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Understanding the Needs and Concerns of Disaster-Affected
Women: Experiences of humanitarian and reconstruction
workers in the Great East Japan Earthquake and Tsunami.

Keiko Ikeda

(Shizuoka University)

This paper examines the issue of incorporating women’s concerns and needs into
disaster response operations. The data used in this paper was collected through interviews
with disaster response planners and workers (40 cases, 50 persons) who assisted the
people who were affected by the Great East Japan Earthquake, Tsunami and atomic power
plant accident mostly in evacuation centers. The research was conducted by the research
team of Women's Network for East Japan Disaster (Rise Together).

Practical institutional arrangements for incorporating women’s concerns and needs,
whether public or private were almost non-existent when the triple disaster hit. Some
local women’s groups organized assistance for affected women, but they experienced
obstacles when reaching out to affected women, as these local women’s organizations
were not within formal the chain of command of disaster response operation, and the
mainstream disaster response community did not understand the importance of
considering male-female differences in the perspective of those affected by the disaster.

These groups devised various methods to reach and hear about the various needs to
affected women, such as opening small café or ‘massage corner’ in the evacuation center,
or ask the women to join the women-only meeting, promising to keep their privacy. These
nuanced approaches to know the needs and concerns of affected women, however, was
time-consuming, thus delaying delivery of assistance, such as securing privacy in the
evacuation centers. The task of devising methods to hear women’s perspectives and meet
their unique needs should not be left to women’s groups after the fact, but should rather
be incorporated into all disaster response operations from the earliest stages of planning.

Keywords : disaster, gender perspectives, participation, local women's organization



