Handout 1.1
Case study:
Poverty and disaster –
a cyclone in India
A wealthy and a poor family live 100 metres apart near the coast of Andhra Pradesh in southeast India.
The wealthy family has six members, a brick house, six cattle, and three acres of land. The head of the
household owns a small grain business and a truck. The poor family – husband, wife, and two children –
has a thatch-and-pole house, an ox and calf, half an acre of poor land, and sharecropping rights to another
quarter of an acre.
When the cyclone strikes, the wealthy farmer has received a warning on his radio and leaves the area
with his family and valuables in the truck. The storm surge (flood) brought by the cyclone partly destroys
his house and the roof is taken off by the wind. Three of his cattle are drowned and his fields are flooded,
destroying the crops. The youngest child of the poor family is drowned. The family’s house is destroyed. Both
animals are drowned. The fields are flooded and their crops ruined.
The wealthy family uses its savings to rebuild the house within a week. The cattle are replaced, and the
fields ploughed and replanted. The poor family does not have savings and has to borrow money for essential
shelter from a local moneylender, at exorbitant rates of interest. They manage to buy a calf, but have to hire
bullocks to plough the field – which is done late, since many others are in the same position and draught
animals are in short supply. As a result, the poor family goes through a hungry period eight months after the
cyclone.
Source: P. Blakie, T. Cannon, I. Davis, and B. Wisner (1995) At Risk: Natural Hazards, People’s Vulnerability
and Disasters, London: Routledge, p. 47.

Instructions for learners
1. Read through the case study.
2. W
 ork with your team to define hazard, vulnerability, capacity, and disaster risk. Write each
definition on the flip chart.
3. Illustrate hazard, vulnerability, capacity, and disaster risk with an example from the case study;
write each example on a separate card. Give as many examples of each category as possible.
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Handout 1.2
Basic terms of disaster risk
reduction, DRR. UNISDR (2009)

Acceptable risk

The level of loss considered acceptable by a society or community given existing
social, economic, political, cultural, technical, and environmental conditions.
In engineering terms, acceptable risk is also used to assess structural and nonstructural measures undertaken to reduce possible damage at a level which does
not harm people and property, according to codes or ‘accepted practice’ based,
among other issues, on a known probability of hazard.

Biological hazard

Processes of organic origin or those conveyed by biological vectors which may
cause the loss of life or injury, including exposure to pathogenic micro-organisms,
toxins and bioactive substances, property damage, social and economic
disruption, or environmental degradation.
Examples of biological hazards: outbreaks of epidemic diseases, plant or animal
contagion, insect plagues and extensive infestations.

Building codes

Ordinances and regulations controlling the design, construction, materials,
alteration, and occupancy of any structure to insure human safety and welfare.
Building codes include both technical and functional standards.

Capacity

A combination of all the strengths and resources available within a community,
society or organization that can reduce the level of risk or the effects of a disaster.
Capacity may include physical, institutional, social or economic means as well
as skilled personal or collective attributes such as leadership and management.
Capacity may also be described as capability.

Capacity building

Efforts aimed to develop human skills or societal infrastructures within a
community or organization needed to reduce the level of risk.
In extended understanding, capacity building also includes development of
institutional, financial, political, and other resources, such as technology at
different levels and sectors of the society.
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Climate change

The climate of a place or region is changed if over an extended period (typically
decades or longer) there is a statistically significant change in measurements of
either the mean state or variability of the climate for that place or region.
Changes in climate may be due to natural processes or to persistent
anthropogenic changes in atmosphere or in land use. Note that the definition
of climate change used in the United Nations Framework Convention on
Climate Change is more restricted, as it includes only those changes which are
attributable directly or indirectly to human activity.

Coping capacity

The means by which people or organizations use available resources and abilities
to face adverse consequences that could lead to a disaster.
In general, this involves managing resources, both in normal times as well as
during crises or adverse conditions. The strengthening of coping capacities
usually builds resilience to withstand the effects of natural and human-induced
hazards.

Counter measures

All measures taken to counter and reduce disaster risk. They most commonly
refer to engineering (structural) measures but can also include non-structural
measures and tools designed and employed to avoid or limit the adverse impact
of natural hazards and related environmental and technological disasters.

Disaster

A serious disruption of the functioning of a community or a society causing
widespread human, material, economic or environmental losses which exceed the
ability of the affected community or society to cope using its own resources.
A disaster is a function of the risk process. It results from the combination of
hazards, conditions of vulnerability and insufficient capacity or measures to
reduce the potential negative consequences of risk.

Disaster risk
management

The systematic process of using administrative decisions, organization,
operational skills, and capacities to implement policies, strategies, and coping
capacities of the society and communities to lessen the impacts of natural
hazards and related environmental and technological disasters. This comprises
all forms of activities, including structural and non-structural measures to avoid
(prevention) or to limit (mitigation and preparedness) adverse effects of hazards.
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Disaster risk
reduction (disaster
reduction)

The conceptual framework of elements considered with the possibilities to
minimize vulnerabilities and disaster risks throughout a society, to avoid
(prevention) or to limit (mitigation and preparedness) the adverse impacts of
hazards, within the broad context of sustainable development.
The disaster risk reduction framework is composed of the following fields of
action, as described in ISDR’s publication 2002 ‘Living with Risk: a global review
of disaster reduction initiatives’, p.23:
• Risk awareness and assessment including hazard analysis and vulnerability/
capacity analysis;
• Knowledge development including education, training, research, and information;
• Public commitment and institutional frameworks, including organizational,
policy, legislation, and community action;
• Application of measures including environmental management, land-use
and urban planning, protection of critical facilities, application of science and
technology, partnership and networking, and financial instruments;
• Early warning systems including forecasting, dissemination of warnings,
preparedness measures, and reaction capacities.

Early warning

The provision of timely and effective information, through identified institutions,
that allows individuals exposed to a hazard to take action to avoid or reduce
their risk and prepare for effective response.
Early warning systems include a chain of concerns, namely: understanding and
mapping the hazard; monitoring and forecasting impending events; processing and
disseminating understandable warnings to political authorities and the population,
and undertaking appropriate and timely actions in response to the warnings.

Ecosystem

A complex set of relationships of living organisms functioning as a unit and
interacting with their physical environment.
The boundaries of what could be called an ecosystem are somewhat arbitrary,
depending on the focus of interest or study. Thus the extent of an ecosystem may
range from very small spatial scales to, ultimately, the entire Earth (IPCC, 2001).

El Niño-southern
oscillation (ENSO)

A complex interaction of the tropical Pacific Ocean and the global atmosphere that
results in irregularly occurring episodes of changed ocean and weather patterns
in many parts of the world, often with significant impacts, such as altered marine
habitats, rainfall changes, floods, droughts, and changes in storm patterns.
The El Niño part of ENSO refers to the well-above-average ocean temperatures
along the coasts of Ecuador, Peru and northern Chile and across the eastern
equatorial Pacific Ocean, while the Southern Oscillation refers to the associated
global patterns of changed atmospheric pressure and rainfall. La Niña is
approximately the opposite condition to El Niño. Each El Niño or La Niña
episode usually lasts for several seasons.
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Emergency
management

The organization and management of resources and responsibilities for dealing
with all aspects of emergencies, in particularly preparedness, response, and
rehabilitation.
Emergency management involves plans, structures and arrangements
established to engage the normal endeavours of government, voluntary,
and private agencies in a comprehensive and coordinated way to respond
to the whole spectrum of emergency needs. This is also known as disaster
management.

Environmental
impact assessment
(EIA)

A study undertaken in order to assess the effect on a specified environment
of the introduction of any new factor, which may upset the current ecological
balance.
An EIA is a policy making tool that serves to provide evidence and analysis of
environmental impacts of activities from conception to decision-making. It is
utilized extensively in national programming and for international development
assistance projects. An EIA must include a detailed risk assessment and provide
alternatives solutions or options.

Environmental
degradation

The reduction of the capacity of the environment to meet social and ecological
objectives, and needs.
Potential effects are varied and may contribute to an increase in vulnerability
and the frequency and intensity of natural hazards.
Some examples: land degradation, deforestation, desertification, wildland fires,
loss of biodiversity, land, water and air pollution, climate change, sea-level rise
and ozone depletion.

Extensive Risk

The widespread risk associated with the exposure of dispersed populations
to repeated or persistent hazard conditions of low or moderate intensity, often
of a highly localized nature, which can lead to debilitating cumulative disaster
impacts.

Forecast

A definite statement or statistical estimate of the occurrence of a future event
(UNESCO, WMO).
This term is used with different meanings in different disciplines.

Geological hazard

Natural earth processes or phenomena that may cause the loss of life or
injury, property damage, social and economic disruption, or environmental
degradation.
Geological hazards includes internal earth processes of tectonic origin, such as
earthquakes, geological fault activity, tsunamis, volcanic activity and emissions
as well as external processes such as mass movements: landslides, rockslides,
rock falls or avalanches, surface collapses, expansive soils and debris or mud
flows. Geological hazards can be single, sequential or combined in their origin
and effects.
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Geographic
information
systems (GIS)

Analyses that combine relational databases with spatial interpretation and
outputs often in form of maps. A more elaborate definition is that of computer
programmes for capturing, storing, checking, integrating, analysing, and
displaying data about the earth that is spatially referenced.
Geographical information systems are increasingly being utilized for hazard and
vulnerability mapping and analysis, as well as for the application of disaster risk
management measures.

Greenhouse gas
(GHG)

Hazard

A gas, such as water vapour, carbon dioxide, methane, chlorofluorocarbons
(CFCs), and hydrochlorofluorocarbons (HCFCs), that absorbs and re-emits
infrared radiation, warming the earth’s surface and contributing to climate
change (UNEP, 1998).
A potentially damaging physical event, phenomenon or human activity that may
cause the loss of life or injury, property damage, social and economic disruption
or environmental degradation.
Hazards can include latent conditions that may represent future threats and can
have different origins: natural (geological, hydrometeorological and biological)
or induced by human processes (environmental degradation and technological
hazards). Hazards can be single, sequential or combined in their origin and
effects. Each hazard is characterized by its location, intensity, frequency, and
probability.

Hazard analysis

Identification, studies, and monitoring of any hazard to determine its potential,
origin, characteristics, and behaviour.

Hydrometeoro-

Natural processes or phenomena of atmospheric, hydrological or oceanographic
nature, which may cause the loss of life or injury, property damage, social and
economic disruption or environmental degradation.

logical hazards

Hydrometeorological hazards include: floods, debris, and mud floods; tropical
cyclones, storm surges, thunder/hailstorms, rain and wind storms, blizzards
and other severe storms; drought, desertification, wildland fires, temperature
extremes, sand or dust storms; permafrost and snow or ice avalanches.
Hydrometeorological hazards can be single, sequential or combined in their
origin and effects.
Intensive Risk

The risk associated with the exposure of large concentrations of people and
economic activities to intense hazard events, which can lead to potentially
catastrophic disaster impacts involving high mortality and asset loss.

www.oxfam.org.uk/genderdrrpack

6

Land-use planning

Branch of physical and socio-economic planning that determines the means
and assesses the values or limitations of various options in which land is to be
utilized, with the corresponding effects on different segments of the population
or interests of a community taken into account in resulting decisions.
Land-use planning involves studies and mapping, analysis of environmental and
hazard data, formulation of alternative land-use decisions, and design of a longrange plan for different geographical and administrative scales.
Land-use planning can help to mitigate disasters and reduce risks by discouraging
high-density settlements and construction of key installations in hazard-prone
areas, control of population density and expansion, and in the siting of service
routes for transport, power, water, sewage, and other critical facilities.

Mitigation

Structural and non-structural measures undertaken to limit the adverse impact of
natural hazards, environmental degradation, and technological hazards.

Natural hazards

Natural processes or phenomena occurring in the biosphere that may constitute
a damaging event.
Natural hazards can be classified by origin namely: geological,
hydrometeorological or biological. Hazardous events can vary in magnitude or
intensity, frequency, duration, area of extent, speed of onset, spatial dispersion
and temporal spacing.

Preparedness

Activities and measures taken in advance to ensure effective response to the
impact of hazards, including the issuance of timely and effective early warnings
and the temporary evacuation of people and property from threatened locations.

Prevention

Activities to provide outright avoidance of the adverse impact of hazards
and means to minimize related environmental, technological, and biological
disasters.
Depending on social and technical feasibility and cost/benefit considerations,
investing in preventive measures is justified in areas frequently affected by
disasters. In the context of public awareness and education, related to disaster
risk reduction changing attitudes and behaviour contribute to promoting a
“culture of prevention”.

Public awareness

The processes of informing the general population, increasing levels of
consciousness about risks and how people can act to reduce their exposure
to hazards. This is particularly important for public officials in fulfilling their
responsibilities to save lives and property in the event of a disaster.
Public awareness activities foster changes in behaviour leading towards
a culture of risk reduction. This involves public information, dissemination,
education, radio or television broadcasts, use of printed media, and the
establishment of information centres and networks and community and
participation actions.

Public information

Information, facts, and knowledge provided or learned as a result of research or
study, available to be disseminated to the public.
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Recovery

Decisions and actions taken after a disaster with a view to restoring or improving
the pre-disaster living conditions of the stricken community, while encouraging
and facilitating necessary adjustments to reduce disaster risk.
Recovery (rehabilitation and reconstruction) affords an opportunity to develop
and apply disaster risk reduction measures.

Relief/response

The provision of assistance or intervention during or immediately after a disaster
to meet the life preservation and basic subsistence needs of those people
affected. It can be of an immediate, short-term, or protracted duration.

Resilience/resilient

The capacity of a system, community or society potentially exposed to hazards
to adapt, by resisting or changing in order to reach and maintain an acceptable
level of functioning and structure. This is determined by the degree to which the
social system is capable of organizing itself to increase its capacity for learning
from past disasters for better future protection and to improve risk reduction
measures.

Retrofitting
(or upgrading)

Reinforcement of structures to become more resistant and resilient to the forces
of natural hazards.
Retrofitting involves consideration of changes in the mass, stiffness, damping,
load path and ductility of materials, as well as radical changes such as the
introduction of energy absorbing dampers and base isolation systems. Examples
of retrofitting include the consideration of wind loading to strengthen and minimize
the wind force; or in earthquake prone areas, the strengthening of structures.

Risk

The probability of harmful consequences, or expected losses (deaths, injuries,
property, livelihoods, economic activity disrupted or environment damaged)
resulting from interactions between natural or human-induced hazards and
vulnerable conditions.
Conventionally risk is expressed by the notation
Risk = Hazards x Vulnerability. Some disciplines also include the concept of
exposure to refer particularly to the physical aspects of vulnerability.
Beyond expressing a possibility of physical harm, it is crucial to recognize that
risks are inherent or can be created or exist within social systems. It is important
to consider the social contexts in which risks occur and that people therefore do
not necessarily share the same perceptions of risk and their underlying causes.

Risk assessment/
analysis

A methodology to determine the nature and extent of risk by analysing potential
hazards and evaluating existing conditions of vulnerability that could pose a
potential threat or harm to people, property, livelihoods and the environment on
which they depend.
The process of conducting a risk assessment is based on a review of both
the technical features of hazards such as their location, intensity, frequency
and probability; and also the analysis of the physical, social, economic and
environmental dimensions of vulnerability and exposure, while taking particular
account of the coping capabilities pertinent to the risk scenarios.
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Structural/
non-structural
measures

Structural measures refer to any physical construction to reduce or avoid
possible impacts of hazards, which include engineering measures and
construction of hazard-resistant and protective structures and infrastructure.
Non-structural measures refer to policies, awareness, knowledge development,
public commitment, and methods and operating practices, including participatory
mechanisms and the provision of information, which can reduce risk and related
impacts.

Sustainable
development

Development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the
ability of future generations to meet their own needs. It contains within it two key
concepts: the concept of “needs”, in particular the essential needs of the world’s
poor, to which overriding priority should be given; and the idea of limitations
imposed by the state of technology and social organization on the environment’s
ability to meet present and the future needs. (Brundtland Commission, 1987).
Sustainable development is based on socio-cultural development, political
stability and decorum, economic growth and ecosystem protection, which all
relate to disaster risk reduction.

Technological
hazards

Danger originating from technological or industrial accidents, dangerous
procedures, infrastructure failures or certain human activities, which may cause
the loss of life or injury, property damage, social and economic disruption or
environmental degradation.
Examples: industrial pollution, nuclear activities and radioactivity, toxic wastes,
dam failures; transport, industrial or technological accidents (explosions, fires,
spills).

Vulnerability

The conditions determined by physical, social, economic, and environmental
factors or processes, which increase the susceptibility of a community to the
impact of hazards.
For positive factors, which increase the ability of people to cope with hazards,
see definition of capacity.

Wildland fire

Any fire occurring in vegetation areas regardless of ignition sources, damages
or benefits.
Source: UNISDR (2009), UNISDR Terminology on Disaster Risk Reduction. http://www.
preventionweb.net/english/professional/terminology/v.php?id=7823
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Handout 1.3
Key concepts in
disaster risk reduction

Hazard

Vulnerability

A dangerous phenomenon, substance,
human activity, or condition that may cause
loss of life, injury or other health impacts,
property damage, loss of livelihoods and
services, social and economic disruption, or
environmental damage.

The characteristics and circumstances of
a community, system, or asset that make
it susceptible to the damaging effects of a
hazard.

Capacity

Disaster risk reduction

The combination of all the strengths, attributes
and resources available within a community,
society, or organization that can be used to
achieve agreed goals.

The concept and practice of reducing disaster
risks through systematic efforts to analyse
and manage the causal factors of disasters,
including through reduced exposure to hazards,
lessened vulnerability of people and property,
wise management of land and the environment,
and improved preparedness for adverse events.

Risk
The combination of the probability of an event and its negative consequences, often referred to by
the following function:
Disaster risk = hazard x vulnerability
Capacity

Source: E. Turvill and H. de Dios (available from Oxfam) Participatory Capacity and Vulnerability Analysis Training Pack.

www.oxfam.org.uk/genderdrrpack

10

Handout 1.4
Gender quiz:
myth or fact?

Instructions
1. Eliminating or reducing gender inequality is necessary to overcome poverty and suffering.
2. Gender is only about women’s issues.
3. 	Women who are displaced or affected by disasters often find themselves in situations where the scarcity
of water and general unsanitary conditions make them vulnerable to vaginal infections. These conditions
are particularly difficult for pregnant, lactating, and menstruating women.
4. Women should not be rescue workers, as it is not safe for them.
5. 	Men have better exposure to the world, are more used to decision-making, and are therefore better able
to ‘manage’ communities during disasters.
6	It is widely recognized that women tend to be more disadvantaged than men in emergencies and that
information is needed on their specific experiences and needs. However, the humanitarian community
also recognizes the need to know more about the specific issues that men and boys face in crisis
situations.
7. In some ongoing conflicts, rape is used as a weapon of war.
8. Only women are raped in armed conflict and non-conflict contexts.
9. Violence against women only occurs in conflict situations.
10. 80 per cent of the world’s 40 million refugees and IDPs are men.
11. In South Asia there are 50 million women and girls ‘missing’ i.e. 50 million fewer women/girls than men/
boys in the population.
12. Domestic violence is a private affair.
13. Women who dress provocatively deserve to be raped.
14. 40–60 per cent of sexual assaults are committed against girls younger than 16.
15. Women own 1 per cent of the world’s property.
16. 70 per cent of people living in absolute poverty – i.e., on less than a dollar a day – are women.
17. Women are born more vulnerable than men.
18. Having greater access to resources is enough to empower women.
19. In Afghanistan, a woman’s risk of dying from a pregnancy-related cause is 1 in 8.
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Handout 1.5
Promoting gender equality in
humanitarian programmes:
key terms and definitions
Gender refers to the social differences between females and males, throughout the life cycle, that are
learned. Though deeply rooted in every culture, these differences are changeable over time and have wide
variations both within and between cultures. ‘Gender’, along with class and race, determines the roles,
power, and resources for females and males in any culture. Historically, a focus on gender relations has been
driven by the need to address women’s needs and circumstances, as they are typically more disadvantaged
than men. Increasingly, however, the humanitarian community is recognizing the need to know more about
what men and boys face in crisis situations.
Gender equality, or equality between women and men, refers to the equal enjoyment of rights,
opportunities, resources, and rewards by women, girls, boys, and men. Equality does not mean that women
and men are the same, but that their enjoyment of rights, opportunities, and life chances are not governed or
limited by whether they were born female or male.
Gender mainstreaming is a globally recognized strategy for making women’s as well as men’s concerns
and experiences an integral part of the design, implementation, monitoring, and evaluation of policies and
programmes in all political, economic, and societal spheres, so that women and men benefit equally and
inequality is not perpetuated.
Gender analysis examines the relationships between females and males and their access to and control
of resources; their roles and the constraints they face relative to each other. A gender analysis should be
integrated into humanitarian needs assessments and all sector assessments or situational analyses to
ensure that interventions do not exacerbate gender-based injustices and inequalities – and that, where
possible, greater equality and justice in gender relations are promoted.
Gender balance is a human-resource issue. It is about the equal participation of women and men in all
areas of work (international and national staff at all levels, including in senior positions) and in programmes
that agencies initiate or support (e.g. food distribution programmes). Achieving a balance in staffing
patterns and creating a working environment that is conducive to a diverse workforce improves the overall
effectiveness of our policies and programmes, and will enhance agencies’ capacity to serve the entire
population.
Gender-based violence (GBV) is a term for any harmful act that is perpetrated against a person’s will and
that is based on socially ascribed (gender) differences between females and males. The nature and extent
of specific types of GBV vary across cultures, countries, and regions. Examples include sexual violence,
including sexual exploitation/abuse (SEA) and forced prostitution; domestic violence; trafficking; forced/
early marriage; harmful traditional practices such as female genital mutilation; honour killings; and widow
inheritance.
Gender equality programming is a term encompassing all strategies to achieve gender equality. Important
examples include gender mainstreaming; gender analysis; prevention and response to GBV and SEA;
promotion and protection of human rights; empowerment of women and girls; and gender balance in the
workplace.
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Handout 1.6
Oxfam GB’s policy on
gender equality

Oxfam’s mission is to work with others to overcome poverty and suffering. People experience poverty
when they are denied the right to livelihoods, water, education and health, protection and security, a voice in
public life, or freedom from discrimination. Oxfam’s definition of poverty goes beyond the purely economic
to encompass capabilities, powerlessness, and inequality. Women often have less recourse than men to
legal recognition and protection, as well as lower access to public knowledge and information, and less
decision-making power both inside and outside the home. Women in many parts of the world frequently have
little control over fertility, sexuality, and marital choices. This systematic discrimination reduces women’s
public participation, often increasing their vulnerability to poverty, violence, and HIV, and results in women
representing a disproportionate percentage of the poor population of the world.
Gender equality gives women and men the same entitlements to all aspects of human development,
including economic, social, cultural, civil, and political rights; the same level of respect; the same
opportunities to make choices; and the same level of power to shape the outcomes of these choices.1
This policy represents Oxfam’s organizational commitment to gender equality. It has been written to help staff
and volunteers to ensure that our work improves the lives of both women and men and promotes gender
equality.
Principles
•	Throughout the organization, we will base our work on a common understanding that gender equality is key
to overcoming poverty and suffering.
•	We will work with both women and men to address the specific ideas and beliefs that create and reinforce
gender-related poverty.
•	Women and girls will be empowered through all aspects of our programme and ways of working, and we will
often prioritize work which specifically raises the status of women.
• Our own internal practices and ways of working will reflect our commitment to gender equality.

1

Adapted from Marsha Freeman, Oxfam GB Gender review September 2001.
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Strategies for achieving gender equality
•	A thorough understanding of the different concerns, experiences, capacities, and needs of women and men
will shape the way we analyse, plan, implement, and evaluate all our work.
•	We will address the policies, practices, ideas, and beliefs that perpetuate gender inequality and prevent
women and girls (and sometimes men and boys) from enjoying a decent livelihood, participation in public
life, protection, and basic services.
•	We will seek to ensure the full participation and empowerment of women in all areas of our work and will
promote women’s rights as human rights, particularly in the areas of abuse and violence.
•	We will work with both men and women, together and separately, to have a more lasting impact on beliefs
and behaviour. We will ensure that any work we do with men and men’s groups supports the promotion of
gender equality.
• Partnerships and alliances will be assessed on the basis of their commitment to gender equality.
•	Our campaign, advocacy, and media messages, and the images we use to support them, will emphasize
the importance of gender equality in overcoming poverty and suffering. Our communications will also
highlight our own commitment to gender equality and the essential role played by women in all aspects of
development and humanitarian work.
•	Managers will encourage groups and forums across Oxfam to share learning and best practice on gender
equality. Gender training will also be made available to staff and volunteers.
•	In all our work we will demonstrate commitment to gender equality through setting appropriate team and
individual objectives and through allocating adequate staff and resources to enable us to fulfil the gender
equality policy.
•	Managers of all divisions will devise and report on measurable objectives and actions relating to the gender
equality policy; and our management, finance, and human resource systems will facilitate and contribute to
our gender work.
•	Gender awareness and understanding will be used as a criterion for recruitment and development of staff
and volunteers.
•	Within Oxfam we will pursue family-friendly work practices that enable both men and women to participate
fully in work and family life.
This gender policy is closely linked to Oxfam’s Equal Opportunities and Diversity Policies.
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Handout 1.7a
Oxfam Tajikistan.
‘I feel so free’ – a young woman
in a man’s world?
It’s hot. It’s mid-day. Despite the lack of shade a small group in dark blue uniforms are chatting animatedly
with each other and Oxfam staff. The most animated immediately draws my eye…she would any way…
people glowing with happiness and confidence are a pleasure to watch.
The group is part of the local rescue brigade. A group of fifteen set up and trained by Oxfam, in partnership
with Tajikistan Committee for Emergency Situations. It’s their job to respond to the numerous natural
disasters that happen every year in this remote and mountainous region of the world – floods, avalanches,
landslides, mudflows, and earthquakes.
The animated young woman is Dilorom Safarova.

Members of the rescue brigade, Dilorom is second left

Dilorom				

After two months of training Dilorom (22) was already beating everyone else in the team, including the
young men, in many of the physical aspects of the course…she is quick to point out, ‘I was the fastest of the
fifteen!’ So when a national rescue competition1 was held locally Dilorom was keen to take part. Oxfam staff
approached each of the families…Dilorom picks up the story from here, ‘…my father said ‘Yes’ to Oxfam that
I could compete but after Oxfam left he didn’t allow me to go.’ Determination and persuasion are definitely
strong elements in Dilorom’s character, ‘I said to him, ‘If you won’t allow me to go then please come and see
what we do. There are other girls there and you can see for yourself that it’s OK.’ Eventually, ‘I persuaded
him to come and have a look for himself.
We live in the hills so it was a distance for him to come but he came and when he saw all the other people
from other places in Tajikistan, and he saw that other girls were taking part in our team he realised that there
was nothing wrong and that it was official, and so he agreed that I could take part and sent for my uniform.’
Sadly we were unable to meet Dilorom’s father, Sadriddin Safarov but it is clear that as soon as he saw his
daughter in her uniform and taking part his earlier feelings and concerns were completely overturned, ‘When
he saw me in my uniform he was amazed! He took photographs and he was so proud when he saw me
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taking part in the activities. When he saw me taking part in the contest he said, ‘I have seven daughters but
I feel you are more like my son.’ At this point Dilorom’s sister, Mehrubon, arrives to take her home. It is not
seemly for young women to walk home by themselves. She too is very proud of her sister, when asked what
she thinks about Dilorom’s activities she says, ‘I’m for her. I’m really proud of her. I can see she really enjoys
what she is doing.’ Though she’s quick to add, ‘No I don’t want to join…I don’t think I could do what she
does.’
Dilorom carries on with her story. She was supposed to get married but when she heard her fiance saying,
‘She’s running with men, and wearing men’s clothes…’ she knew ‘…that because he was talking about me
in this way he didn’t like me doing these activities and being in the rescue brigade.’ And so ‘Irefused to marry
him, and I don’t regret rejecting him. When my father heard he said, ‘It’s your choice. If I force you to marry
him I don’t know what your life will be like.’

Dilorum with her with sister Mehrubon 			

...and father Sadriddin				

Dilorom knows that marriage could mean the end to any of the women’s involvement in the rescue brigade,
‘There were eight women in the group but two have got married and are no longer in the brigade…their
husbands wouldn’t let them stay.’ As for the men in the brigade Dilorom says, ‘The young men treat us
equally, and with respect, because they can see what a good job we do and anything they can do we can
do too.’ It’s pretty obvious how Dilorom feels to be part of the rescue brigade; she absolutely oozes joy and
enthusiasm. Earlier when asked what she liked about being in the rescue brigade, and after the men in
the team had answered with one aspect each, she replied, ‘I like everything! The boat…crossing the river,
climbing the ropes…I like everything we do!’ And now when asked how she feels being part of the team she
simply answers, ‘I feel so free!’ and dazzles us with a huge smile.
I wonder how long she thinks she would continue with the brigade. It’s something she’s thought about, ‘How
long I continue will firstly depend on my health.’ And probably reading our minds, ‘Getting married won’t stop
me! Before I agree to marry anyone they’ll have to agree to some conditions…that I can continue with the
rescue brigade after we are married. If he says ‘No’ then I’ll refuse him.’ She adds laughingly, ‘Maybe I’ll meet
another rescuer! That would be the easiest way.’ But when asked, rather cheekily on my part, whether there
was someone she liked in the team, she answers with a very definite ‘No!’…and if that’s not definite enough
the expression on her face more than emphasizes the remark. It’s time for us to part. I wonder if her legacy
will be as a role model for others but her own sense of achievement is pretty amazing. As we come to leave
she adds, and on reflection I think it’s one of the most moving statements I hear on this trip, ‘It was my dream
to join a sports college but I wasn’t allowed to, so joining the rescue brigade has allowed me to have half my
dream.’ How many people can say they’ve even lived half their dream?

www.oxfam.org.uk/genderdrrpack
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‘It’s not always easy to be a young woman in rural Tajikistan; there is a growing cultural movement to limit
education, work, and other activities for women. In working with communities to support them to help to
reduce the impacts of disasters on their lives, we need to find ways to engage all sectors of the community –
particularly women and young people who are sometimes marginalized by older men. Women and children
are often at greater risk in disasters and so women need to be able to voice their particular needs and to be
part of the way in which the community respond to an emergency.’
Andy Baker Oxfam Country Director - Tajikistan.
Jane Beesley, July 2009

Oxfam’s ‘Strengthening participatory multi-hazard disaster preparedness programme’ in Tajikistan is funded
through The Humanitarian Aid Department of the European Commission (ECHO).
The European Aid Department of the European Commission funds relief operations for victims of natural
disasters and conflicts outside the European Union. Aid is channelled impartially straight to victims,
regardless of their race, ethnic group, religion, gender, age, nationality, and political beliefs.

Contact: Jane Beesley
HSP Programme Communications
jabeesley@oxfam.org.uk
Mobile +44 7768 176244
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Handout 1.7b
Oxfam Tajikistan.
Riding high – the horse woman of
the mountains
Bibi Rahimova has been a community mobilizer with Oxfam for two years. In the mountainous
and remote vicinity around Baldzhuvan area, Khatlon Region of Tajikistan the only way round
is on horseback. Bibi is not a woman to let anything stand in the way of her work she is totally
committed…and legend has it that not even the wolves stop her.

Bibi Rahimova				

What are your responsibilities?
My responsibilities are to mobilize the community. Working with the community on disaster preparedness
and reacting during disasters, but my main job is to raise awareness about disaster risk reduction. I’m
responsible for four villages, around one thousand five hundred community members. Because the villages I
work in are so remote and difficult to get to…up to 36 kms away…so I need a horse for transportation. To get
there can take 8-10 hours so when I go I have to stay the night.
What has been the Community’s response to this work?
I can illustrate this for you with a quote from the community about their situation before I started working with
them. They say ‘ Before we were sleeping and you woke us up’. Now they’ve started thinking about disaster
preparedness and risk reduction. I can see, I can feel they have changed by their actions and they’re keen to
learn and take part, in first aid training, in disaster management. And they know their rights – they now know
where and who to phone. So they have the right not to sit and wait for help. They can go to the top. They’re
not simple people who just sit and wait anymore – they go to the top and give information…now they don’t
wait to be asked…they go give information.
What’s the biggest challenge you face in your work?
I don’t have any challenges right now. What do you like most about your work? The thing I like most about
my work is communicating with people and working directly with them. Standing together with the community
– shoulder to shoulder. And it doesn’t matter if it’s day or night…I’m available for them.
What is the situation like for women during a disaster?
After floods the roads are washed away. If they need to go to hospital or take children to hospital they can’t
go…it’s 30-40 km away. Men can travel…they can leave children behind but women can’t travel alone. And
there are many women alone here as their men are away in Russia – working.
www.oxfam.org.uk/genderdrrpack
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What do you think about the women’s groups that Oxfam has established as part of this programme?
I like this idea very much. Women are isolated from the world here in Tajikistan. My wish is to increase the
amount of training for women so there are more women who can train more women. It’s women who can
train women…it’s easier for a woman to go to another woman’s home. In the groups the women are freer to
talk and ask questions…they’re more relaxed and can be themselves. For example, it’s not easy for young
women of marriageable age to mix with men. And married women can’t easily go to mixed groups, as their
husbands don’t like it. Women are very interested in going to all sorts of training but they Oxfam Tajikistan
feel more comfortable in women only groups, more free, ask questions more freely, ask each other.

Turakhonov Akobir, Deputy Chairman of Baldzhuvan area, Khatlon Region.				

Later we learn from Turakhonov Akobir, Deputy Chairman of Baldzhuvan area, Khatlon Region, that through Bibi’s
work 35 households were saved from a landslide earlier this year, ‘Recently there was a landslide and thanks
to this programme and the actions taken there were no human casualties. Thirty-five households were at risk of
being buried under the landslide but the VEG (village emergency group) noticed the risk…that a landslide was
imminent…and gave out a warning and evacuated the community. In 1969 there was a big landslide here and
134 people died…and it’s thanks to Bibi that those 35 households were saved from the landslide.’
Oxfam is working with communities to help to reduce the impact of disasters on their lives. It is widely
acknowledged that women and children are often at greater risk in disasters than men. With many men away
working in Russia a large number of women are left as the single head of household, and with the position of
women often marginalized, it has been a particular objective of the programme to work with women so they
are able to voice their needs and be able to participate fully in the community’s response to emergencies.
Jane Beesley, July 2009

Oxfam’s ‘Strengthening participatory multi-hazard disaster preparedness programme’ in Tajikistan is funded
through The Humanitarian Aid Department of the European Commission (ECHO).
The European Aid Department of the European Commission funds relief operations for victims of natural
disasters and conflicts outside the European Union. Aid is channelled impartially straight to victims,
regardless of their race, ethnic group, religion, gender, age, nationality, and political beliefs.
Contact: Jane Beesley
HSP Programme Communications
jabeesley@oxfam.org.uk
Mobile +44 7768 176244

www.oxfam.org.uk/genderdrrpack
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Handout 1.7c
Oxfam Tajikistan.
Inclusive – how Oxfam is working with
women and disaster risk reduction
It is widely acknowledged that women and children are often at greater risk in disasters than men. With many men
away working in Russia a large number of women are left as the single head of household, and with the position
of women often marginalized, it has been a particular objective of the programme to work with women so they are
able to voice their needs and be able to participate fully in the community’s response to emergencies.

Left: Women and children taking part in the flood evacuation exercise in Farkhor; Right: Farkhor women’s group			

‘It’s not easy for young women of marriageable age to mix with men. And married women can’t easily go to
mixed groups as their husbands don’t like it. Women are very interested in going to all sorts of training but
they feel more comfortable in women only groups, more free, ask questions more freely, ask each other.’ Bibi
Rahimova, Oxfam Community Mobiliser
It’s good because women get a chance to meet together…we can discuss things, which we couldn’t do in a
mixed group…And we will be training other women…we each will go back to our communities and train five
other women. It’s easier for women to meet and train other women…and if they have questions it’s easier for
them to come and talk with women.’ Zulfia
‘It’s really important for women to learn about fire prevention and handling fires because many of the men are
away working in Russia so we need to know what to do, and because we are always in the kitchen where a
lot of fires in the home can start…so we are learning a lot about how to prevent them from happening…and if
they do, what to do so they don’t spread…’ Comments from women’s group in Vose

Left: Zulfia (in purple) and other Gipsy women in Sari Paron; Right: Women’s group in Vose attending fire safety training with the fire department		
		

www.oxfam.org.uk/genderdrrpack
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‘We’ve increased our knowledge. We women normally stay at home but have had the opportunity to come
and learn new skills and then try them out at events like today.’ Habiba Turaeva
‘…it’s also good to have a mixed group’ Sobirova Holby
Besides women-only groups Oxfam has worked with communities to establish mixed Village Emergency
Groups (VEG) and rescue brigades.
‘We chose more woman than men because they are heads of households as most of the men have migrated
to Russia for work.’ Maruf Erniyozov - head of a village emergency group

Left: Habiba Turaeva left, with Zarnigor Umarova at registration desk during flood evacuation exercise; Right: Sobirova Holby

‘There are fifteen of us in the brigade…eight women and seven men. There are so many women because a
lot of men have migrated to Russia, and women can help women better. We range in age from 19 to 47. We
do all the exercises together…men and women…in the brigade we are all equal and do all the jobs equally.’
Sharofat Otaeva, Rescue brigade member.
‘The young men treat us equally, and with respect because they can see what a good job we do and
anything they can do we can do to.’ Dilorom Saforova.
It’s still challenging to get a good balance of men and women in some of the groups and even then things
can change:
‘There were eight women in the group but two have got married and are no longer in the brigade…their
husbands wouldn’t let them stay.’ Dilorom Saforova.

Members of the rescue brigade, Sharofat is third from the right

www.oxfam.org.uk/genderdrrpack
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Dilorom (below) had to persuade her father, ‘…he came and when he saw all the other people from other places
in Tajikistan, and he saw that other girls were taking part in our team he realized that there was nothing wrong
and that it was official, and so he agreed that I could take part and sent for my uniform. When he saw me in my
uniform he was amazed…he took photographs and he was so proud when he saw me taking part in the activities.’
‘Women are isolated from the world here in Tajikistan. My wish is to increase the amount of training for
women so there are more women who can train more women. It’s women who can train women…it’s easier
for a woman to go to another woman’s home. In the groups the women are freer to talk and ask questions…
they are more relaxed and can be themselves.’ Bibi Rahimova, Oxfam Community Mobiliser
Working with women continues to be core to Oxfam Tajikistan’s disaster preparedness programme.
Jane Beesley, July 2009

Dilorom 						

Bibi Rahimova, Oxfam Community Mobiliser			

Oxfam’s ‘Strengthening participatory multi-hazard disaster preparedness programme’ in Tajikistan is funded
through The Humanitarian Aid Department of the European Commission (ECHO).
The European Aid Department of the European Commission funds relief operations for victims of natural
disasters and conflicts outside the European Union. Aid is channelled impartially straight to victims,
regardless of their race, ethnic group, religion, gender, age, nationality, and political beliefs.
Contact: Jane Beesley
HSP Programme Communications
jabeesley@oxfam.org.uk
Mobile +44 7768 176244
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Handout 1.8
Gender-based differentiation
in disasters and vulnerability:
implications for women
Condition/situation

Specific implications for women

Examples

Direct impacts of
sudden-onset hazards
(floods, cyclones,
tsunamis, mud slides,
etc.)

Women are at greater risk of
injury and death due to societal
restrictions and gender roles.

More women than men die from
disasters. Statistics from past
disasters including the 2004
Indian Ocean tsunami and the
1991 Bangladesh cyclone have
showed women over-represented
in mortality rates.

Swimming is not a skill girls and
women are encouraged to learn in
some cultures.
In some regions, women’s clothing
limits their mobility.
In some societies and cultures,
women cannot respond to warnings
or leave the house without a male
companion.

Due to floods in Nepal in 2009,
women report that they cannot feed
their children because the river took
away their cows.

Loss of crops and livestock
managed by women (with direct
detriment to family food security).
Impacts of slow-onset
hazards (drought,
desertification,
deforestation, land
degradation, etc.).

Increased workload to collect,
store, protect, and distribute
water for the household – often a
responsibility that falls entirely to
women.
Increased domestic workload to
secure food.
Increased numbers of womenheaded households due to men’s
migration.
Women’s access to collect food,
fodder, wood, and medicinal plants
diminishes.

www.oxfam.org.uk/genderdrrpack

In East Africa, it has been recorded
that women walk for more than
10km in search of water, and when
droughts worsen, some even return
home empty-handed.
In Senegal, much arable land is
lost due to erosion. As a result,
most of the young people and
males migrate to the cities to find
jobs, leaving women in charge of
households.
More women than men rely on
forest-based products to sustain
households. Up to 80 per cent of
the population of some developing
countries rely on traditional
medicine as their primary source of
health care. Women often have a
more specialized knowledge of wild
plants used for medicine than men.
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Less access to early
warnings, and lower
ability to respond.

Warnings in many cases do not
reach women.
Women lack adequate awareness
of how to act on warnings.
Women lack life saving skills such
as swimming and climbing.

During the 2004 tsunami, more
women died than men – for
example, in Indonesia and Sri
Lanka, male survivors outnumbered
female survivors by 3 or 4 to 1.

Women tend to take the
responsibility of carrying children
and elderly to safety.
Lower land and other
asset ownership

Less control over production and
markets.
Less ability to adapt to ecological
changes, resulting in crop failure.
Loss of income.

Lower income

Greater vulnerability in the face of
shocks such as food shortages,
crop failure, disasters.

Less than 10 per cent of women
farmers in India, Nepal, and
Thailand own land.
In Malawi, the value of assets
owned by male-headed households
is more than double that of femaleheaded households. Male-headed
households are more likely to own
agricultural assets.
Women earn only 70 - 80 per cent of
the earning of men in both developed
and developing countries.
Women have less access to secure
and better-paid jobs in the formal
sector than men. They are mostly
occupied in the informal sector,
making less money, with less
employment security.

Lower levels of
education

Hampers women’s access to
information, and limits their ability
to prepare for and respond to
disasters.

876 million people in the world are
illiterate, of whom two-thirds are
women.

Lower levels of
participation in
decision-making
bodies

Women’s capacities are not
applied, their needs and concerns
are not voiced, and they are
overlooked in policies and
programmes.

Women are poorly represented in
decision-making bodies. Sociocultural norms and attitudes bar
women’s participation in decisionmaking.

Poor access to
resources

Women suffer inequitable access
to markets, credit, information,
and relief services, resulting in
less ability to recover from disaster
losses.

Analysis of credit schemes in five
African countries found that women
received less than 10 per cent of
the credit given to men.
Women face more difficulties
accessing credit, as they do not
possess assets for collateral.

Source: ISDR, UNDP and IUCN (2009) Making Disaster Risk Reduction Gender-Sensitive: Policy and Practical Guidelines, pp.36–39.
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Handout 1.9
Gender-differentiated
mortality in disasters

	Several studies have shown that disaster mortality rates are higher for women than for men, and that this is
caused by socially constructed gender differences in the vulnerability of women and men.
•	A study of 141 countries found that gender differences in deaths from disasters caused by natural hazards
were directly linked to women’s economic and social status (Neumayer and Pluemper, 2007).1 Firstly, such
disasters (and their subsequent impact) on average kill more women than men, or kill women at an earlier
age than men. Secondly, the more severe the disaster, the worse the impact on female deaths as compared
to male deaths. Thirdly, the lower women’s socio-economic status is, the greater the difference in male
and female mortality. This is the result of existing gender inequalities such as boys being given preferential
treatment during rescue efforts, and women and girls suffering more from shortages of food and economic
resources following disasters.
•	Following the 2004 Asian tsunami, Oxfam found that females in many villages in Aceh, Indonesia, and
in parts of India accounted for over 70 per cent of the dead.2 Causes of the gender differences included
women staying behind to look for children and relatives, and women being less able to swim or climb
trees than men. The consequences of this gender imbalance on mortality were many. Would women so
outnumbered by men be safe in crowded camps and settlements? Would men take on domestic roles
previously carried out by women, or would surviving women have to carry this burden?
•	In the 1991 cyclone disaster, which killed 140,000 people in Bangladesh, 90 per cent of victims were women
(Ikeda, 1995).3
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