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“You educate a man; you educate a man. You educate 
a woman; you educate a generation”

-Brigham Young

Every year thousands of catastrophic disasters result 
in both tangible and intangible losses across the globe 
(UNISDR 2015; Mall et al. 2019). Loss of life, uprooted 
livelihoods, destruction of ecosystems and an irreversible 
loss of natural and cultural heritage occur due to disasters 
(Hung et al. 2016; Sudmeier-Rieux et al. 2021; Nohrstedt 
et al. 2022). In the year 2022 itself, a cumulative of 387 nat-
ural hazards and disasters were recorded globally affecting 
185 million people with 30,704 deaths and an economic loss 
of US$ 223.8 billion (CRED 2023). Whilst the aftermath 
leaves the world devastated, the only way to prevent such 
an enormous loss is through preparing for response, recov-
ery and rehabilitation before the disaster occurs (Mall et al. 
2019). Along with the natural occurrences, the rising global 
temperature is expected to increase the frequency and sever-
ity of natural disasters, particularly the hydro-meteorological 
hazards that impacts a large population of the Asia–Pacific 
region (Mechler et al. 2014; IPCC 2021). Asia–Pacific is one 
of the world’s most disaster affected region and is vulnerable 
to climate change (Thomas et al. 2014; Shaffril et al. 2020). 
Disasters such as Earthquakes, Tsunami, increasing intensity 
and frequency of cyclones with sea level rise continue to 
threaten the existence of small island developing states in the 
Asia–Pacific region (Shaffril et al. 2020). The Indian Ocean 
Tsunami 2004 is recorded as one of the worst Tsunami dis-
asters resulting in thousands of deaths affecting millions of 
populations across different countries followed by the Great 

East Japan Earthquake and Tsunami of 2011 which struck 
the northern part of Japan and killed around 19,500 people, 
leaving millions homeless (Satake 2014). Whilst the disas-
ters occur with same intensity over a region, the impact suf-
fered by the people differ owing to their exposure, adaptive 
capacity and sensitivity that determine their vulnerability to 
the disaster. Amongst the worst sufferers of these impacts 
are the women and girls who are affected in a disproportion-
ate manner (Valdes 2009).

Being the nurturer, women tend to put the need of oth-
ers before themselves which eventually makes them more 
vulnerable to the severe impacts of climate change and 
disasters (Valdes 2009; Erman et al. 2021). The existing 
socio-cultural barriers impede women from voicing their 
concerns, taking their own decisions, affecting their social, 
educational and financial independence as well as limit their 
opportunities of taking lead in society. Lack of women in 
decision making and leadership roles excludes their entire 
perspective, knowledge, experiences and more importantly 
gender-specific needs from disaster risk management ini-
tiatives (Ruszczyk et al. 2020; Zaidi and Fordham 2021). 
In such scenario, there is an urgent need to encourage and 
ensure women participation in disaster risk reduction plan-
ning and decision making at various levels of action, policy 
and governance.

With the aim of empowering women to take leadership 
roles in DRR initiatives, the UNITAR Women’s Leadership 
in Tsunami-based Disaster Risk Reduction Training Pro-
gramme for World Tsunami Awareness Day 2022, was held 
during 7th–11th March 2023 in Apia, Samoa (Fig. 1). The 
training programme was organised by the United Nations 
Institute for Training and Research (UNITAR) Hiroshima 
office with the support from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 
Govt. of Japan. The in-person training which marks the sec-
ond phase of the DRR leadership programme resumed after 
2 years of virtual training due to global pandemic with par-
ticipants from the 2020, 2021 and 2022 cycle. A total of 
18 participants from 9 countries of the Asia–Pacific region 
took part in the training, hailing from Fiji, India, Kiribati, 
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Federated States of Micronesia, Papua New Guinea, Philip-
pines, Samoa, Solomon Islands and Tonga (UNITAR 2023). 
It was also the first time the training was held outside Japan. 
The participants were selected based on their expertise 
that included academicians working in the field of Climate 
Change and DRR, DRR and resilience practitioners, health-
care, human aid professionals, tourism, business, policy and 
governance, etc., envisioning a multidisciplinary yet holistic 
approach towards DRR leadership. The programme comes 
under the mandate of promoting Leadership and Inclusion 
of UNITAR Division for Prosperity in which women are 
trained in practical skills and knowledge to lead gender-
inclusive and community-based disaster risk reduction ini-
tiatives to better prevent, prepare and recover from disasters. 
The motivation of the training programme stems from the 
Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015–2030, 
a major agreement aimed to substantially reduce loss of 
life, livelihood and increase disaster risk resilience through 
developing local and national DRR frameworks including 
international cooperation (UNISDR 2015). The Sendai 
Framework promotes inclusion of women in DRR initiatives 
as an integral component for effective disaster preparedness 
and response. The training programme focusses on five of 
the seventeen Sustainable Development Goals, i.e. Quality 
Education (SDG 4), Gender Equality (SDG 5), Reduced 
Inequalities (SDG 10), Sustainable Cities and Communi-
ties (SDG 11), Peace, Justice and Strong Institutions (SDG 
16) (UNITAR 2016).

The 5-day training programme was inaugurated by the 
prayer from Bishop Faafetai Tauiliili, The Church of Jesus 
Christ of Latter-day Saint, followed by the address from the 
guest speakers H. E. Mr. Keisuke Senta, the Ambassador 
Extraordinary and Plenipotentiary of Japan to Samoa and 

Ms Frances Reupena, the Chief Executive Officer (CEO) 
of the Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment, 
Samoa. In her address, Ms. Reupana resonated her strong 
belief in womens’ capability to lead with a Samoan proverb 
“E au le ina’ilau a tina ma tama’ita’I” which means women 
can achieve anything they set their heart to. H. E. Mr Senta 
emphasised on the importance of collective effort in building 
a resilient community of which women are an integral part 
of. Ms. Mihoko Kumamoto, Director—Division for Pros-
perity, UNITAR, reflected on the history of the UNITAR 
Hiroshima Women DRR leadership programme, its vision 
and consistent efforts to building a more gender-inclusive, 
empowered and resilient communities across the globe.

The objectives of the training programme were to equip 
the participants with leadership and management charac-
teristics pertaining to disaster risk management; develop an 
understanding of risk associated with disasters, nature-based 
solutions, indigenous and traditional knowledge and their 
contribution to building resilience; challenges of vulnerabil-
ity groups for inclusivity; and communication with media. 
The training sessions included lecture from the experts, 
group exercises and study visits to 2009 Tsunami affected 
areas of Upolu Island, organisations working with disas-
ter management and response in Samoa such as National 
Emergency Operation Centre, Samoa Red Cross and United 
Nations office. These diverse activities were curated to 
impart the participants with both technical understanding 
of the disasters, disaster preparedness well as learn from 
multi-institutional and gender-inclusive disaster response.

“It is all in the planning” emphasising on the importance 
of planning, Ms. Fesola’I Molly Fa’amanatu Nielson, Assis-
tant Chief Executive Officer, Disaster Management Office 
(DMO), spoke on the organisational structure of DMO, 

Fig. 1  UNITAR women’s 
leadership in tsunami-based 
disaster risk reduction training 
programme for World Tsunami 
Awareness Day 2022. The 
ambassador of Japan to Samoa, 
H. E. Keisuke Senta (Centre 
left) and Ms Frances Reupena 
(Centre right), CEO, Minis-
try of Natural Resources and 
Environment, Samoa with the 
18 participants and UN officials 
(Photo: UNITAR)



Anthropocene Science 

1 3

collation of different institutions, and training local com-
munity for minimising damage and saving lives with limited 
resources when disaster occur. Tuiloma Dr. Susana Taua’a, 
Associate Professor, National University of Samoa reflected 
on pacific disaster experiences and emerging challenges in 
database management in the context of DRR research. Bridg-
ing the gap between past and future, Ms. Siosinamele Lui, 
lead Climate Traditional Knowledge, Climate and Oceans 
Support Program in the Pacific (COSPPac), spoke on the 
recent initiatives of documenting and integrating traditional 
knowledge on weather patterns, climate, wildlife behaviour, 
oceans and disaster risk and local resilience practises into 
community-based early warning systems. Women play an 
important part in communicating this traditional knowledge 
to the future generations through stories and local practises 
and so are the preserver of the rich reservoir of traditional 
knowledge. Tuifuisa’a Dr. Patila Amosa, Vice-Chancellor, 
National University of Samoa an expert of Climate Change 
and DRR delivered a lecture on the ecosystem-based DRR, 
emphasising on the need for conserving the ecosystems as 
they act as a buffer against climate change and disasters by 
absorbing their impacts and ensuring the livelihood of the 
communities.

Apart from the scientific lectures, sessions on women 
leadership and gender equality reflected on how the rep-
resentation of women and all of the genders is crucial to 
DRR. Ms. Papali’i Mele Maualaivao, UN Women Country 
Programme Coordinator, Samoa, and Su’a Alex Su’a, the 
President of Samoa Faafafine Association, took a session 
on gender and DRR where they spoke on the challenges of 
gender equality and role of LGBTQ + community in DRR. 
Together, they emphasised on the need of inclusive DRR 
because when a woman is in a leadership position, she car-
ries her whole community with her to the decision-making 
table, one without her tends to overlook the needs of not 
just women but other genders and people with disabilities as 
well. Whilst women empowerment initiatives have proved 
to be a positive nudge to increasing women representation 
in different spheres of life, the rights and representation of 
LGBTQ + community is barely noticeable. With a mission 
of ‘leaving no one behind’, the training programme educated 
the participants on how the differently abled people are at 
the most risk of being left behind when the disasters occur. 
The session on ‘People with Disabilities’ focussed on the 
challenge of making a DRR plan inclusive to the needs of 
differently abled people, which is far more complex than it 
appears on the table. Herbert bell, from Nuanua O. Le Alofa, 
NGO, an advocate for the rights of people with disabili-
ties, shared his experience of DRR with the participants. He 
stated that the prerequisite of framing a DRR plan inclusive 
of people with disability is understanding their perspectives, 
needs and issues and adopt them to reduce their risk and 
vulnerability. Building a gender-inclusive, supportive and a 

resilient community requires a fundamental shift in social 
perception of gender-specific roles and prejudices, which is 
not possible until everyone decides to come together. In the 
words of Ms. Maualaivao “No one changes the world alone, 
No one does it alone” everyone is needed to bring a posi-
tive change in the society. Finally, the session on the role of 
media in communicating sensitive information on disasters 
was taken up to make the participants aware of the hazards 
of misinformation as well the responsibility of conveying 
the correct information for appropriate disaster response in 
the affected community.

The sessions were concluded with the final presenta-
tions by the participants summarising their experience and 
knowledge gained during the training on different aspects of 
women leadership and DRR. The closing ceremony of the 
training programme was marked with commemoration of 
the twelfth anniversary of the devastating Great East Japan 
Earthquake and Tsunami that stuck Japan on March 11, 
2011 claiming thousands of lives. A documentary captur-
ing the unfolding of the real events of the Great East Japan 
Earthquake and Tsunami was shown to the participants 
followed by an interaction with the people from Yappesu, 
Japan-based non-profit organisation to share their experi-
ence of the disaster and the story of resilience leaving no 
one behind (SangYum 2023). The participants observed a 
minute of silence at 2:46 PM when the earthquake occurred 
in Japan to honour the memories of the lives lost in the dis-
aster. The participants were awarded with the certificate by 
H. E. Mr. Senta marking the completion of the UNITAR 
women’s leadership DRR training programme 2022 with 
a hope of strengthening the voices of all genders in DRR 
leadership and building a resilient community. The entire 
programme was conducted by UNITAR DRR Prosperity 
team led by Ms. Mihoko Kumamoto, Director—Division 
of Prosperity, UNITAR, Ms. Junko Shimazu, Programme 
Officer and Team leader, Leadership and Inclusion, Hiro-
shima Office, Division of Prosperity, Dr. Richard Crichton, 
Training Associate, UNITAR, Dr. Ven Paolo Valenzuela, 
Training Assistant, Mr. Shota Koike, Programme Assistant, 
and Ms. Maria K. Sung Yum, Intern.

As the training concluded, all the participants came to 
share a common vision of working towards promoting and 
incorporating gender-inclusive DRR approach for disaster 
and climate change resilience in each of their countries. It 
was also realised that climate change adaptation and DRR 
go hand in hand and so a synergistic approach needs to 
be adopted to build a resilient future incorporating both 
advanced technologies as well as indigenous and traditional 
knowledge. Highlighting the need of encouraging the voices 
of girls and women in leadership roles and decision mak-
ing, the training programme is set to mark a new dawn of 
emerging women leaders in Asia–Pacific region in the field 
of DRR and climate change. The participants committed to 
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taking back the lessons learnt from the trainings and building 
cross-country networks to support each other in women-led 
community-based initiatives for disaster risk management.
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