Environment, Gender Key in Disaster Management

The Yomiuri Shimbun

Men and women must respect each other's strengths in working together toward effective disaster management while also taking environmental issues into account, it was stressed at a recent symposium in Kobe. 

About 200 people attended the International Disaster Management Symposium 2008: Towards Sustainable Communities, held at Yomiuri Kobe Hall in Chuo Ward on Jan. 18. 

The symposium was organized by the United Nations Center for Regional Development, The Yomiuri Shimbun, Osaka, and others to mark the 13th anniversary of the Great Hanshin Earthquake on Jan. 17, 1995. 

At the beginning of the event, Hyogo Gov. Toshizo Ido said: "Of 38,000 people buried by debris in the quake, 30,000 were rescued by people in their communities. Accordingly, I'd say each community needs to improve its disaster management preparation." 

Jin Nakamura, president of The Yomiuri Shimbun, Osaka, said his paper had decided to rededicate itself to providing useful information to the public as it did in the wake of the earthquake. 

Jerry Velasquez, senior regional coordinator of the U.N. International Strategy for Disaster Reduction Secretariat, Asia and the Pacific, spoke of disaster management and the environment. He suggested paying closer attention to building a healthy ecosystem and preventing climate change, as environmental destruction has often increased disaster damage. 

Referring to mangrove trees planted around Louisiana Bay by the U.S. government to prevent floods after Hurricane Katrina, he said: "Imagine if they had planted concrete barriers instead. The benefits would have been the same, but making one ton of concrete produces 500 kilograms of carbon dioxide. Planting trees reduces carbon dioxide and also prevents disasters. We should combine the two." 

During the seminar's second half, which focused on gender in community-based disaster management, Maureen Fordham, senior lecturer of Northumbria University in Britain, suggested making better use of the often underutilized strengths of women, giving some successful examples. 

Fordham then joined Kumiko Oshima, director of the Niigata Women's Foundation, and two others in a panel discussion on a gender-based view of disaster management, coordinated by Prof. Kentaro Serita of Aichi Gakuin University. 

