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ABSTRACT

South Asia is one of the world’s most disaster-prone regions. Although women are
disproportionately affected by disasters, they also hold essential local knowledge, coping
strategies, and leadership potential that can strengthen community resilience. This paper
examines how women’s voices have been integrated into national and local Disaster Risk
Reduction (DRR) frameworks across India, Bangladesh, Nepal, Sri Lanka.. Using a
comparative policy analysis of government documents, multilateral frameworks, NGO
reports, and country case studies, the study identifies recurring gaps between gender-
inclusive policy language and on-the-ground participation of women in DRR decision-
making. The paper concludes with actionable recommendations institutional reforms,
capacity building, gender-sensitive budgeting, data disaggregation, and community-led
participatory approaches to operationalize women’s meaningful participation and leadership

in DRR across South Asia.

KEYWORDS: Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR); Gender-Responsive Governance; Women’s
Participation; Community Resilience; Policy—Practice Gap; South Asia; Disaster
Governance; Inclusive Development; Climate and Disaster Resilience; Community-Based

Approaches.
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1. INTRODUCTION

South Asia experiences high-frequency hazards, floods, cyclones, earthquakes, landslides,
and heatwaves, that repeatedly expose communities to risk [1-7]. Gendered social, economic,
and cultural inequalities often amplify women’s vulnerability during and after disasters,
affecting access to information, resources, and recovery opportunities [8-19]. Simultaneously,
women frequently serve as first responders, knowledge-holders of early-warning signals, and
organizers of community-level coping mechanisms. Global frameworks such as the Sendai
Framework (2015-2030) [20-46] explicitly recognize that women’s participation and

leadership are critical for effective DRR and resilience-building [47-59].

To what extent are women’s voices integrated into DRR policy and practice across South
Asia, and what measures can bridge policy—practice gaps to strengthen resilient governance?
We proceed by briefly reviewing literature, describing methods, presenting comparative

findings for five countries, and proposing policy pathways [60-74].

2. Literature review

The literature on gender and DRR highlights two converging findings: (1) national DRR
policies increasingly include gender-responsive language and commitments, and (2) in
practice, women’s participation and influence in planning, resource allocation, and leadership
remain limited due to structural, institutional, and socio-cultural constraints [75-82]. Reviews
by UN Women, UNDRR, the World Bank, and regional research consistently point to
tokenistic inclusion (e.g., references to “gender cells” or general commitments) without
systemic integration across the entire disaster management cycle (risk assessment, planning,

budgeting, implementation, monitoring) [83-94].

Case studies from South Asia document successful women-led community DRR initiatives
(e.g., women’s groups in Bangladesh, local leaders in Nepal, community networks in India)
that demonstrate improved early-warning dissemination and household preparedness [95-
107]. However, scaling such initiatives and embedding them into formal governance remains
a challenge [108-119]. Regional reviews also emphasize the need for gender-disaggregated

data, capacity-building, and inclusive financing mechanisms [120-129].

3. Methodology
This study uses a qualitative, comparative policy-analysis approach based on secondary

Sources:
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o Official national DRR policies, plans, and advisories from government agencies
(NDMA/Ministries) and national DRR platforms [130-138].

e International frameworks and thematic reviews (Sendai Framework, UNDRR/UN
Women reports) [139-147].

o Peer-reviewed articles, NGO reports, and documented case studies from India,
Bangladesh, Nepal, Sri Lanka [148-156].

e Synthesis and triangulation: policy texts were compared with NGO/UN analyses and
applied field case studies to identify convergent patterns of policy intent versus

implementation realities [157-165].

Limitations: reliance on published secondary sources (published reports, policy documents,
and academic studies) means the study captures documented evidence but may miss recent

local initiatives not yet reported in the literature [166-172].

4. Policy landscape: commitments vs. implementation (comparative findings)

4.1 Regional commitments: Sendai Framework and multilateral guidance

The Sendai Framework explicitly requires gender-responsive DRR and highlights women’s
participation and leadership as core priorities. Regional UN reviews and guidance documents
reiterate that gender must be embedded across the disaster risk management cycle — from
hazard assessment to reconstruction — and recommend actionable steps like gender analysis,

disaggregated data, and inclusive budgeting.

4.2 India
Policy commitments: India’s National Disaster Management Plan and NDMA advisories

increasingly reference social inclusion and gender considerations; national materials and
compendia document women-led best practices. Recent advisories (e.g., advisory on gender-

responsive DRR) encourage integrating gender needs across the disaster cycle.

Practice: Field studies and NGO reports show pockets of strong women-led initiatives
(community preparedness groups, women volunteers) but also persistent barriers: patriarchal
norms limiting leadership roles, limited representation of women in formal disaster
committees at district/state levels, and inadequate gender-disaggregated data used for
planning. Where state or NGO programs invest in women’s training and leadership, outcomes

are positive, but such investments are uneven geographically.

Copyright@ Page 3



International Journal Research Publication Analysis

4.3 Bangladesh

Policy commitments: Bangladesh’s National Plan for Disaster Management (and earlier
Disaster Management Act) integrates gender equality and social inclusion into planning and
recovery frameworks; NGOs and donors have supported women-centric community DRR
models.

Practice: Bangladesh presents many successful examples of women’s participation, e.g.,
women’s groups involved in early warning and cyclone shelter management yet challenges
persist in scaling participation into formal governance mechanisms and ensuring post-disaster
livelihood recovery prioritizes women’s needs. Programmatic success often depends on local

NGOs and donor support rather than sustained governmental mainstreaming.

4.4 Nepal

Policy commitments: Nepal’s DRR policies and national plans increasingly reference gender
equality and social inclusion. International agencies and UNESCO-supported programs have
promoted women'’s training and leadership in community preparedness.

Practice: At the community level, women have taken active roles in preparedness and local
planning in many districts. However, national implementation gaps include limited budgeting
for gender-responsive measures, inadequate monitoring of women’s participation in formal
DRR bodies, and continued socio-cultural barriers that reduce sustained leadership roles for

women.

4.5 Sri Lanka

Policy commitments: Sri Lanka has recognized gender in some DRR documents and
academic literature has proposed empowerment frameworks; recent studies call for
comprehensive empowerment strategies to strengthen women’s roles in disaster governance.
Practice: Implementation remains inconsistent. Where women-led community groups are
active, they exhibit strong local resilience, but national-level institutional reforms to

mainstream gender into planning, budgeting, and monitoring are still evolving.

5. Cross-cutting barriers to meaningful integration

From comparative analysis, several interlinked barriers emerge:

1. Tokenistic policy language vs. operationalization: Many national plans include gender
commitments but lack mechanisms (clear indicators, budgets, timelines) to operationalize
them [173-178].
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Data gaps: Scarcity of gender-disaggregated risk and impact data prevents targeted
planning and monitoring of outcomes for women.

Institutional constraints: Low representation of women in formal disaster governance
structures (committees, planning bodies) and limited capacity-building at the sub-national
level.

Socio-cultural barriers: Patriarchal norms and mobility constraints reduce women’s
ability to participate meaningfully in public decision-making and in emergency response
roles [179-180].

Funding and sustainability: Women-centered initiatives often rely on project-based

donor funding rather than sustained government financing and mainstreaming strategies.

6. Evidence of benefits when women’s voices are integrated

Where women’s participation moves beyond tokenism to genuine inclusion, benefits are

consistently observed:

Improved early-warning dissemination and household preparedness: Women’s
social networks facilitate rapid, culturally appropriate communication of warnings.

More inclusive needs assessments: Gender-sensitive assessments better identify
vulnerable groups’ short- and long-term needs (health, sanitation, safe shelters),
improving recovery outcomes.

Enhanced local resilience: Women-led savings and cooperative groups often serve as

local safety nets post-disaster, accelerating recovery.

7. Policy recommendations: pathways to resilient, gender-responsive DRR

To bridge the policy—practice gap and institutionalize women’s voices in DRR across South

Asia, this paper proposes the following actionable pathways.

7.1 Institutionalize gender across the DRR cycle

Mandate gender-responsive procedures for hazard and vulnerability assessments,
contingency planning, and reconstruction, with clear roles at national, provincial/state,
and local levels.

Embed gender indicators in national DRR monitoring frameworks and link them to
performance reviews for agencies and local governments. Example indicators: percent of
DRR committees with women members; percentage of budgets allocated to gender-

responsive measures.
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7.2 Gender-sensitive budgeting and financing
o Allocate dedicated budget lines for gender-responsive DRR at national and sub-national
levels. Encourage incentives (matching funds or performance grants) for local

governments that demonstrate increased women’s participation and gendered outcomes.

7.3 Disaggregated data, gender analysis, and evidence
e Institutionalize routine collection and publication of gender-disaggregated data (age,
disability, socio-economic status) pre- and post-disaster.

o Use gender analysis in risk assessments to design context-specific interventions.

7.4 Build capacity and leadership from community to institutions

e Invest in scaled training programs for women’s leadership in DRR (community early
warning, shelter management, first aid, search and rescue where culturally acceptable).

o Strengthen mentorship and networks linking local women leaders with formal decision-

making bodies.

7.5 Community-based participatory approaches
« Promote participatory planning models that place women’s knowledge at the center (e.g.,
participatory hazard mapping, women-led early-warning committees). Support replication

and scaling of successful local models into formal policy.

7.6 Policy coherence across sectors
o Ensure DRR, social protection, health, and climate adaptation policies are harmonized to
address women’s intersecting vulnerabilities (e.g., livelihood recovery tied to training and

microfinance for women).

7.7 Accountability and legal frameworks
« Strengthen legal mandates for women’s representation in DRR governance structures and

require public disclosure of progress on gender targets.

8. DISCUSSION

The comparative evidence shows that South Asian countries have moved from near-silence
on gender in DRR toward explicit recognition of gender in policy documents. However,
policy intent is often not matched by institutional capacity, financing, and accountability

mechanisms needed to translate commitments into practice. Successful community examples
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demonstrate the transformative potential of women’s leadership in resilience but scaling these

examples requires deliberate, system-level reforms noted above.

Improving outcomes will demand political will, sustained funding, and the dismantling of
socio-cultural barriers that restrict women’s public participation. International frameworks
and donor programs can catalyze action, but long-term resilience depends on domestic
institutionalization gender mainstreaming embedded in everyday disaster governance

processes.

9. CONCLUSION

Integrating women’s voices in DRR is not merely a question of equity it is a strategic
necessity for effective disaster governance. South Asian countries have adopted important
policy commitments, but meaningful integration requires operationalizing those
commitments through institutional reforms, financing, data, and community-driven
approaches. Prioritizing women’s leadership and participation will improve early-warning
effectiveness, ensure inclusive recovery, and strengthen community resilience across the

region.
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