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(1) WOMEN & NATURAL DISASTERS - GENDER ISSUES - SUFFERING - RESILIENCE

BANDA ACEH, INDONESIA — Acehnese women comfort each other while taking part
in a mass prayer for the victims of the Indian Ocean tsunami of 2004 in the
Mosque Rahmatullah December 25, 2009, in Banda Aceh, Indonesia. The mosque
was the only building left standing after the tsunami in Lampuuk on December
25, 2004. 1t is seen on the fifth anniversary of the 2004 Boxing Day
earthquake and subsequent tsunami. Aceh was the worst hit location, being
the closest major city to the epicentre of the 9.1 magnitude quake. The city
suffered a huge hit from the resulting tsunami which caused around 130, 000
deaths. Throughout the affected region of eleven countries roughly 225, 000
people in total were killed, making it one of the deadliest natural
disasters in recorded history

(2) Women, Natural Disasters, & Reconstruction

Natural disasters devastate entire communities. During and after these disasters, women and
children suffer the most.

Natural disasters and the ensuing relocation and reconstruction efforts present unique
chal lenges to women in developing countries. Successful relief and rebuilding strategies must
anticipate these obstacles in order to minimize danger to women’ s safety and leverage their
potential to contribute to the redevelopment of their communities and countries.

In the immediate aftermath of a disaster, threats to women’ s physical safety increase
exponential ly

Violence Against Women — The trauma of a natural disaster exposes the strengths and weaknesses
inrelationships, and adramatic rise inviolence against women consistently fol lows the advent
of natural disasters. InNicaragua 27% of female survivors and 21% of male survivors of Hurricane
Mitch reported increased violence within the family. Similar trends were reported in the
Philippines after the eruption of Mt. Pinatubo. Even in developed countries, violence against
women increases in the wake of a natural disaster. Following the Loma Prieta earthquake in
California, reported sexual assault rose by 300%.

Inability to meet basic needs Women are the majority of the world” s poor, and even in good
times, many rely upon assistance to supplement their below-subsistence incomes. Disaster
disrupts the flow of regular assistance threatening women’ s ability to care for
themselves and their children. In Gujurat, India for example, many women depended on the
provision of shakti packets to help meet their basic daily nutritional needs. Distribution
stopped temporarily after the earthquake cutting women off from one of their sources of
subsistence. Similarly, women in several Gujarati villages reported that the earthquake
abruptly terminated their healthcare

The gendered nature of disaster continues into the reconstruction phase as women and families



seek out new ways to make ends meet

Women Heading Households — Natural disasters |eave many women in charge of both household duties
and supporting their families. In addition to widows who become wholly responsible for their
children and elder |y family members, wives head their households when their husbands migrate
to find employment.

Caring for More with Less — As the primary caretakers in most developing countries, women
experience an expansion of their household responsibilities after adisaster. Displaced family
members seek refuge with those who have already resettled, and women face the challenge of
providing for their growing families while access to resources dwindles. In particular, women
struggle to provide water. Disasters tend to damage water systems, and women, who are chiefly
responsible for transporting water, tend to spend more time gathering water

Job Loss and Poverty — Women’ s livelihoods tend to be very resource dependent. Therefore
when disaster destroys natural resources, women loose their source of income. For example
in Gujarat, India, many women found employment in the agricultural sector. When the earthquake
hit in 2001, underground hydrological systems shifted resulting in contamination of the
soil. Agriculture became less profitable, driving down the demand for workers with the types
of skills that women had developed.

No Social Safety Nets — While women often find ways to cope with poverty prior to disasters
their solutions cannot withstand intensified poverty and reintegration into new communities
For example, women in Gujarat, India began savings groups that would provide small loans to
members. However, after the earthquake, women reported that the availability of loans
decreased.

The Cycle of Poverty — Disasters intensify women’ s poverty and increase their workload making
it harder for them to access the types of resources and training they need to transition into
sustainable livelihoods.

Home | essness and Property Rights — The right to own property helps women, and especial ly widows
and girl orphans, endure natural disasters and reestablish lives for themselves and their
families. |f women do not have the right to own property, they can loose their homes and fields.
In Pakistan, a researcher documents a case in which a male family invoked Sharia Law so that
he could inherit his deceased relative’ s land. The widow

and her two daughters found themselves homeless.

Trafficking and the Sale of Girl Children - Faced with the possibility of starvation,
impover ished families have made choices that trade girls’ futures for immediate survival
A Pakistani newspaper reported that in Baluchistan, Pakistan, a man sold his 15-year old
daughter for a few hundred rupees to feed the rest of his family

FIJI WOMEN" S RIGHTS MOVEMENT
19th January, 2009
“Address violence against women during natural disasters,” says FWRM

THE FIJI Women' s Rights Movement is deeply concerned about the added vulnerabilities of women



and girls following the displacement of thousands of people by the severe flooding in
Fiji. Experience from around the world has shown that women and girls displaced by natural
disasters often experience violence, in particular sexual violence. Fiji’ s media today
highlighted once such case, the rape of a girl| displaced by flooding at the Vunidawa Evacuation
Centre.

“We join our sister women’ s rights activists in calling for added care and awareness by the
authorities, in particular by police and those coordinating evacuation efforts. Experience
from elsewhere in the world, for example the aftermath of the 2006 tsunami in Asia, has shown
how women and children are more at risk of experiencing sexual violence,” said FWRM Executive
Director, Virisila Buadromo

“The state, through the police, DISMAC and other relevant authorities, is required by
international law and our Constitution to protect the human rights of all the evacuees - which
includes ensuring their safety and freedom from violence.”

Studies by international human rights NGOs and the United Nations provide some guidance on
how to ensure the rights of displaced women are upheld during humanitarian disasters. This
includes assessing the risk of sexual violence, seeking information and assistance on how to
prevent these occurrences and ensuring full investigation and prosecution of perpetrators

“The chaos of being displaced from your homes, the lack of personal security at evacuation
centres and women having even less say in decision-making during natural disasters are some
of the factors that make women and girls more susceptible to sexual violence at the moment ,”
Buadromo said.

“Authorities must recognise how natural disasters increase the already high rates of violence
against women and girls, and ensure women’ s rights are protected whenever we face such

crises.”’



