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New Delhi, 17th September 2008

FOREWORD

Chaman Pincha’s new publication “Gender Sensitive Disaster Management: A Toolkit for
Practitioners” and the companion volume titled “Indian Ocean Tsunami Through the Gender
Lens: Insights from Tamil Nadu, India” are welcome contributions to the disaster discourse
because they centre-stage gender analysis in the context of the post-tsunami responses of the
Government, civil society and the disaster-affected communities. The Toolkit for Practitioners
provides the nuts and bolts for mainstreaming gender sensitive interventions in disaster
management in all phases of disaster management, including preparedness, mitigation, response,
rehabilitation and recovery phases. In this Toolkit, Chaman Pincha has integrated the concepts
and strategies related to gender, analysed disaster risk and vulnerability profiles, interfaced the
logic with field insights garnered through interactions with disaster-affected communities and
development practitioners and compiled the tools and techniques for mainstreaming gender
in all phases of disaster management.

I am confident that this Toolkit will be a significant contribution to the disaster management
literature in India. This Toolkit can also be a valuable resource material for Trainers and to the
students of social sciences and humanities, especially to those pursuing their studies in social
work, psychology, sociology and gender studies. I am sure that this Toolkit will also be welcomed
by development practitioners and representatives of Non-Governmental Organizations as it
will provide them useful insights on gender-aware disaster management interventions. I hope
Chaman Pincha’s contribution in this field will encourage academics, practitioners and other
stakeholder groups concerned with various aspects of disaster management to explore similar
studies.

I wish both these publications all success and hope that it will benefit humanity by reaching out
to those organisations, institutions and individuals working at the cutting edge level with
disaster-prone communities.

(N. VINOD CHANDRA MENON)

Mobile : 9810111328     E-mail : vinodmenon@ndma.gov.in

National Disaster Management Authority

Government of India

NDMA BHAVAN, A-1 Safdarjung Enclave

New Delhi 110 029. India

N. Vinod Chandra Menon

Member
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PrefacePrefacePrefacePrefacePreface

Oxfam International is a confederation of thirteen organizations working together with

partners and allies around the world in over 100 countries to create lasting solutions to

poverty, hunger and injustice. When disaster strikes, Oxfam and our partners move

quickly to provide life-saving assistance to those in need. Once the immediate danger

has passed, we work to rebuild lives and reduce the risk of future disasters. In this

endeavor, Oxfam adheres to the United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights,

which entitles all people to physical safety, secure livelihood, basic social services, a life

with dignity, and a say in the decisions that affect them.

Oxfam believes that disasters result from the interaction of social vulnerability and

natural hazards, which combine to put certain groups of people at greater risk than

others. This understanding of vulnerability and risk is crucial to our efforts to address the

differential impacts of a disaster on men, women, children, the elderly, and the physically

challenged. Oxfam believes that disaster response and risk reduction activities—viewed

through a vulnerability lens—have the potential to be important catalysts for social

change.

Experience has time and again highlighted the particular vulnerability of women

and girls in disasters. Oxfam seeks to respond to women’s needs after a disaster and,

equally important, to engage in work to address the root sources of their vulnerability

(social,  economic, and political). Oxfam works worldwide to help women campaign for

legal reforms, acquire literacy skills, raise the income of their families, strengthen their

voice, build peace in their communities, and understand their human rights.
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Over the last few decades, Oxfam affiliates have conducted a number of research

studies aimed at understanding and addressing the gender-differentiated impact of

disasters. However, every disaster presents new challenges and opportunities for

learning. The magnitude of the 2004 Indian Ocean Tsunami triggered a massive

humanitarian response; thousands of local, national, and international organizations

rushed to the Tsunami-affected areas to provide assistance. Not all of them had previous

experience in disaster response and recovery and many did not have a deep

understanding of the gender considerations.

This Toolkit builds on a comprehensive research conducted by Ms. Chaman Pincha

and her team on gender differential impacts of the Tsunami and gender mainstreaming

strategies of NGOs in Tamil Nadu in their Tsunami relief and rehabilitation efforts. The key

strength of this Toolkit is that the tools for gender mainstreaming in disaster

management are sharpened by a bright and committed group of NGO staff and

grassroots women’s federation members, with their insights, experiences, emotions, and

inputs. The process of working with the NGO staff and grassroots women in developing

these tools helped the author understand and address issues and facilitating factors in

mainstreaming gender equity considerations into disaster management policies and

practices.

We applaud and appreciate the committed work of the author and her team,

which has yielded remarkable insights grounded in both concept and the field

experience. We hope humanitarian agencies involved in disaster relief and risk reduction

will find in it a useful tool for integrating gender-equal strategies and approaches.

N. Hari Krishna

India Humanitarian Country Team Representative
Oxfam America

October, 2008Pr
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IntrIntrIntrIntrIntroductionoductionoductionoductionoduction

The risks and vulnerabilities that people face from natural disasters are as much a product
of their social situation as their physical environment. Vulnerabilities and capacities of
individuals and social groups evolve over time and determine people’s abilities to cope
with disaster and recover from it. Social networks, power relationships, knowledge and
skills, gender roles, health, wealth, and location, all affect risk and vulnerability to
disasters and the capacity to respond to them.

There is enough evidence that in any disaster disproportionately large number of
women are affected more severely relative to men . Worldwide, it has generally been
established that when gender issues are not addressed fully or sufficiently, in both
development and disaster contexts, they perpetuate and in many instances augment
existing gender-based inequities. Since the world conference on women in 1995, in
Beijing,  “gender mainstreaming” has been recognized as an overarching strategy to
ensure that  gender concerns are incorporated in all areas, sectors, and levels to promote
gender equality. Mainstreaming gender in disaster preparedness and response involves
viewing and analyzing situations through a gender perspective and render gender
inequities explicit. To build gender-sensitive strategies and initiatives in disaster
management process, it is necessary to address both the practical gender and strategic
gender needs of women and men as well as transgender persons.

This Toolkit is the outcome of a research study undertaken to understand gender
mainstreaming strategies used by NGOs and the Government in the context of their
responses to and management of the Tsunami aftermath in Tamil Nadu. The field
outcomes were analyzed through a gender perspective to understand the differential
impact of disasters and coping strategies on women/girls, men/boys, and other
marginalized groups, including Aravanis.
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In the design and presentation of all components of this Toolkit, our chief focus has
been on the development of  the `how–to’ of incorporating a gender perspective in the
overall planning and practices of disaster management.

The Toolkit is divided into four chapters.  The first Chapter clarifies concepts related to
gender. The matter is presented in a manner that both facilitates an understanding of the
concepts as well as lends itself to being used by concerned agencies in gender
sensitization exercises.  The second Chapter spells out the consequences that arise when
disaster and gender issues interact. The Indian Ocean Tsunami that struck Tamil Nadu in
December 2004 is the broad contextual backdrop that illustrates some of the gendered
consequences of disasters and disaster management. It comprises multiple cases and
outcomes of numerous focus group discussions with the grassroots women, men, and
transgender persons.  The chapter demonstrates how to view situations through a gender
lens. It helps answer the question `Why gender mainstreaming?’

   The third Chapter is populated  with  tools which when applied would promote good
practices in integrating gender concerns in disaster response and preparedness.   The last
Chapter highlights some good  examples of NGOs’ (Non Governmental Organizations)
gender sensitive interventions. The chapter  also underscores the importance of gender
analysis by focusing on some of the unintended negative consequences of seemingly
gender sensitive interventions through field based evidences.

    Although the Toolkit is location/region specific and draws from disasters in a specific
context, it has developed the nuts and bolts for gender mainstreaming by building on the
lessons gleaned from the Tsunami response. The tools are intended for use by  all those

engaged in the disaster management, i.e., policy makers, donors, NGOs and researchers in

their efforts to build resilient and gender-just communities.
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Before We Begin...

Throughout this Toolkit on gender, our focus is primarily

on women, not because gender is equated with them alone

but because women typically suffer the burden of gender

more than men. We are aware that in many instances men

too are disadvantaged as a consequence of conventional

gender related role expectations. We acknowledge these

throughout.

The concept of gender essentially pertains to

power relations between men and women. These

power relations are further compounded when gender

interacts with age, marital status, caste, ethnicity,

religion, and refugee status, etc.

When we speak of men and women, we also

mean boys and girls, depending on the context.

This Toolkit is largely derived from case studies that

have been documented and analyzed in the year 2006–2007

in Tamil Nadu. In a few instances, cases from West Bengal’s

CBDP (Community-Based Disaster Preparedness)  program

have served to corroborate our findings in Tamil Nadu.
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What is Gender?

� Sex refers to biological differences associated with being male

or female.

� Gender refers to the socially constructed stereotypes, roles,

opportunities and relationships associated with being male or

female.

We are born male

or female; we are

socialized to become

boys and men or girls

and women. In the

process of socializa-

tion the sex differences that are only a few

are given undue importance and become accentuated. The

innumerable similarities on the other hand are made invisible.

This chapter explains the basic and most critical concepts related to

gender.
�

1Historically, the existence of transgender persons has not been accepted by mainstream institutions

including the family. Consequently in our language, there are no words that describe their existence
or world view.

Gender Þ Sex

These two categories of sex (male and female) and gender (men and women)

do not include human beings who do not belong to any of these catego-

ries.  In some of the states in India, they are known as Hijras, Aravanis, and

Jogappas1.  Let us call them transgender persons.

�
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Remember

� Sex is given, static and does not change over time.

� Gender is dynamic and can change over time, within and across

cultures.

Gender Roles

Traditionally, division of labour based on gender has existed in most

societies. This has resulted in allotting one set of roles to women

and another set to men.

Gender Roles in Society

G
en

de
r 
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es

*Women’s decision making acts typically depend on the goodwill of the male members in the households.

Roles Women Men

Biological reproductive work: Minimal reproductive work
bearing and breast feeding babies
Social reproductive work: Involves more mobility
bringing up children, cooking, cleaning,

Reproductive Role laundering, fetching water/fuel wood,  etc. Is optional
(Typically women)

Invisible and unpaid Is visible

Favor dependent decision making* Holding decision making power

Livelihood activities Livelihood activities

Productive     Role Lowly paid (relative to men) Highly paid (relative to women)
(Typically Men) Invisible/secondary importance Visible

Nature of work generally based on Recognized as breadwinners
reproductive role

 Maintaining kinship relations, religious Political in nature
activities, social interactions and ceremonies Assigns prestige and power

Community     Role (births/marriages/deaths) etc.

Unpaid work Paid work

Nature of work similar to the Highly visible
reproductive work
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Free mobility

Decision making power

Involvement in politics

Access to public spaces

Ownership rights

Intrinsic value

MEN

Restricted mobility

Lack of decision making power

Political exclusion

Limited access to public places

No ownership rights

Instrumental value

WOMEN

Gender Power Relations

The process that recognizes that women and men as well as

transgender persons do not function on a level playing field and

hence have different needs and power structures and that these

differences should be identified and addressed in a manner that

rectifies imbalance between the sexes is known as Gender equity.

Gender equity recognizes that different approaches may be

required to produce equality of results for all human beings based

on individual aptitudes, abilities and interests, regardless of

gender.

Gender used as a tool of analysis highlights the unevenness of

relations between women and men.
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As in the case of sex and gender, it is important to understand

the socially constructed distinction between biological and social

reproductive work. Biological reproductive functions remain static

and unchangeable: only women can conceive, go through pregnancy,

and breast feed babies, while only men can provide the sperms to

fertilize eggs (while this is largely true, science and technology are in

some ways able to surpass it).

In contrast, socially reproductive work on the other hand is

changeable and can be performed by both women and men. Raising

children, cooking, and other household chores can be done by both.

Traditional gender-based division of household responsibilities

generally assigns this function to women.

We need to become conscious of the lack of any biological

basis for the existence of these distinctions in socially reproductive

work.
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Look around and see gender division of work

� A sharp division exists between reproductive and productive

spheres, despite the fact that they form an inter-related whole

and feed into each other.

� Women do most of the reproductive work which is completely

unpaid.

� Women’s reproductive work is less valued.

� Although women contribute significantly to the household

economy, they are not recognized as breadwinners.

� Women are often excluded from decision making roles at various

levels: Family, community and larger political bodies.

Po
w

er
 R

el
at

io
n

8

Women and men can both do reproductive as well as

productive work of similar nature except the anatomically

dependent biological reproductive functions mentioned

earlier.  Socially constructed gender boundaries are fluid

and breachable.



What do you see in the picture?
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What did you expect?
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Nine out of ten people who saw the picture said they

saw two men and two women and one was unable to

decide.
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GENDER STEREOTYPES2

2 These are culture-specific, stereotypical gender attributes found in the Indian cultural context.

Our assumptions led by gender stereotypes can sometimes cause us

to make decisions that do not serve the needs of gender equality

and gender justice.
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In men too, certain very human needs of expressing

freely,  feelings of tenderness, grief and fear are not

met as a result of their exclusion from traditional

`women’s domains’ such as childcare or the imposition

of ‘manly’ roles and attributes that prevents them from

displaying tender emotions.
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To fully understand gender needs, we need to use a gender lens

that will clarify the distinction between prevalent approaches in policy

and programs that perpetuate conventional gender roles, and the

new ones that are needed to transform them for achieving  gender

equality. The distinctions are highlighted below :

G
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ds

Practical Gender Needs (PGNs) Strategic Gender Needs (SGNs)

PGNs of women and men relate to SGNs of women arises from their subordinate

their socially accepted roles within existing position in relation to men in their society.

power structures.

The policies and programmes to meet women’s PGNs Policies and programmes to meet SGNs

tend to focus on ensuring that women and include increasing decision making powers of

families have adequate living conditions, such as women, increased entitlement to leadership

health care and food provision, access to safe positions, equal access to employment, equal pay,

water and sanitation, childcare as well as equal legal rights, as well as protection from

income-generation opportunities. violence, reproductive rights, enhanced mobility

and property rights etc.

These  policies and programmes do not directly Programmes and policies designed to meet

challenge gender inequalities. SGNs challenge customary gender relation

and subordination of women. They demand

changes in relationships of power and control

between women and men.
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Consider the following

� A livelihood opportunity programme trains women in the skills

of pickle making and sewing as home-based or small scale

occupations.

� Another one trains women in masonry.

� Free distribution of bicycles to women and girls.

� A childcare center at father’s workplace.

� A childcare center at mother’s workplace.

� A community-based childcare center, with flexi timings.

� Induction of women in rescue teams in disaster risk reduction

programs and induction of men in teams responsible for childcare.

� Women’s representation in emergency planning and disaster

management committees.

Which needs do these programs address?

� Training in pickle making and sewing may meet practical gender

needs, while training in masonry allows a woman to transcend

traditional gender roles and earn higher wages. This programme

also affords leadership opportunities where she may lead a team

of men and women in a masonry project meeting her SGNs.

� A woman receiving a bicycle may use it only for fetching water

and household provisions meeting some of her PGNs. On the

other hand a girl receiving a bicycle would make her more mobile,

facilitate her education as it would enable her to travel longer

distances to better schools, classes on legal awareness etc. It

would enhance herself esteem and empower her. This programme

would contribute more towards meeting women’s SGNs.

G
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� A childcare center at father’s workplace meets both PGN and

SGN of women.  A childcare center at mother’s workplace meets

only her PGN.

� The other programs in the list may be similarly scrutinized. The

objective of such an exercise is to underscore the importance of

evaluating policies and programs through a gender lens to

promote gender equality and gender justice.

Remember

Programs based on skills-training alone are not enough. It is

necessary to create equal opportunities and an enabling environment

to optimally use these skills and benefit from them.

For gender mainstreaming to occur, it is necessary to always use a

gender lens. A gender lens does not take gender roles and relations

for granted. On the contrary it

� Focuses on SGNs and PGNs of women and men.

� Makes women’s concerns visible in development and disaster

policies, programs and implementations.

� Points to the need for gender mapping before devising intervention

strategies. Gender mapping involves looking at the relative spaces
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When policies and programmes either exclusively address SGNs

of women or address them through programmes which meet their

PGNs, they bring gender into the mainstream of development and

disaster management objectives. Gender mainstreaming thus is a

process to achieve balanced relationships between and among

women as well as men together with the socially and culturally

unrecognized groups, i.e., those from the transgender community.

�
G
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and resource entitlements, women and men have in different

institutions: family, community, markets and the state.

� Identifies the stumbling blocks (threats, weaknesses,

vulnerabilities) and stepping stones (strengths, opportunities,

capacities, etc.).

� Envisions those measures which diminish rather than augment

vulnerabilities.

� Sees clearly the nuances of a context affecting women and men

differently due to different socio-cultural values applied to them.

Gender lens requires that we cross out the myths and prejudices in

our heads while devising, analyzing and evaluating a programme,

activity or policy:

G
en

de
r 
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ns

Myths Facts

Women are vulnerable

Gender is women and their problems

Addressing PGNs is enough to empower women

Only men do ‘productive’ work

Women are rendered vulnerable by social, economic
and political arrangements of society.

Gender unpacks and questions the power relationship
between women and men as well as the invisibility of
transgender persons.

Interventions to be sensitive need to address both
PGNs of women and men as well as SGNs of women

Women’s household work sustains the productive work
of men and typically consumes more time than men’s
work.

Continued...

G
en
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Myths Facts
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Transgender persons are  abnormal.

‘Access’ is enough to empower women.

Domestic  violence is private affair.

Domestic violence affects only the spouse (typically
women).

Income generation activities addresses the
livelihood concerns of women.

Access is different from having control over
what one has access to.

Domestic violence impacts societal gender relations.

Domestic  violence against women affects the
entire household, including children and the
elderly.  It is a far reaching problem, effecting
all sectors  of social system  and demands to be
in the forefront of political discourse

For women livelihoods encompass the patterns of
expenditure as much as the sources of income
generation.

Transgender persons are as normal as any man or
woman.

Always wear a gender lens while

Assessing and Analyzing

Planning and Designing

Implementing

Monitoring and  Evaluating



DISASTER
THROUGH A GENDER LENS
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The focus in this Chapter is on the differential vulnerabilities of

women, men, and transgender persons.
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This chapter presents an analysis of issues through field-based

evidences and information gathered from focus groups, facilitated

in the Tsunami affected areas of Tamil Nadu and flood-prone/affected

areas of West Bengal.

The chapter underscores the need for looking at issues through

a gender lens consciously and consistently. This is critical for

changing disasters into opportunities to overcome gender-based

vulnerabilities through empowerment of women, marginalized men,

and transgender persons.

Let us remember that

� Natural hazard in itself is not a disaster, although it has the

potential to become one. For instance, a flood in an uninhabited

area does not become a disaster.

� Natural hazard turns into a disaster when it interacts with

populations without adequate capacities to respond to it. For

instance, in the event of floods, a person who can swim is less

at risk of drowning than a person who cannot.

� The lack of capacities is not predestined; they are the

consequence of prevailing social, economic, and political

inequalities.

� These adverse consequences are known as vulnerabilities.

From the concepts presented in the previous chapter, it may

be inferred that prevailing gender roles and power relations determine

to a great degree the nature and extent of capacities present in the

various sections of a society. Gender roles and power relations directly

influence how resources and opportunities are distributed and

controlled, matters of access, and by whom decisions are made.
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Lack of capacities constitute vulnerabilities. Greater the vulnerabilities,

greater the risk of  a natural hazard turning into a disaster for any

given community! Some communities are more vulnerable to

disasters than others as a consequence of socio-economic

inequalities and political exclusions.
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� Natural hazards × Vulnerabilities
Disaster =

Capacities

As capacities of communities are increased, they become less

vulnerable to disasters. However, within each community, gender

cuts across all levels of vulnerabilities.

Most instances of women’s vulnerabilities are also present in

marginalized men, and these need to be addressed. However, it is

necessary to emphasize that men rarely suffer from gender-based

discrimination although they may face marginalization due to caste,

class, ethnicity, physical conditions, and age-based discrimination.

However, within each of these disadvantaged groups, women typically

suffer more due to  discriminatory practices associated with gender.

In addition when women are single, divorced, or childless, their

vulnerabilites are aggravated.

It is important to keep in mind the distinction between gender-

based and other forms of social inequities such as caste, class and

ethnicity, etc. Gender cuts across other forms of social inequities.

When gender concerns are not factored into a disaster

response, and considered as an additional task, it augments the

damage suffered by vulnerable sections of a community, that is



23

G
en

de
r 

&
 D

is
as

te
r

ExamplesExamplesExamplesExamplesExamples TTTTTypypypypype of vulnere of vulnere of vulnere of vulnere of vulnerabilitiesabilitiesabilitiesabilitiesabilities

Women may not get opportunities to build Social, political,  and psychological
their capacities due to social taboos, gender
stereotypes, restricted mobility and socially
induced low confidence.

Women may not have any representation in Political
the informal system of community governance.
Hence, their needs are given low priority or
totally ignored or may have token
representation without substantially being
heard in the formal structure of governance.

Because women’s voices are not heard, their Social,  psychological,  economic, and political
needs may remain invisible or get secondary
priority.

Men are expected to act as courageous and Social
hence may be exposed to risks.

Men’s risky behaviors are socially acceptable Social, and psychological
ways of coping with grief and setbacks, such
as consumption of alcohol.  Men’s health may
be badly affected.

Men may not have basic survival skills such Social, and psychological
as cooking and taking care of the households.

Transgender persons Social, psychological, economic, and political

women, marginalized men, and transgender persons. It perpetuates

the conventional perception that the urgent task in a disaster response

is rescue and relief which will be hindered by accommodating gender

sensitivity.

In the following sections we probe into issues of survival, health,

livelihood, security, shelter, and political participation through the

gender lens.
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During the Tsunami in Tamil Nadu, strong
internalized values of nudity and shame
prevented women from running to safety
as their sarees had been removed by
the sheer force of the waves. The women
preferred to drown rather than come
out of waters without their clothes. Since
the incident many of them have started
using inner wear as it will provide  minimal
cover in case they have to discard or
raise their saree and run.

Sex, disaggregated data from the
Governmentreveals that of the people
killed a disproportionately large
number were women and children
(Government of India, 2005). In Tamil
Nadu, the worst affected state, three
times more women died on an average.
In the floods of West Bengal in 2000
more women and children died than
the men.

Suresh, a 17-year-old boy, who lost his
widowed mother, said that although he
was not mentally prepared for marriage,
the fear of managing a household caused
him to marry a 16-year-old girl (wives
are supposed to be younger than their
husbands in an ideal marriage). He
confesses, “I am not yet ready to take on
the responsibilities of parenthood”, but
his wife is already pregnant, and they
are very depressed.

In certain places, the death toll sex
ratio is even more skewed. In
Samiarpet, Cuddalore district, for
example, 12 times; in Chandrapadi
Village, Nagai, 5 times; and in Silladi
Nagar, a Muslim temporary settlement,
4 times more women  died than the
men.
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Field Evidences

Geetha, aged 25 years, could not save her two
young children, aged 3 and 5, who slipped out
of her arm in the huge waves. Those who tried
to help her from drowning recollected her
shouting to them that she did not want to live
as she had not been able to save her own
children. In the focus group discussion (FGD)
the women who had heard her, reflected that
Geetha might have lost the will for self-survival,
as she may have felt that even if she had saved
herself, she would have been accused by her
family of being responsible for her childrens’
deaths.
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Highlights

� The capacity to survive is, to a large extent, determined by socio-

cultural norms. In addition, the biological differentials put women

at a disadvantage (pregnant women, for example).

� Because of social norms, women and girls despite living near

the coasts or banks of rivers do not maintain their swimming

skills, which as children they may have acquired.

� The restrictive nature of womens’ dress and clothing such as

sarees1, inskirts2, long hair, jewelry, have been obstacles to their

survival during floods, Tsunamis, and earthquakes. (FGDs in

Tamil Nadu and Nadia district in West Bengal).

� Women are considered to be solely responsible for their childrens’

safety.

� Women often do not consider their life as worth living if something

untoward happened to their spouse or children.

� Women are more prone to feeling guilty for not being able to save

the lives of their children.

� The internalized concepts of a ‘good woman’ override their

survival instincts.

� Men typically lack skills such as cooking, taking care of children,

and household chores. Their unwillingness to acquire these skills

or their reluctance to use them due to gender role sterotypes

has an adverse impact on women.

1 Length of cloth, of at least six yards, draped around the body, worn as the main garment by
Women in India.
2 A woman’s undergarment that is worn from the waist to ankle under a saree.
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Valarmathi, a construction worker, aged 35, fell
down while running for safety and severely injured
her neck. She can no longer carry  headloads at
construction sites. Not only is her family deep in
debt, but she had to drop out of the self-help
group (SHG) because of her inability to save for
retaining her membership. Her daughter aged 10,
studying in 5th standard, has now taken on the
responsiblity of all the household work that her
mother used to do, i.e., taking care of younger
siblings, cooking, cleaning, and fetching water and
firewood. She also takes care of her sick mother.
She has not, however, dropped out of school although
she has little time to attend to her homework.
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Field Evidences

Most toilets in the temporary shelters
did not have
� roofs above them
� strong doors
� latches/strong latches
� adequate light in and around them
� water/sufficient water
� ventilators at an appropriate height to

ensure privacy for women
� comfortable distance from men’s toilets/

meeting places

Toilets in the temporary shelter complex

Our focus groups in the affected areas
report  that many women and girls
suppress the urge to defecate or urinate
because of poor toilet conditions in
the temporary shelter complex,  and
consequently suffered  from frequent
urinary tract infections. The unhygeinic
conditions caused painful vaginal
infections and excessive white discharge.
Typically these grievances were not voiced
and had a negative impact on their
health.



27

Highlights

� The health issues of women are linked to factors such as

√ conditions of toilets

√ distance they have to cover to fetch water and firewood

√ gender-based violence

√ overburdened schedules and low wages for productive work

√ no control over household income

√ lack of decision-making power

� policies promoting  reversal surgery expand reproductive choices

for women. However, if the cultural norms and gender stereotypes

prevent women from making reproductive choices, family

pressure to conceive as well as fear of rejection in case of failure

to conceive post-reversal surgery may increase a woman’s sense

of inadequacy.

� If opportunity costs and realistic costs are not factored into the

determination of compensation amounts for injuries and other

health concerns, it may produce lifelong insecurities and

vulnerabilities.

� Absence of sufficient number of women health workers and

women doctors deter women from accessing medical services

specific to their problems, resulting in debilitating conditions such

as prolapsed uterus.
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Field Evidences

Unavailability of women doctors
immediately after disaster resulted in many
women suffering from agonies of prolapsed
uterus, vaginal infections, breast injuries,
heavy vaginal bleeding, etc. Many chose
not to “Shame themselves” in front of a
male doctor in general medical camps. (FGDs
with women in Cuddalore, Nagapattinam
and Kanyakumari in Tamil Nadu).

Anbuja, aged 37, lost all her four children to
the Tsunami. She had gone through reversal
surgery3 in Chennai, which cost her Rs. 150,000
but has not yet conceived. She suffers from
severe depression. Although the couple wanted
to adopt children, her main preoccupation is
on how to conceive and have at least one child
of their own again. Her depression deepens
when she hears news of other women who
have conceived. Despite the Rs. 800,000 she
received as ex-gratia payment–she feels her
life is without meaning. She is offended when
the community considers her privileged for her
enhanced material status. Anbuja, however, feels
that she is poorer, not happier, and more
emotionally drained than before the Tsunami.

H
ea

lt
h

3 Reversal surgery for women involves the process of reconnecting the fallopian tubes
which had been ligated during sterilization to block the pathway to the ovum.
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� Social norms where women and girls eat last/least also has an

adverse effect on their health.

� With mothers ailing or injured, girls in the family bear

disproportionate burden of household chores and caring

activities.

� Many young boys have had  to drop out of school to take up work

and support household income.

Physical and mental health of many men has been  adversely affected

by

� Social constraints on expression of emotions caused by severe

losses they suffered in the Tsunami.

� Increase in alcohol abuse and aggression in men which are

socially condoned expressions of grief.

� Loss of livelihood and resulting loss of self esteem as failures to

be breadwinners.

� Gender-based allocation of tasks, such as rescue, night patrolling,

removal of debris, etc.
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Pushed by a dwindling income, increased
expense on alcohol and battering by her
husband, Kalyani sells XXX in the day-
time and engages in prostitution in the
night. Her daughter stays with Kalyani’s
mother in the night. She needs money for
her daughter’s upkeep and has dreams
of educating her so that she does not
have to lead a life similar to hers. She
says she is not bothered about others’
comments; that people do not feed her
children and that it is her responsibility
to feed and educate her children.

Pre-Tsunami, two SHGs together had run a
business of selling dry fish. The SHGs had taken
a loan of Rs. 200,000 and built the necessay
infrastructure to dry fish. Additionally, they
invested Rs. 100,000 for fish stock, salt, utensils,
and other tools. They lost everything in the
Tsunami. However, their loss has neither been
compensated, nor the remaining loan amount
of Rs. 100,000 (they had repaid half the loan,
pre-Tsunami) been waived or rescheduled. The
members have to repay the loan by incurring
heavy debts and pawning their jewelry.

1.5 lakhs* x 60 = 90 lakhs*

for one xxx village

Field Evidences

Micro-credit for SHGs

* 10 lakhs  = 1 million
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Highlights

� The loss of women’s assets are often inadequately accounted in

disaster loss assessment. This may be due to the prevailing

perception of a man as a breadwinner. It may also be because

men often possess more productive and visible assets than do

women. For example, in the Tsunami-affected areas in Tamil

Nadu, damage was mostly equated with the loss of boats and

nets of fishermen. As a result, more resources were allocated to

replacing boats and nets and distributing additional ones to those

who previously did not have any.

� Associating productive assets with men alone becomes a

disadvantage for women who may use or own them. For example,

catamarans were not distributed in the Tsunami-affected areas

to women who use them for collecting edible shells. Their

occupational marginalization was compounded by their gender.

� Livelihood issues for women are closely linked with the types of

amenities provided in the temporary shelter complexes. For

example, although most temporary shelters had a common shed

built for men for social and community interactions, no such

sheds or meeting places were provided for women. These

common sheds would have provided the necessary space for

them to resume their home-based occupations such as sewing,

beading, hand-fan making, etc.

� Some elderly men may be excluded from the ownership of assets.

This may compel elderly women to resume livelihood activities.
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Field Evidences

Selvi, her face lined with deep wrinkles and a
bent back, has been selling earthen pots on
the roadside for years. Many years ago, she
was thrown out of the house by her son and
daughter-in-law. She gets pots from a potter
on credit and sells them, and then makes
daily payments to the potter. She does not
know if she pays interest. Selvi lost all her
earthenware in the Tsunami, not in the waters
but in a stampede that followed it; some were
stolen in her absence. Selvi did not receive any
immediate relief or compensation for her loss;
her ration card is with her son, with whom
she has not had any contact for years. She
sleeps on the roadside. Although an entrepreneur,
she is not a member of any SHG and does not
know about SHGs. She does not receive old-
age pension as she has a grown-up son!

Noor Jahan, a single woman, engaged in the
homebased business of making hand fans,
was a successful entrepreneur, pre-Tsunami.
She had a ready market for her products in
Delhi, Mumbai, and Chennai. Her house was
destroyed by the Tsunami and she lost all
her tools of trade and a huge stock of raw
materials. The temporary shelter does not
have enough space for her to start the
business again. She also needs a minimum
amount of Rs. 50,000 to restart her business.
She is now too poor to avail credit from a
bank or a private moneylender. She is
confident, that given an opportunity and
enough space to run her business, she can
train many other women in the skill as well
as provide them employment.

Home gone, Work gone!!!
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� An increasing number of women become sole breadwinners, due

to the death of or severe injuries suffered by their husbands/sons.

� Although wage opportunities decrease after a disaster, men are

more mobile and may migrate to find work.

� Due to scarcity of resources or death of male breadwinner/s,

women previously engaged in household work may feel the need

to engage in paid work; they may not be able to do so because

of lack of childcare centers with timings sensitive to their

schedules.

� Women who had lost both their husbands and their assets may

not receive compensation for their losses. For example, in the

Tsunami-affected areas, there were some cases of women who

did not receive boats and catamarans. Similarly, unmarried

women may not receive relief and rehabilitation packages in a

culture where they are not recognized as individual units.

� Gender stereotypes put boys under pressure to drop out of

schools and work on the boats to contribute to the family income.

Many boys had to drop out of school and work on the boats in

the Tsunami-affected areas of Tamil Nadu.

� Loss of livelihood increases frustration among men leading to

alcohol consumption and increased sexual demands on women,

which are socially accepted as coping strategies in many societies.

� The collective loss of assets of SHGs may not be compensated.

For example, women were given money as loan with or without

interest and not grants to recover from the disaster, even as men

were given boats and nets as grants.
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The women requested us not to use their real names, names of their specific localities, and in some cases their
occupations. Respecting their privacy and the sensitivity of the information revealed here, we are withholding the
names, particular localities, and occupations, where required for the following cases.

Sarda, a 22-year-old in xxx district
had frequent fights with her husband
due to her inability to fulfill his sexual
demands. The situation became
aggravated to the extent that she
committed suicide. Other women
recalled that Sarda had told them that
she felt very  inhibited to have sex
with her husband in the temporary
shelter as there was no privacy.

The Tsunami disrupted Raji’s normal life and livelihood. Her husband earned
much less during the post-Tsunami period than what he used to prior to
the Tsunami. The scarce income that Raji brought home through sundry
work such as cloth vending and running errands, was not enough to meet
household expenses. Moreover she had to part with Rs. 20–30 everyday for
her husband’s drinking. Living in a temporary shelter, a worried and
exasperated Raji resented her husband’s spending on drinking and refused
to have sexual relations with him.  Apart from her resentment, with the
children around in the temporary shelter, she did not consider it an
appropriate place to have sexual intimacy with her husband. He often beat
and abused her and their adolescent children. The children perceiving
themselves the cause of the tension between their parents, decided to go
with Raji’s mother to their uncle’s house. This would provide their mother
much needed relief from her daily suffering at the hands of their father.
Bereft of her children Raji’s resentment against her husband deepened, but
she succumbed to his demand for sex in the temporary shelter.

Field Evidences

Indumathi, a young widow in
Cuddalore, who lived with her children
in the temporary shelter, encountered
sexual harassment and began to stay
with her mother at night in the
nearby town. She wishes  to get
married for security reasons. However,
she says she does not have courage
to face the taunts of the community.
She says “remarriage of a widow is
not a socially accepted practice in my
community”.
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Highlights

� Lack of privacy in temporary shelters4 may contribute to violence

against women. Overburdened  by productive and reproductive

work and the resulting physical exhaustion, and decreased sexual

desire, women may become victims of increased domestic violence.

� As many men lose their livelihoods, assets, and family members

in disasters, the alcohol consumption increases among them as

an escape strategy. This in turn may lead to an increase in

domestic violence.

� The security of women may not be given a priority if insights into

women’s practical gender needs (PGNs) and strategic gender

needs (SGNs) do not guide the design of temporary shelters.

� The internalized values of men as “protectors” despite evidence to

the contrary often leave women more vulnerable and defenseless.

� Loss of income due to death of husband/male earning members,

lack of other opportunities for livelihood, and responsibility of

children, and family survival may push a few women into prostitution.

� Alcohol may be one of the significant, if not the only cause of

deepening debts, increased work burden on women, and

escalating conflicts within the home and community.

Li
ve

lih
oo

d–
H

ig
hl

ig
ht

s

4 Lack of privacy in the temporary shelter did not just mean lack of separate spaces for adults
and children. The temporary shelters had no  gaps between them had made the inhabitants feel

they are in an open street. Those residing in neighbouring shelters knew whatever was done
within the temporary shelter. Even the rustling of changing clothes, voices, and movements were
heard by others. Within the temporary shelters it was reported that children and the elderly never

slept soundly due to heat and insect bites.

Although consumption of alcohol was prevalent pre-Tsunami, women

now relate it more forcefully with poverty and violence in both public

and private domains.

�
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In many instances, widows, women heading their
households, unmarried, and the elderly women were
not on the list of the affected, which was prepared
by traditional Panchayats exclusively represented
by men. The gender-based exclusion deprived women
and their children of much needed relief and
rehabilitation benefits and put them and their
children on the brink of starvation.  Among single
women, those without children were more
discriminated against, than those with children because
of the social perception that the lives of women
without children are less worthy than those who
have children.

Field Evidences

Vijaya, aged 17, was not interested in marriage,
rather wanted to continue her studies. She was
forced to marry due to the rumor that Rs.20,000
would be given by the Collector. She resisted going
to her husband’s house. The traditional Panchayat
decided that either the girl should go to her
husband’s house or pay Rs.30,000 as fine.  Vijaya
sought help from an NGO who not only recruited
her but also encouraged her to coninue her stud-
ies. Vijaya borrowed the money from her support-
ers to ay the fine rather than succumb to the
pressure from the community.
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Highlights

� When there is no representation and active participation of women

in the traditional controlling mechanisms of a community,

women’s voices remain unheard and their needs remain 

invisible.

� Unmarried women, widows, especially without children, the aged

women, and the homeless women and men, did not figure in the

beneficiary lists prepared by the male-exclusive traditional

Panchayats. As a result they were excluded in matters of

distribution of relief goods and rehabilitation assets (FGDs in

Cuddalore and Nagapattinam with single women, shelterless

women, and elderly dependent women).

� Unmarried women in households remained severely marginalized

in both private and public domains (Interactions with unmarried

women living in the households).

� The homeless and migrants are generally not taken into account

while preparing lists of the affected.
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Field Evidences

Manohari, a 45-year-old woman, mentioned, that since the age of 7 she started
accompanying her mother who sold fish on the streets. For her, school was a place full
of fun and laughter but out of her reach as her father was not in favor of sending
a girl to school. Her mother supported the household as her father spent  most of
the money he earned on drinking. As her mother aged she  developed constant neck
pain from  carrying head-loads, Manohari took over the occupation. Being young, she
faced constant harassment at the local fish market but quickly learned to tackle
harassment in many forms: molestation, snatching off a good catch of fish by local
goons, etc. The experience made her tough and ever more resolute to work harder so
that she could educate her younger brothers. The brothers grew up, got married, and
started living separately. They never contributed to the household, either financially or
emotionally. Manohari in the rush of life forgot to think about herself. She remained
unmarried because she never had time to think of her future, nor anyone in the family
considered that she could have an existence other than making money for supporting
the household. Even though, a bread winner, Manohari does not have a ration card in
her own name.

The unprecedented joint ownership of the post-Tsunami housing left Manohari
bitter and wondering. The houses in the name of women jointly with the spouse after
all are accepted by a community which never allowed a woman to own a house or
a piece of land. Changes were happening around her. However, none cared for women
like her, who are virtually heading as well as supporting the household. The post-
Tsunami house is in the name of Manohari•s old parents. Once the parents die,
Manohari says, the house would be inherited by her brothers. She thinks about the
time when she will find herself old and shelterless or living on the goodwill of her
brothers in the house. She realizes she deserves a house in her own right as an
individual, and it was time for the Government to recognize this right. Giving unmarried
women separate ration cards and housing would have given them the much needed
dignity and security, Manohari asserts. Manohari and many women like her, see how
policies impact on their personal lives. Manohari is hopeful that if this personal need
could become a collective demand, there will be positive changes in their life situations.


