the wider international community and how our choices may have 
far-reaching effects that can impact ecosystems and communities 
worldwide.[63] Solidarity also underscores the significance of making 
choices that demonstrate concern for human and environmental 
well-being. Mindful sustainability and minimising harm to humans 
and the environment are critical to averting future outbreaks. 
When expertise is limited, solidarity necessitates advocating for 
worldwide collaboration and resource sharing as vital to addressing 
public health challenges.

Prevention of cholera: Future directions 
and recommendations 
A comprehensive approach is essential to effectively prevent 
and control cholera. Key aspects include fostering collaboration 
between governments and NGOs to sustain progress and overcome 
obstacles. It is also crucial to align national efforts with global 
initiatives such as the WHO’s Global Roadmap to eliminate cholera 
by 2030.[1] We conclude with some practical suggestions and 
recommendations. 

Real-time monitoring and surveillance
Real-time monitoring and response are crucial to prevent the spread 
of outbreaks. This strategy necessitates a significant investment in 
real-time monitoring, surveillance, outbreak detection, and timely 
access to management and vaccines.[68] Accurate reporting of 
morbidity and mortality cases can significantly enhance real-time 
response. Developing more capacity to stay ahead of outbreaks is 
imperative to move from response to prevention. Simultaneously, 
monitoring and surveillance must adhere to ethical and legal data 
privacy and security requirements.

Technology transfer to fast-track vaccine 
development
South Africa’s Biovac has signed a deal with the International Vaccine 
Institute to produce an oral cholera vaccine (OCV).[68] This agreement 
includes licensing and technology transfer and is a significant step 
for Biovac as it aims to establish OCV manufacturing capability. The 
risk of cholera outbreaks has increased in neighbouring southern 
African countries such as Malawi, partly owing to climate change 
and other regional factors. Although Malawi has received doses 
of OCV, limited stocks are available, and careful consideration is 
needed to ensure their efficient and equitable distribution.[69,70] The 
effectiveness of OCV campaigns in endemic regions depends on 
the technical proficiency and ability to produce the necessary raw 
materials for vaccine production. Technology transfer and sharing of 
knowledge necessary to develop and provide vaccines is justified by 
the principles of solidarity and justice, as discussed above.

Strengthening transparency and accountability 
To effectively combat cholera, it is crucial to address corruption within 
governance systems. Corruption involving the mismanagement 
of funds, including practices such as ‘tenderpreneurship’, must 
be eradicated to ensure that resources are directed towards the 
communities affected by this disease. Achieving this will require 
pressure from civil society for increased transparency and 
implementing more robust accountability measures. 

Public-private partnership 
Finally, the role of national and international NGOs, such as Gift of the 
Givers, and organisations such as the United Nations and UNICEF in 
monitoring and advocating for effective cholera response is crucial. 
To combat governance corruption and ensure the appropriate 
utilisation of resources, these organisations must be empowered to 
actively participate in decision-making processes, collaborate with 
international partners, and engage in community-based initiatives.

Conclusion
In this paper, we have used the recent cholera outbreak in 
Hammanskraal as a focal point to emphasise the interconnected 
nature of our world. This further highlights the grave threat that 
climate change poses to the health and general well-being of all 
individuals. Climate change has various effects, such as altering 
weather patterns and disrupting the environment, which increase 
the likelihood of diseases such as cholera. We must acknowledge 
this fact by aligning national efforts with global initiatives. We 
can work towards eliminating cholera by 2030 by taking action 
to address climate change, improving healthcare systems, and 
implementing preventive measures to safeguard communities 
globally. Therefore, effectively addressing cholera requires a 
comprehensive and collaborative approach.
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