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NATURAL DISASTERS AND GENDER

”Rural women and climate change in developing count ries”, UNIFEM lectures November 2009

MSc Anna-Maija Beloff and Dr Leena M. Kirjavainen

GFDRR_disasters

Definitions for background

GENDER – socially determined 

� deals with the roles, attitudes, behaviors and values of men and women, 
boys and girls

� determined by the social, political and economical context

� differs from sex which is biologically determined = whether we were born 
as men or women
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Food security is divided in three main definitions:

National Food Security: ”..requires both the production and the ability to 
import food from gobal markets to meet a nation’s consumption needs”

Household Food Security: ”..is year –round access to an adequate 
supply of nutritious and safe food to meet the nutritional needs of all 
household members (men and women, boys and girls)”

Nutritional Security: ”requires that household members have access not 
only to food but also to health care, a hygienic environment, and 
knowledge of personal hygiene. Food security is necessary but not 
sufficient for ensuring nutrition security.

(IFAD)

In the case of natural disasters and immediate help  to vulnerable 
families, household food and nutritional security a re main targets.
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Food Security vs. Vulnerability

“Food security exists when all people, at all times, have physical and economic 
access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food that meets their dietary needs and 
food preferences for an active and healthy life” (World Food Summit 1996)
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Rural women and food security
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“They have been going out in groups of 10 to 12 women for protection, walking four, five or 
six kilometers from camps to their former villages that were destroyed to cultivate their fields”
- Field director of World Relief functioning together in Darfur, Sudan with FAO

� Women responsible for the household food and 
water – decresed rainfall, drought and dried wells 
increase the effort and time used for gathering. 
Longer distances, vulnerability increases

� Water management – scarce resources, women 
and girls primary gatherers of water = women have to 
be included in water management strategies at local 
level

� Women, children (boys and girls) and elderly 
normally at home, higher risk in natural disasters
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Social Dimensions of Climate Change

Right to Food with changing 
environmental parameters

Right to Food according to Resolution 
2001/25 of the UN Commission on 
Human Rights

Food security in emergencies: food 
availability and access to food in 
sudden disasters – food aid 

Declines in local food supply/long-
term changes in agricultural 
production and natural resources 
distribution lead to increased reliance 
on food aid – need for agricultural 
recovery and rehabilitation 
programmes

RESPECT, PROTECT and FULLFILL
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http://www.fao.org/righttofood/news36_en.htm
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� impacts on food production & crop productivity

� loss of biodiversity/agrobiodiversity (livestock, plants and 
seeds)

� change of vegetation zones: access to traditional wood 
biomass energy negatively affected

� changed livelihood assets
� decreased arable land, freshwater and natural resources 

� new/increased pests and plant & animal disease pathogens
� poor populations effected more by increased waterborne 

diseases - malaria, diarrheal diseases e.g. cholera, 

dengue fever
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What kind of effects does climate change with 
extreme weather events have on food security? 

� unequal distribution infrastructure of 
food

� disappearance of traditional seed 
qualities/biodiversity

� changes in air quality – respiratory 
diseases

� low quality water and less firewood for 
poor/scarce resources for water and 
wood

� increased malnutrition and increased 
food insecurity for the poor
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POOR LIVE IN MARGINAL AREAS - HIGH VULNERABILITY

Sustainable agriculture and gender 
dimensions in climate change

� increased access for financial services incl. credits for women

� empowerment of women and youth (boys and girls)

� training and education on seasonal crops, drought resistant crops and 
other relevant information related to climate change response in
agricultural practices and natural resource management

� water management training for women
� access to good quality seeds, manure and fertilizes to increase food 

production

� appropriate and timely information available
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� land ownership and inheritance 
rights for women 

� nutritional education, training and 
extension

� improved health services incl. 
sanitation, hygiene

� household resource management 
skills

� renewable energy sources, 
sustainable agricultural and 
forestry practices (UN-REDD)
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UNICEF

Children’s voice
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UNICEF Climate change and 
children
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Ensuring gender-sensitive approach 

Indicators to monitor and evaluate climate change (FAO), examples:

1. proportion of men and women who own and use non-motorized transport 
and use public transport

2. number of women owning and using energy-efficient technologies, using 
renewable energy and involved in sustainable forest management 
(climate change mitigation)

3. number of women and women-headed households receiving training and 
assistance related to disasters (such as number of women who know 
how to swim)

4. participation of women in climate change planning institutions, process 
and research (including disaster preparedness and management) at the 
professional and community level
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Trends in Natural Disasters (2005) 
In UNEP/GRID-Arendal Maps and Graphics Library. 
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� frequent and more intense disasters
� more limited access to land, water,    
other natural resources
� sudden, fast onset natural disasters –
e.g. Indonesia/Pandang 2009, 
Bangladesh cyclone Sidr 2007
� long onset natural disasters
(perennial, compex disasters) – e.g 
Sudan

� Combined effect with existing factors 
(forest fires, pollution, deforestation, 
land-grabbing and land degradation) 
increase the possibility to greater 
humanitarian suffering in case of natural 
disasters
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Climate change and natural disasters

� extreme climatic events  - intense 
tropical cyclones and flash floods 
e.g. Horn of Africa Nov 2009

� slow onset disasters - droughts 
and land degradation

� land erosion and landslides due to 
high-intensity precipitation

� limited freshwater resources –
uneven distribution 

� unknown diseases and pests 

� less arable land – pressure to 
forest areas (forest fires & 
deforestation – increased lower 
adaptability to climate change)

� changes in seasonality

� coastal erosion and change of 
coastline 

� socio-natural hazards 
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Food production adaptation measures
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seed banks and women

crops

diversification

post-harvest losses 
management
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West-Africa 

GDACS_Current status

Kap Verde

Indonesia
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Economics of natural disasters

� emerging countries have been economically hit hardest by natural 
disasters and suffered 7% GDP loss due to destruction caused by disasters 
in 1977-2001 
� only 3% of potential losses in developing countries are insured, compared 
to 45% in developed countries  (WB)

World Bank
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People affected as a share of population (%)

World Bank

The human needs in complex disasters
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Disasters do not 
select gender

Socio-political 
and cultural 
phenomena 
effects 
vulnerability & 
access to assets

Projected change in agricultural 
production by 2080

Source: http://maps.grida.no/go/graphic/projected-agriculture-in-2080-due-to-climate-change (10 December 2008)
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Climate of conflict
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Source: WB 2007
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� women constitute up to 80% 
of displaced populations 

� women and children make up 
70 to 80% of those needing 
assistance in emergency 
situations 

� women and children are 14 
times more likely to die than 
men as a result of disaster

� women might suffer from 
reduced nutritional status due 
to work-overload – more 
susceptible for diseases

� women have risk for 
HIV/AIDS and other STDs in 
conflict areas
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UNICEF

Gender perspectives in natural disasters
� existing social structure determines 
the vulnerability in disasters

� cultural norms have great impact on 
vulnerability 

� gender disparities influence mobility 
and increases vulnerability in conflict 
areas

� gender division of household labour 
increases the overload of women’s 
work

� gender-based approach to 
consumption of food (poor women 
more likely to become dependent on 
food aid & nutritious supplementary 
foods needed)

� Gender-based approach for long-
term solutions needed

� Women still under-represented in 
climate change decision-making in 
national and international level
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Women in the frontline

FAO

Disaster risk management and gender

� disaster management done mostly in urban areas, not much in rural areas

� women are proactive in communities for disaster management

� most extension workers and government officials still men, womens 
perspective for disaster management lacking  

� emergency decision-making exludes in many societies women, men taking 
the leadership role on strategies and women taking care of household

� quidelines for disasters ensure the gender-sensitised approach

� increased importance for community-based disaster management
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Disaster mitigation and gender
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Lessening or limitation of the adverse impacts of hazards and related 
disasters (UNISDR)

� resilience of communities with increased access to assets and services 
for women

� economical and social equity to training and education

� full participation in international, national and local level decision-
making 

� access to land & resources

Photo credit: World Bank

Recovery and gender
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� women’s responsibility as household managers increases in post-
disaster setting more than men’s, household chores more labour-
intensive with less resources

� search for water, firewood and food becomes more strenous and many 
women suffer from malnutrition

� widow’s in many disaster areas in unsecure situation after disaster: 
death of spouse leaves many women without right to land

� Women’s needs have to be heard in emergencies and in planning of 
resilience of communities & preparedness for natural disasters

Guidelines ensuring the right approach 
to emergencies
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� Beijing Platform of Action 1995

� Hyogo Framework 2005-2015

� Gender guidelines FAO-SEAGA Passport 
to mainstreaming gender perspective in 
emergencies, IASC Gender Handbook: 
Gender and livelihoods in emergencies,    
FAO-SEAGA Emergency and Rehabilitation 
Programmes, IASC Gender Handbook in 
Humanitarian Action

� UNISDR, OCHA, Global Platform for 
Disaster Management, WEDO, WB, UNHCR, 
WFP, ICRC
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Gendered approach for Disaster 
Management

� Specific roles and responsibilities for men and women, boys and girls in 
food security and agriculture influence abilities to carry out activities in 
emergency situations and early rehabilitation 

Disaster management includes:

� gender-based hazard mapping and social-environmental risk assessments 
� recognizing the local knowledge and expertise of women

� targeting disadvantaged groups and households
� raise awareness of women’s human rights

� increase women’s access to risk management information through gender  
sensitive early warning systems

� community groups and women’s groups involvement in mitigation of 
damages  caused by natural hazards
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Effect of natural disasters on MDG’s

MDG 1: Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger
MDG 2: Achieve universal primary education
MDG 3: Promote gender equality and empowerment of 

women
MDG 4: Reduce child mortality
MDG 5: Improve maternal health
MDG 6: Combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases
MDG 7: Ensure environmental sustainability
MDG 8: Develop Global Partnership for development
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Emerging issues and recommedations

� Recognize the vital urgency of gender equality in the growing crises in cc 
issues and demonstrate leadership through top-level support to gender 
mainstreaming

� Ensure women’s participation in all decision-making related to cc in all 
levels

� Effectively implement gender mainstreaming from UNFCCC to IPCC and 
national and local institutions 
� Collect and publish gender disaggregated data 

� Increase gender analyses of all cc policies, programmes, projects and 
budgets
� Create measurable gender targets & practical tools to integrate gender 
equality in climate protection

� Develop gender-sensitive indicators
� Design capacity building, education and training and enhance women’s 
access to these

� Sensitize both men and women on the importance of gender analyses

MSc Anna-Maija Beloff and Dr Leena M. Kirjavainen
”Rural women and climate change in developing count ries”, UNIFEM lectures November 2009

MSc Anna-Maija Beloff and Dr Leena M. Kirjavainen

Gender-based approach in relief and recovery 
programmes and adaptation & mitigation of climate is 
critical for the society

� remember not to assume but assess each situation 
separately and the needed measures are based to this
� enforce the legal instruments and fullfil regional and 
national strategies  for natural disasters

UNFCCC Copenhagen – gender dimensions to be 
included in negotiations
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Way forward 

IUCNInvesting today for safer tomorrow

‘It is the population that decides the programmes and contributes to the 
execution of them. These programmes reflect the daily lives of men and 
women, the life which is characterized by poverty, inaccessibility to basic 

social services, massive violations of human rights in particular for the 
rights of girls and women’

Adeline Nsimire, Coordinator of SAMWAKI, 
a rural women's organization in Congo DRC

”Rural women and climate change in developing count ries”, UNIFEM lectures November 2009

MSc Anna-Maija Beloff and Dr Leena M. Kirjavainen

WEDO

More information available:
FAO in Emergencies
http://www.fao.org/emergencies/tce-home/index-emergencies/en/

FAO Livelihood Support Programme http://www.fao.org/es/esw/lsp/

World Bank Gender in Agriculture Source Book, 2009
http://web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/TOPICS/EXTARD/EXTGENAGRLIVSOUBOOK/0,,co
ntentMDK:21348334~pagePK:64168427~piPK:64168435~theSitePK:3817359,00.html 

World Bank Global Facility for Disaster Reduction and Recovery
http://gfdrr.org/index.cfm?Page=home&ItemID=200

IASC Gender Handbook in Humanitarian Action: Women, girls,boys and men – Different Needs, 
Equal Opportunities
http://ochaonline.un.org/HumanitarianIssues/GenderEquality/KeyDocuments/IASCGenderHandbook/
tabid/1384/language/en-US/Default.aspx

Training Manual on Gender and Climate Change, 2009 (Global Gender and Climate Alliance, UNDP, 
IUCN) at IUCN website
http://www.iucn.org/about/union/secretariat/offices/asia/asia_where_work/pakistan/publications/?343
4/Training-Manual-on-Gender-and-Climate-Change

Women’s Environment and Development Organization (WEDO)
http://www.wedo.org/
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