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Abstract 

The Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk 

Reduction calls for the participation of 

people disproportionately affected by 

disasters and highlights the need to 

strengthen the link between 

environmental and natural resource 

management and disaster risk reduction. 

A major group in the society that is 

disproportionately affected by flood 

impacts in developing countries are 

women. In this policy brief we argue that 

ecosystem-based adaptation (EbA) can be 

a complementary risk reduction strategy 

that is more accessible and inclusive to 

vulnerable groups such as women and 

poor. This makes EbA a promising means 

to strengthen the role of women in 

disaster risk management and climate 

change adaptation. However, little is 

currently known about how to integrate 

EbA and strengthening the role of women 

in disaster risk management (DRM) and 

climate change adaptation (CCA).  

Women, flooding and disaster risk 

management 

The Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk 

Reduction calls for an all-off society 

engagement and partnership to reduce 

disaster risk, with an inclusive and 

accessible participation of people 

disproportionately affected by disasters. 

It also identifies the need to strengthen 

the link between environmental and 

natural resource management and 

disaster risk reduction1.   

Floods remain the most devastating 

natural hazard globally, particularly 

affecting Asia. According to the EM-DAT 

database, more than 60 percent of the 

human and economic losses between 
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1980 and 2015 occurred in Asia2.   

A group of society that is 

disproportionately affected by flood 

impacts in developing countries are 

women. Women commonly experience 

disadvantages in social, cultural, 

economic and political domains, as well as 

in legal status and opportunities. These 

disadvantages increase the vulnerability 

of women to climate related disasters, 

such as flooding, in a number of ways.  

The study of Neumayer and Plümper 

(2007) presents results that link the 

lower socio-economic status of women to 

the total number of women dying, as well 

as at a younger age, during and in the 

aftermath of disasters.3 Similarly higher 

fatality rates of women compared with 

men were observed during the Cyclone 

Nargis in Myanmar in 2008 (61 percent), 

the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami (70-80 

percent) and the 1991 cyclone in 
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Bangladesh (91 percent)4.  

Due to disadvantages related to the 

division in labor, income and assets, there 

are more women living in poverty 

compared with men5. This results from 

higher unemployment rates among 

women, unpaid care work and lack of 

basic rights, such as land rights6,7. 

Additionally, women are more likely to be 

employed in the informal sector, a sector 

that is subject to income insecurity and 

high vulnerability to disasters 5,8,9. For 

example, flood damage to small stores or 

houses, where activities such as selling 

home-baked goods take place, can lead to 

diminished or complete loss of income 
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generated by these activities5,7,8.  

Another aspect is the presence of gender 

roles and cultural patterns, which affect 

the level of education obtained by 

women, and also their mobility, or lack of 

it7. Women are usually the caretakers of 

the children, elderly and sick as well as of 

the house, belongings and nutrition. 

Consequently, a woman’s mobility is 

reduced during disasters, as she must 

help her dependents and protect the 

home, and with that the ability to access 

shelters or otherwise escape harm5,8.  

It also means that during and after 

disasters, women are subject to the 

increased burden of securing food, water 

and safety for all, and to clean up and 

recover the house and land, causing 

psychological stress8. The results of 

Mason and Agan (2015) reveal that 

during and after floods, women are 

concerned about the difficulty for their 

children to go to school, decreased ability 

to fulfil daily tasks, and health effects on 

the family10. 

While the above mentioned factors make 

women especially vulnerable to flood 
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impacts, they also demonstrate that 

women in developing countries are 

already at the frontline of disaster risk 

management and climate change 

adaptation. Women’s responsibilities in 

households and communities position 

them especially well to understand and 

develop (additional) measures and 

strategies for adapting to changing 

environmental realities. In particular, as 

pivotal managers of natural and 

environmental resources, women have 

the experience and knowledge to build 

the resilience of their communities. They 

thus represent an immense source of 

potential and power to combat the 

increased disaster risks that climate 

change will bring in many places.11  

However, gender bias in decision making 

often means that women do not have the 

opportunity to express their needs to 

reduce the impact of disasters on their 

wellbeing5,7. Women are 

underrepresented in decision making at 

all levels, in both public entities and the 

private sphere5.  
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The role of women in building flood 

resilience in Hue city, central Vietnam   

A recent study into the role of women in 

building climate resilience in Thua Thien 

Hue province (Central Vietnam) confirms 

the important role that women play in 

securing the wellbeing of their families 

and communities during and after 

disasters, and, at the same time, their 

limited influence on disaster risk 

management decisions12. The study is 

based on a literature review and 

participatory research methods. The 

latter included focus group discussions at 

the local level with a total of 203 people, 

as well as 85 in-depth interviews with 

representatives from local authorities, 

city planners and local people. Results 

were validated during a stakeholder 

workshop.   

Currently, about 1.31 million people 

inhabit Thua Thien Hue province, of 

whom 330.000 reside in the city of Hue. 

Between 1975 and 2005, 40 flood events 

occurred in the province that heavily 

impacted the province and especially 

vulnerable groups of society such as 
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women.  

Also in the Vietnamese context, women 

are traditionally responsible for the 

elderly and children, limiting their 

mobility. Their position in the family 

often means that they are the first to 

suffer shortages of basic resources such 

as food, water and electricity. Moreover, 

they are occupied by their domestic 

duties, and have little room for further 

training or professional development. 

This hinders them from creating 

independent financial reserves for the 

management of disasters. But, there is 

also potential in their position. As 

caregivers, they appreciate not only their 

own needs, but also the needs of others 

within their families and communities.  

While women in Hue play a key role for 

livelihoods, the study also revealed that, 

women hold only minor roles at the level 

of policy formulation13. The reason for 

this is that women face cultural and 

educational barriers, and also limited 

time for community activities. This leads 

to a male bias in planning and decision-

making, resulting in a failure to consider 

the different needs of women. Also the 

National Target Program to Respond to 

Climate Change does not take gender 



issues particularly vulnerability of 

women into account. Accordingly, no 

funding is allocated specifically for 

women under the program to enhance 

their adaptation at local level. Moreover, 

existing laws and policies that were 

developed in Vietnam to promote gender 

equality are often not translated into 

gender equitable practice.12  

Ecosystem-based adaptation as a 

means to strengthen the role of women 

in disaster risk management  

A complementary approach to the current 

focus on “top down” and “structural” 

flood risk reduction measures such as 

dikes, which can have negative side 

effects on vulnerable communities 

directly depending on natural resources, 

is eco-system based adaptation (EbA).13 

EbA “uses biodiversity and ecosystem 

services in an overall adaptation strategy. 

It includes the sustainable management, 

conservation and restoration of 

ecosystems to provide services that help 

people adapt to the adverse effects of 

natural disasters and climate change.”14 

                                                           
13

 ISPONRE. “Operational Framework for ecosystem-based 
adaptation to climate change for Viet Nam. A Policy 
Supporting Document”. Institute of Strategy and Policy on 
Natural Resources and Environment. Hanoi (2013).   
14

 Secretariat of the Convention on Biological 

EbA can be a cost-effective alternative 

strategy, which is more accessible and 

inclusive to vulnerable groups such as 

women and poor, making them a 

promising means to strengthen the role of 

women in DRM and CCA. Moreover, EbA 

can:  

● support the integration and 

maintenance of traditional and 

local knowledge as well as cultural 

values,  and 

● generate multiple social, economic 

and cultural co-benefits for local 

communities15. 

One example for an EbA-measure which is 

highly relevant across South-East Asia is 

the maintenance and/or restoration of 

mangroves to reduce coastal flooding and 

erosion16. In addition to reducing wave 

and tidal energy, mangroves improve 

water quality and provide important 

breeding and nursery grounds to many 

terrestrial and aquatic species17, thus 
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supporting the livelihoods of those 

groups directly depending on natural 

resources.  EbA thus addresses the crucial 

link between natural disasters, climate 

change and ecosystem services, 

considering natural resource 

management through a lens of enhancing 

human resilience.18  

However, little is currently known about 

how to design and implement EbA in a 

way that it simultaneously supports the 

role of women in DRM and CCA.19 How to 

integrate EbA and strengthen the role of 

women in flood risk management is 

currently explored and tested in two seed 

projects of the Global Resilience 

Partnership Water Window (GRP) in 

Central Vietnam.20 The planned activities 

include the implementation and 

restoration of EbA jointly with women’s 

groups and local authorities, capacity 

building for women, a holistic valuation of 
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http://www.globalresiliencepartnership.org/new
s/2017/03/15/Water-Window-Challenge-
Winners-Announced.  

the multiple benefits of EbA measures 

and research on the impact of floods on 

the well-being of women, both in an 

urban and coastal environment.  

 

Figure 1: Planting of mangroves in the Tam Giang Lagoon 

in Thua Thien Hue Province, Central Vietnam (©Centre 

for Social Research and Development, Hue, Vietnam).  

An important barrier for a system shift 

towards a more inclusive approach to 

disaster risk management and climate 

change adaptation comprising EbA-

measures is the lack of awareness and 

evidence in terms of their effectiveness, 

costs and benefits. The multi-faceted 

economic, social and cultural benefits of 

EbA-measures are difficult to account for 

in traditional cost-benefits analyses. This 

makes decision makers often reluctant to 

opt for such types of measures.18 The two 

GRP seed projects aim at overcoming this 

barrier by providing evidenced-based 

support on the holistic value of EbA at the 

http://www.globalresiliencepartnership.org/news/2017/03/15/Water-Window-Challenge-Winners-Announced
http://www.globalresiliencepartnership.org/news/2017/03/15/Water-Window-Challenge-Winners-Announced
http://www.globalresiliencepartnership.org/news/2017/03/15/Water-Window-Challenge-Winners-Announced


local level, amongst others.   

Insights into the integration of Eba and 

strengthening the role of women in DRM 

can help to meet the goal of the Sendai 

Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction, 

that calls for the participation of people 

disproportionately affected by disasters 

and highlights the need to strengthen the 

link between environmental and natural 

resource management and disaster risk 

reduction. 
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