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INTRODUCTION

Learning Intersectionality of Women Led 

Disaster Preparedness and Resilience 
By Mihir R. Bhatt , AIDMI, Ahmedabad, India 

ntersectionalityõ refers to the 

interconnected nature of social 

categorizations such as race, class, 

and gender as they apply to a given 

individual or group, regarded as 

creating overlapping and 

interdependent systems of 

discrimination or disadvantage. The 

intersectionality of gende r, risk and 

resilience very often makes women 

much more vulnerable to the adverse 

impacts of disasters and extreme 

events. AIDMI has observed this in 

itõs work in India. 

In popular perception, disasters are 

often seen as these big cataclysmic 

events that cause indiscriminate 

death, destruction and distress. 

However, the vulnerability to the 

adverse impacts of disasters and 

extreme events is also driven by 

several social and economic factors. 

Gender is one such important social 

construct that often determine s the 

extent of a disasterõs impact on a 

person. It has often been observed 

including in AIDMIõs work that the 

same disaster or extreme event can 

                                                           
1 Gender Dynamics of Disaster Risk and Resilience, The World Bank Publication,  March 3, 2021, 
https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/disasterriskmanagement/publication/gender -dynamics-of-disaster-risk-and-resilience  
2 (Pittaway et al. 2007) 

have differentiated impacts on men 

and women and other sexual 

minorities. 1  

During various disasters in India,  the 

mortality of women has been higher 

than that of men. For instance, 

during the 2004 Indian Ocean 

Tsunami, more women died as 

compared to men because of their 

restrictive attire traditions, long hair 

that got entangled with bushes, lack 

of physical abil ity to run, as well as 

their efforts to save valuables from 

homes and to protect children by 

taking higher risks. 2 In fact, pre-

existing, structural gender 

inequalities mean that women and 

girls bear a disproportionate burden 

of the adverse impacts of disasters 

than men and boys. And this is the 

reason why AIDMI was one of the 

first in tsunami response to address 

womenõs needs first and directly. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has 

highlighted this differentiated 

vulnerability like never before. As 

the pandemic unfolds, its impacts on 

women's welfare, food and 

livelihood security are becoming 

increasingly clear. The pandemic and 

its concomitant lockdowns hav e 

disrupted livelihoods and value 

chains in rural and urban areas. 

Research by sector experts from 

organizations like International Food 

Policy Research Institute (IFPRI), 

World Bank and Centre for Global 

Development, highlight the 

differential impacts of the pandemic 

on men and women and their ability 

to cope with these multiple shocks. 

Recent work of GRRIPP has 

highlighted this.  

For instance, women tend to 

experience more lingering income 

shocks and have greater difficulty 

accessing food than men. 

Furthermore, the pandemic is 

increasing the work burden on 

women due to school closures and 

the additional care needs of sick 

family members in the household. 

An increase in gender-based violence 

and deteriorating mental health of 
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women have also been noted. AIDM I 

has found that casual women 

workers have suffered loss of income 

upto 50% due to the pandemic impact. 

Another debilitating factor is that the 

role of women is often ignored in risk 

reduction and relief contexts which 

in turn limits their participation in  

such activities. This is unfortunate, 

because not only do women suffer 

the adverse impacts of disasters 

more; they also possess the ability to 

prepare against such extreme events. 

Duryog Nivaran in South Asia has 

pointed this out for now two 

decades.  

Thus, ôIntersectionality of Women 

led Disaster Preparedness and 

Resilienceõ has emerged to be an 

important policy agenda as it 

challenges our pre-existing notions 

of risk and vulnerability driven by 

gender dynamics. Furthermore, it is 

imperative to understand  and 

address this ôintersectionalityõ to 

redeem the pledge of Indiaõs NDMP 

and PMõs 10-point agenda on DRR 

which lay stress on improving the 

disaster preparedness and 

participation of women in risk 

reduction activities across different 

levels. With this in  mind AIDMI has 

put together this issue. g 

 

 

Women, Pandemic and Small Businesses
By Vishal Pathak,  AIDMI , India  

 
ith the spread of the COVID -19 

pandemic, the limited gains 

made in the past decades on gender 

equality are at risk of being rolled 

back. The pandemic is deepening 

pre-existing inequalities, exposing 

vulnerabilities in social, political and 

economic systems, which are in turn 

amplifying the impacts of  the 

pandemic. 

The governmentõs latest Periodic 

Labour Force Survey (PLFS) shows 

the unemployment rate for women 

during the January to March 2021 

period was 11.8 per cent, even before 

the second wave of the pandemic hit. 

This is higher than 10.5 per cent in 

the corresponding time in 2020.  

Female entrepreneurs have had to 

content with unclaimed inventories 

owing to order cancellations and 

higher raw material costs3. Of the 61 

million proprietary MSME 

enterprises in India, only 20% are 

women-owned (MSME Annual 

                                                           
3 Small businesses, big challenges ð How will female -owned micro -businesses recover from COVID-19? (March 2021), Times of 
India, Opinion ð Mitali Nikore, Economist. https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/blogs/irrational -economics/small -businesses-big-
challenges-how-will -female-owned-micro -businesses-recover-from -covid -19/ .  
4 Periodic Labour Force Survey (June 2020), Government of India. National Statistical Office, 
http://mospi.nic.in/sites/default/files/publication_reports/Annual_Report_PLFS_2018_19_HL.pdf .  
5 Women Entrepreneurs as the powerhouse of recovery, KREA University and IWWAGE, https://ifmrlead.org/wp -
content/uploads/2020/11/Report_Women -Entrepreneurs-as-Powerhouse-of-Recovery-upd.pdf .  
6 UN WOMEN Response to COVID -19 Crisis, https://www.unwomen.org/en/news/in -focus/in -focus-gender-equality -in-covid -
19-response/un -women-response-to-covid -19-crisis#data.  

Report, 2019-20). Social norms 

prevent women from accessing 

mentorship and training. In 2018-19, 

4.9% of women   received informal 

business training, vs. 12.9% men4 

(PLFS, 2018-19). During the 

lockdown, only 9% of women 

respondents learned a new skill5 

(IWWAGE, 2020).   

Every COVID -19 response plans, 

and every recovery package and 

budgeting of resources, needs to 

address the impacts of the pandemic 

on women. The long-term recovery 

must mitigate the impact of 

pandemic and benefits women and 

girls (refer priorities of 

UNWOMEN).   

UN Womenõs Response Focuses on 

Five Priori ties6: 

1. Gender-based violence, 

including domestic violence, is 

mitigated and reduced  

2. Social protection and economic 

stimulus packages serve women 

and girls  

3. People support and practise 

equal sharing of care work 

4. Women and girls lead and 

participate in COVID -19 

response planning and decision-

making  

5. Data and coordination 

mechanisms include gender 

perspectives. g

W 

Economic infrastructure ς beyond 
roads and buildings ς ŦƻǊ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ 
enterprise in social sector needs 
tremendous investments, sustained 
and substantial, shows recent 
assessment by AIDMI. 

https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/blogs/irrational-economics/small-businesses-big-challenges-how-will-female-owned-micro-businesses-recover-from-covid-19/
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/blogs/irrational-economics/small-businesses-big-challenges-how-will-female-owned-micro-businesses-recover-from-covid-19/
http://mospi.nic.in/sites/default/files/publication_reports/Annual_Report_PLFS_2018_19_HL.pdf
https://ifmrlead.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/Report_Women-Entrepreneurs-as-Powerhouse-of-Recovery-upd.pdf
https://ifmrlead.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/Report_Women-Entrepreneurs-as-Powerhouse-of-Recovery-upd.pdf
https://www.unwomen.org/en/news/in-focus/in-focus-gender-equality-in-covid-19-response/un-women-response-to-covid-19-crisis#data
https://www.unwomen.org/en/news/in-focus/in-focus-gender-equality-in-covid-19-response/un-women-response-to-covid-19-crisis#data
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WOMENõS LEADERSHIP IN HUMANITARIAN SYSTEMS 
Womenõs Leadership in Humanitarian System in India: 

Early Findings 
By Dr. Prabodh Dhar Chakrabarti * 

 
omen in India like women in 

general, due to the unique 

role they play in family and society, 

are endowed with the qualities of 

empathy, humility, inclusiveness, 

and the ability to communicate 

effectively with other women and 

children, who comprise nearly three -

fourth s of the population of the 

country. These qualities of the head 

and heart make women natural 

leaders during humanitarian crises. 

Women play this leadership role 

effectively but silently i n dealing 

with crisis situations within 

household and communities, which 

often go unnoticed and do not get 

adequately recognised in the formal 

humanitarian systems of the 

country.  

The gap between the de facto and de 

jure leadership position of women 

can be attributed to their lack of 

education, overburden of work, 

culture of inhibitions and patriarchal 

social norms and practices, which do 

not allow women to come out openly 

in public space to assume formal 

leadership positions during 

humanitarian response, relief and 

recovery operations. The nature of 

humanitarian response during 

emergency situations ð evacuation, 

search and rescue, emergency relief ð 

demands very high degree of 

physical exposure and sometime 

during odd hours which make 

womenõs participation in such 

operations problematic.  

                                                           
* Author is retired civil servant who served as Executive Director NIDM, Secretary NIDM, and Director SDMC. He is presently 
leading a study on Strengthening Humanitarian Systems in India.  

Despite all these odds women are 

breaking the shackles of the past and 

slowly beginning to assume 

positions of leadership in 

humanitarian systems at the local 

level. Spread of education among 

women, increasing awareness of 

their rights, exposures to the outside 

world through television , etc., and 

opportunities of interaction through 

mobile telephone have contributed 

to this change. Millions of self-help 

groups of women in the rural areas, 

large number of highly active 

womenõs organisations, and 

hundreds of thousands of women 

peopleõs representatives in both rural 

and urban local bodies, thanks to 

reservation of minimum of thirty 

percent of such seats since mid-

nineties, have brought women into 

the focus. 

Women have started to assume 

positions of leadership at the local 

level. They are in a better position to 

present their problems and 

difficulties before the authorities. 

The trinity of women functionaries at 

the grassroots ð ASHA, Anganwadi 

and ANM ð deal with issues of child 

and female reproductive health and 

nutrition which assume critical 

importance post emergencies. These 

official functionaries along with the 

elected Panchs and Sarpanchs are 

involved with post disaster need 

assessment at the local level. In the 

cyclone affected States of Odisha and 

West Bengal majority of local level 

committees to manage shelter camps 

were led by women. Similar trends 

were beginning to be noticed in the 

flood affected regions of Bihar and 

Tamil Nadu.  

Womenõs leadership at the local level 

has enabled highlighting issues of 

violence against women, privacy of 

women and other women specific 

needs that were ignored during 

emergencies. Womenõs 

representatives in shelter, relief and 

other committees have articulated 

the needs of food, nutrition, wat er 

and sanitation much more effectively 

than their male counterparts.  

Many experienced, educated and 

articulate women have graduated 

from local level to assume leadership 

positions at sub-national and local 

levels. In the recently held Mayorõs 

conclave at the World Congress on 

Disaster Management in Delhi 

women Mayors of many cities 

including that of Mumbai, Indore 

and Ranchi stole the show with their 

impassionate interventions 

regarding the role they played in 

leading from the front the fight 

against the Corona Virus. 

It can be expected that with the 

increasing leadership of women in 

all spheres of society, their roles in 

humanitarian systems which were 

hitherto the exclusive domain of men 

would also increase. g 

  

W 
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WOMENõS LEADERSHIP IN DRR AT THE SUB-NATIONAL LEVEL 

Why Investing in Womenõs Leadership is Important for 

Disaster Preparedness and Resilience?
By Yogesh Ghore, Coady International Institute, Canada 

 
obilising Rapid Response  

While the pandemic has had 

a disproportionate impact on women 

and threatens to reverse decades of 

progress on gender equality, what 

we find in our stories is the resilience, 

innovation and agency 

demonstrated women to not only 

tackle the most immediate thr eats to 

public health but to find practical 

solutions to the problems created by 

the lockdowns, loss of work and 

family income. For example, the 

most pressing and immediate issue 

at the start of the outbreak was the 

supply of personal protective 

equipment (PPE), including face 

masks that provide first line of 

defence against the virus. Realising 

this, about 500 women from SEWA 

learned how to make the masks and 

produced half a million masks even 

before the entire country went into a 

national lockdown in Marc h 2020. 

These masks were then distributed to 

the associationõs membership of over 

1.9 million women workers in the 

informal economy spread across the 

length and breadth of the country.  

The decentralised production model 

of SEWA involved less logistics and 

time for delivering it to local 

hospitals and customers and created 

employment and income for women 

at a time when the entire economy 

came to a standstill.   

Raising Public Awareness  

Raising public awareness about the 

pandemic was another area where 

women took the leadership. Using 

technology (video messaging, social 

media) to spread messages on social 

distancing, hand washing, masking, 

and subsequently on vaccination. 

This kind of messaging from trusted 

sources was especially important 

given the stigma, and 

misinformation about the disease, 

public health protocols, treatment, 

and vaccines. 

Providing Care to the Most 

Vulnerable  

Providing care to the most 

vulnerable is a major challenge in a 

M 

Ever since the beginning of the Covid-19 pandemic, we at the Coady International Institute have been 

working with our graduates and partner organisations across the globe who are leading the fight against 

coronavirus. Their stories give us a glimpse of how women in local communities are coping with and 

responding to the global crisis, and why investing in building their leadership is important for disaster 

preparedness and resilience. Below are some lessons from India and our ongoing work with the Self-

Employed Womenõs Association (SEWA). 

  
Photo credit: SEWA. 
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disaster as they are the hardest to 

reach and yet are most affected by it. 

The stories we collected during the 

pandemic show that women were at 

the forefront of identifying such 

groups, be it the informal sector 

workersñmigrant labourers, street 

vendors, home-based workers, 

cigarette rollers, rickshaw pullers, 

domestic workers, waste pickers, 

construction workers, agricultural 

workers ñor the malnourished 

children with weak immune system, 

lactating mothers with low incomes, 

people with disabilities, single 

mothers, widows, victims of gender -

based violence and others in difficult 

situations. Working alongside 

governments at various levels, 

SEWA members leveraged their 

community assets (over 2000 self-

help groups, district level 

associations, and various trade 

groups and social enterprises) to 

provide immediate shelter, foo d and 

medical help.   

Stimulating Local Economy through 

Innovation and Entrepreneurship  

Global supply chains were severely 

affected during the pandemic which 

included the supply of essential 

goods and services. While the 

lockdowns were a huge problem for 

the traditional ways in which supply 

chains function, it opened new 

opportunities for local businesses 

and community institutions. For 

instance, SEWAõs RUDI (a grassroots 

business owned and operated by 

rural women with an innovative 

circular model of local  production, 

local processing, and local 

distribution through a network of 

last-mile saleswomen who make 

home deliveries) saw an increase in 

their procurement as well as sales 

during the pandemic. They did all 

this while observing the social 

distancing nor ms and used mobile-

based apps for accepting orders and 

inventory management. When the 

big businesses and wholesale 

markets were shut, women obtained 

permissions and worked with the 

local administration to supply 

essential goods to the remotest of 

places during the crisis. 

Key Take Away  

Stories collected highlight the 

extreme impact of the pandemic on 

women and how that has been 

translated into agency. Going 

forward, what difference is it going 

to make for disaster preparedness 

and resilience? Particularly given the 

fact that women have been 

recognized to have both been 

impacted by and have done the most 

in response.  

The once in a century pandemic took 

everyone by surprise. Governments 

across the world struggled to control 

the spread and its extreme impact on 

public health, economy and society. 

At the same time, the stories from 

SEWA tell us how women emerged 

as capable and compassionate 

leaders who took the challenges head 

on. The response provided by SEWA 

stands on years of investments in 

building womenõs agency and 

leadership. By organising women in 

the informal economy, SEWA has 

given them identity, voice and 

means to build assets thereby 

increasing their ability to cope with 

crisis. The stories also point to the 

ability of women -led organisations 

to rapidly leverage social capitalñin 

the form of relationships, trust, 

community connections, institutions, 

leadershipñto mobilise mass action 

in the time of crisis. Just as they have 

played a vital role in responding to 

the crisis, SEWAõs experience calls 

for greater role for women and 

investments in building their 

leadership for disaster preparedness 

and resilience. g 

 

 

WOMEN AND WASH OUTCOMES 

Women in WASH Alliance: Building Resilience to 

Disaster and Climate Threats
By Shaila Shahid , Chief Operating Officer; and Rifat Binte Jia , Gender Expert, Disaster Climate Change Support Unit, 

CWIS-FSM Support Cell, Department of Public Health Engineering (DPHE), Bangladesh Government 
 

ater and sanitation are the 

primary areas and key 

medium by which we feel the 

impacts of climate change. As 

climate vulnerable people experience 

changing weather patterns, less 

predictable rainfall, drought, salt -

water intrusion and increased 

exposure to disease, improved 

WASH (access to water sanitation 

and hygiene) becomes a critical line 

of defense.In many instances, 

climate change impacts on WASH 

sector are disproportionately 

affecting women, girls, elderly and 

people with disabilities. When 

women and people with disabilities 

have relatively lower social and legal 

status and hold less political power 

within a community, this limits their 

influence on decisions about how 

W 
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families and communities should 

respond to maintain WASH access 

against climate change impacts.  

Challenges Faced by Women: WASH 

Context 

In local communities of South Asia, 

women are the key managers of 

water and sanitation at the 

household level ð collecting safe 

water from a safe space is a major 

activity of women. They are left with 

little to no time for work, school or to 

care for family and important time 

for their own leisure. Further, adding 

to the needs, women have a lack of 

education on health and poor 

concern about menstrual hygiene. 

Womenõs WASH-related decision-

making is low as their participation 

in water governance is constrained 

by a range of factors. WASH-related 

decision-making is dominated by 

men in this region.   

Addressing the WASH needs of 

women in the changing climate 

scenario:  

In the case of Bangladesh, it has the 

Women Advancement Policy (2011) 

included a section on women and 

children in disaster s. Bangladesh 

Climate Change Strategies and 

Action Plan, also states that every 

effort shall be made to ensure that 

vulnerable groups will be protected 

from the impacts of disaster and 

climate change impacts. The Gender 

Action Plan (ccGAP) 2013 of 

Bangladesh in its capacity building 

initiatives of GoB and other 

organizations gave more emphasis 

on gender issues in general and 

relevant organizations on gender 

and WASH and Climate Change in 

particular.  

Practice Level WASH in Bangladesh  

The government approved the 

National Strategy for Water Supply  

and Sanitation in 2014, and the Fecal 

Sludge Management Institutional 

and Regulatory Framework (FSM - 

IRF) developed in 2017 in the 

country. To execute those strategies 

by 2030, a ôNational Action Planõ has 

been adopted to better execute and 

monitor those national policies in the 

Department of Public Health and 

Engineering (DPHE) under the 

Ministry of Local Government and 

Rural Development and 

Cooperatives. A comprehensive 

approach is being applied to focus on 

CWIS indicators (City -wide 

inclusive sanitatio n) in DPHE to 

ensure gender, equality and 

inclusion at all level of programme 

implementation WASH, DRR, and 

Water and Sanitation 

entrepreneurship. Bangladesh has 

made its cyclone preparedness 

programme more inclusive of 

women. 

Women are involved in the design of 

early warning systems, the building 

of cyclone shelters, and in raising 

community awareness. This has 

managed to lower the ratio of female 

to male deaths by almost two-thirds. 

Womenõs voice in water governance 

is critical for inclusive policies that  

benefit both women and men and 

support the sustainability of water 

resources.  

Way Forward 

Ensure womenõs meaningful 

participation and leadership in 

WASH governance, climate 

governance, disaster management 

and integrated water resources 

management (IWRM) at all levels 

(household, community, national, 

and trans-boundary) are key 

stepping stone to adapt to the 

changing climate.  

Since, low levels of awareness and 

poor understanding of climate 

change risks, combined with 

signific ant knowledge gaps about 

climate change processes, have 

hindered effective societal decision 

making, there is a need to initiate 

massive campaign to challenge the 

social norms around unpaid care 

work, womenõs leadership, and 

gender-based violence, with special 

focus on WASH sector and sanitation 

value chain. g

Women in WASH resilience. 
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