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Women Left Out of Water Talks

WHEN floods and droughts strike, it is the women and children who suffer most. But when it comes to managing water-related disaster management, they are left out. 

Such was the message delivered yesterday at the water summit, which was dominated by men in black suits.

The lack of women participation in decision-making process was pointed out by Erna Witoelar, the only female policymaker in the session on water-related disaster management. 

However, when the vice chair of the Asia-Pacific Forum raised the topic and asked the speakers all men how they bring gender perspective in water-related disaster management, she received a curt answer and the question was thrown back to her. 

"What is your perspective on it?" Indian Minister of Water Resources Saif-ud-Din Soz asked Witoelar, who wanted to leave before the session ended but was advised by Soz to stay until the meeting was over. 

Witoelar explained that there are differences in how women and men cope with water-related disasters and suggested that the speakers should have brought out the issue in their presentations. 

After the session, Witoelar, the UN Special Ambassador for Millennium Development Goals in Asia and the Pacific, expressed her frustration. "I'm disappointed not from the answer but from the less anticipation and preparation on gender aspect in what they are saying," Witoelar said.

"I don't mind the talking but I'm wondering why they do not see specific problems and potentials of women in whatever they say be it flood control, disaster risk reduction or disaster management."

According to the International Centre for Water Hazard and Risk Management (ICHARM), water-related disasters were increasing and occur one after another around the world. In the past three years, the world has experienced unprecedented disasters such as the Indian Ocean tsunami and hurricane Katrina. 

Data from ICHARM showed that between 1960 and 2006, more than 600,000 casualties and $8billion worth of economic damage were recorded due to water disasters. Last month, cyclone Sidr killed thousands of people in Bangladesh. Asia-Pacific is the most vulnerable region in the world, accounting for 83 per cent of casualties from water-related disasters. For instance, from 2001 to 2005, it is estimated that 62,273 people were killed annually by water-related disasters in Asia-Pacific, compared to 13,432 people killed in other regions. 

"The occurrence of disasters is not new but their frequency is increasing," ICHARM director Kuniyoshi Takeuchi said. 

According to the inter-governmental panel on climate change, the probability of increasing extreme events such as floods and droughts induced by global warming are likely to further aggravate the impact of disasters in the Asia-Pacific region. 

The IPCC reported that the population affected by floods will increase by several millions annually. By 2080, many millions more people are projected to suffer from flooding every year due to sea-level rise. 

"To protect lives, we need early warning systems," Takeuchi said, adding that disasters hamper efforts to alleviate poverty in developing countries. 

But implementing early warning systems is not easy. Andras Szollosi-Nagy, assistant director general of UNESCO said data scarcity was a major problem. "Our toolkit is outdated and we need to come up with reliable data and statistics," Szollosi-Nagy said, adding there was a need for capacity-building among developing countries. 

Salvano Briceno, director of the International Strategy for Disaster Reduction, said disasters hindered the achievement of Millennium Development Goals.

"None of the MDG targets will be achieved if disasters are not addressed," said Briceno.

He explained that disasters were not natural as they can be averted and have links to human activities. "It is a misconception to think disasters are natural." 

Briceno added that women participation in water-related disaster management was lacking. "All stakeholders and communities need to be involved in disaster reduction," he said. 

China, on the other hand, has learnt to tap disasters for its benefit. For instance, Chinese Vice Minister of Water Resources Hu Siyi, said his government was using floodwater to solve water shortage in the country.

Floodwater resources account for 70 per cent of China's water resources. China often suffers from severe floods because of the monsoons. Every year, China is battered by an average of seven typhoons and since the 1990s there have been big floods.

Katumi Musiake, secretary general of the Asia-Pacific Association of Hydrology and Water Resources, said the growing population made it hard to address water issues. 

"In addition to effects of population growth and expanding human activities, climate change will certainly cause even more serious consequences in disaster risks such as heavier rainfalls and typhoons, more frequent droughts, bigger tsunamis and storm surges," Musiake said.

He said Japan had quite a bit of experience about water-related disasters for more than 100 years through its modernisation processes along with rapid population growth. "Especially due to rapid urbanisation and industrialisation after the Second World War, we have confronted serious disaster problems," he said. 

"It is important to create a platform of knowledge-sharing like a knowledge hub and endeavour to foster experts and enhance capacities of related institutions, based on local needs." Based on the United Nations Human Development Report, a temperature rise of 3 to 4 degrees Celsius will displace 340 million people as a result of flooding, drought and decreased farm output. Philippine Environment Secretary Lito Atienza said population growth should not be seen as a problem. 

"Increase in population should not be seen as the cause of problems but as a challenge on how we can serve people better," Atienza said. "Making people the problem will only lead us to the wrong direction." 

The Philippines, which is often hit by water-related disasters, has put water management, not birth control, as a priority.

