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ABSTRACT 

Natural disasters destruct the normal functioning of a particular community. The recovery and 

resettlement phases of the disaster are given much consideration by developmental agencies which 

cater the short term needs only. While the long-term developmental needs of victims in the re-

constructional phase goes unnoticed.  Moreover, the existing studies have highlighted the vulnerability 

of women but ignored their potentials for sustainable development. This study incorporates the women’s 

experiences and expectations of the reconstruction phase of the disasters in the context of rural settings 

of the most deprived area of Gilgit-Baltistan Pakistan.  The phenomenological design has been used to 

study the lived experiences of women in the reconstruction and rehabilitation phase. The study was part 

of doctorate program (PhD Gender Studies) of the researcher. The study incorporates the experiences 

of participants who narrated the stories of their interaction with outsiders including government 

personals, community leaders, aid agencies and researchers which have provided broader horizons for 

the development of the community. Women got motivation and inspiration by interacting with female 

researchers. The employment, economic and educational opportunities for women have been improved 

after the disasters. Not only the victims, but the other women came out of the domestic arena and 

claimed their spaces in the public sphere and few of them started their independent setups. The study 

concludes that there should be no gender discrimination for skill development initiatives and women 

must be supported financially and technically to cash their existing skills. Like the education sector, the 

health department also needs government attention for improvement to ease communal life in harsh 

mountains. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In the past few decades, many nations and communities have experienced severe natural disasters 

affecting their lives. The hazards are natural, but not disasters as its effects may vary depending on the 

context and situation where it has been taken place. Alston (2013) stated, that “A hazard turns into a 

disaster if people are vulnerable”. The stability of the society gets affected by the disasters when it is 

not copped well. This is well evident in the definition presented by United Nations Office for Disaster 

Risk Reduction (UNISDR, 2009) that “a disaster is a serious disruption of the functioning of a 

community or a society involving widespread human, material, economic or environmental losses and 

impacts which exceed the ability of the affected community or society to cope using its own resources.” 

The inability of the community to cope up the consequences of the disaster is called vulnerability. The 

term “vulnerability” has been used to explain the societal element of disasters, which is basically the 

characteristic (gender, age, ethnicity, disability, and socioeconomic status) of individuals or the groups 

and their situation that influences their capacity to cope and recover from the hazardous events (Wisner 

et al., 2004). Inequalities are also generated because of the above-mentioned basic characteristics 

making few people more vulnerable than others (Wisner et al. 2004) like women are more vulnerable 

to hazards than men (Dhungel & Ojha 2012).  

Gender has been highlighted while understanding the vulnerabilities of communities and 

relationship between gender and disaster by the researchers in twenty-first-century. The gender-based 
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vulnerability of women to hazard and disaster is well documented (Wisner et al., 2004) but women’s 

capabilities for the reconstruction after the disaster are less documented.  

Literature portrays women as more vulnerable to threats of disasters than men (Dhungel & 

Ojha, 2012). Some argue that women are more exposed to disasters due to the lack of technical and 

lifesaving skills, they are deprived of access to means of production and uneven power relations at local 

and international level (Enarson & Morrow, 1998; Enarson & Chakrabarti, 2009), and they are passive 

and helpless victims lacking Agency (Bradshaw & Fordham 2013). Ariyabandu (2012) argued that 

women belonging to different social classes, races, ethnic and age groups are more vulnerable before, 

during and after disasters than their male counterparts. As evident in the literature that women are 

portrayed as weak and most vulnerable groups in disasters, so there is a dire need to recognize the 

capabilities of women as a human resource for development, which has been not given due 

concentration till now.  

The pessimist developmental agents argue that disasters reinforce the subjugated position of 

women and make them more vulnerable than before. On the other hand, optimists argue that disasters 

can stimulate the process of bringing a positive change in society. As the crisis intervention model of 

clinical sociology suggests that people are more receptive for change in crisis situation. Few studies on 

change brought by the disasters have disproportionate effects on women because of instant changes in 

their contributory roles in the family and the community. Disasters can intensify poverty experiences 

in families and worsen the existing inequalities between women and men (Demetriades & Esplen, 

2010).  The level of risk experienced by women to disaster is more than men and women are also more 

vulnerable in post-disaster stages. Studies also found that the gender composition of the inhabitants 

alters after the disasters and the percentile of female-headed households increases (Delaney & Shrader, 

2000). 

On the other side disasters may wipe out many opportunities and lives, but the survivors do not die 

away because of the consequences of the disasters. Different studies have argued about the positive side 

that the disasters diffuse the dichotomy between the private and public spaces and provides platforms 

for women to start from the grassroots levels (Enarson, 2012), which results in their progressive 

transformation (Cutter et al., 2008). Cutter (2017) argued that the disasters have the potential for altering 

gendered relations and social change. Alston (2013) and Drolet et al. (2015) narrates that it presents 

opportunities to challenge gender disparities. However, less is known about the extent and condition of 

progressive change (Pacholok, 2013) and the size of such modifications are vague because of lack of 

sex and age disaggregated data (Mazurana et al., 2011) hiding the variance of the burden of the 

disastrous event on women (Cutter, 2017).  

Among the stages of the disasters, post-disaster reconstruction has not been considered much 

by the developing agencies. The short-term services that are, the emergency response to natural disasters 

has been improved with time but the long-term reconstruction is ignored and seldom coordinated which 

is ineffective (Lloyd-Jones, 2006). Post-disaster reconstruction is an important period in disaster 

management in which the community becomes either empowered if handled appropriately or get more 

vulnerable when ignored. The socio-economic, political and intimate relations become exposed during 

and after the disasters. As Enarson and Morrow (1998) have discussed that disasters tend to disclose 

the prevailing national, regional and global power structures, as well as power relations within intimate 

relations. 

Since its inception, Pakistan has suffered 16 major catastrophes that have caused massive loss 

of people and the economy (Govt. of Pakistan, 2010). The geographical along with the institutional, 

social and economic vulnerability of the country have contributed to the common and serious threats to 

Pakistan towards natural disasters like earthquakes, droughts, hurricanes, floods, landslides, avalanches 

and resulting disasters (Govt. of Pakistan, 2012). 

In 2010, Pakistan has confronted catastrophic flash floods in July and August, affecting the 

provinces of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, Sindh, Baluchistan and Punjab resulting in destruction and severity 

(Akhtar, 2011). These floods have affected the communities and national economy triggering many 

governmental and non-governmental organizations to prioritize the mechanism to deal with the 

disasters. Though highlighted and enforced by many international agencies, Pakistan is still not capable 

to incorporate gender dimensions and their implications while dealing with disasters. This study has 

highlighted a few aspects of incorporating women’s issues and potentials in disasters in underprivileged 

areas of northern Pakistan.   
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Most of the vulnerability studies portray women as lacking agency and downplay their 

capabilities in disaster risk management. The vulnerability is socially constructed and is gendered as 

Bradshaw and Fordham (2013) gives the argument that the women are not vulnerable because they are 

weak rather the constrained access to assets (physical, financial, human, social and natural) and uneven 

power relations make them vulnerable by affecting their capacities to overcome and respond to the 

disasters. Furthermore women are being considered incapable and lack the capacity to come out of the 

vulnerable situation and need support to get empowered and cope with the circumstances for better 

futures. This paper aims to present the experiences of the opportunities women were provided in the 

post-disaster reconstruction phase and what women have advocated for further opportunities for the 

development in the most deprived areas of Gilgit-Baltistan, Pakistan, to lift them socially and 

economically. This study will encompass the Batsuwat disaster which has brought devastation in 

particular socio-economic and political contexts and how it could be turned into a window of 

opportunities for the women who are living with the consequences of the disaster. This study will help 

to bring into consideration the women for their development and would help aid agencies to incorporate 

their needs for sustainable development in a particular context.  

The main research question of the study is to document the experiences of the opportunities 

provided to the women in the post-disaster reconstruction phase. This paper also aims to highlight 

women’s concerns for their development and to advocate for further opportunities for development in 

the most deprived area of Pakistan. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

The researcher used the qualitative research method and opted for phenomenological research design 

to explore the lived experiences of the women. Qualitative research and phenomenological method are 

most suitable for this study as it inculcates deeper understanding of the subjective experiences of the 

people who have lived experiences of disaster driven displacement. The researcher has collected the 

data from the women who have experienced the disaster-induced displacement and made a description 

of the essence of that experience who lived it. The study also instils the experiences of opportunities 

provided to the women and narrates their say for the long-term development. As the aim of the 

phenomenological study is to comprehend what the people have experienced and how they have 

experienced it (Moustakas, 1994).   

The purposive sampling strategy was used which provides an opportunity to select the 

informants “with purpose”. This sampling techniques best suits the purpose of the study being 

conducted, as this technique is related to small and in-depth studies in qualitative research for the 

collection of data with an emphasis on the investigation and interpretation of experiences (Merriam & 

Tisdell 2016). The sample size was not predetermined and interviews were conducted till the saturation 

point was achieved from 18 women of two villages (Bilhanz and upper Batsuwat).  

To incorporate diverse opinions, participants were selected based on demographic variables 

like age, education, employment and parental status. The sample consisted of both married and single 

women aged 16 to 70 years.  

Participant observations and field notes were maintained during the data collection process as 

the researcher is insider of the community. This allowed the researcher to enter the cultural settings to 

observe it, undertake a thorough description and then interpret and narrate the event. Observations were 

made in the field and were recorded daily which were helpful to understand the context and nature of 

collected data. Analysis of interviewed data provided codes which helped in extracting themes from it. 

To ensure confidentiality, quotes were not allied to specific participants and identifying information has 

been altered.  

 

FINDINGS 

Background of the Disaster 

Glacial Lake Outburst Floods (GLOF) is one of the dominant hazards that frequently affects the 

Barsuwat village of Ishkomen, Gilgit-Baltistan. The village has a population of 900 persons who live 

in a direct danger zone. According to the local community, large Glacier Lake Outburst (GLOF) events 

occurred in 2010, 2015 and 2018. The devastation held by the 2018 disaster was huge. The debris of 

the flood blocked the Ghizer River and as a result, a large lake was formed on the river that submerged 

the whole village, Batswat Pine, where the residents of Bilhanz and Upper Batsuwat were shifted and 
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settled for long. GLOF (2018) has submerged over 40 houses under the water, road access was blocked, 

65 acres of productive land was lost and all 900 people had to evacuate. Aga Khan Agency for Habitat 

and Gilgit-Baltistan Disaster Management Authority worked together to establish shelters and provide 

food. The families have lost all their worldly possessions in the flood. The majority of the shelters are 

located on a cliff in Batsuwat who keep on looking at their submerged villages and rooftops of a few 

houses from the above and morn the disaster till now.  

Immediate response after disaster 

The victims of the disaster got many opportunities by interacting with the outsiders for the first time. 

This disaster has brought many outsiders to visit the village and provided opportunities to the locals to 

interact with different people. The politicians, government officials, the community leaders, the aid 

agencies, researchers have visited the area which was rare before the disaster. This disaster has invited 

many stakeholders to take measures for them and they got many economic and educational 

opportunities after this event.  The activities for women have been expanded to the public sphere, which 

were confined to the private domain before the disaster. The victims were of the view that few aspects 

could have never happened if the disaster had not hit the community. As this area was quite far from 

the main headquarter Chator Khand of Ishkomen District and is underprivileged economically and 

infrastructure wise, so government officials were not visiting the area usually. The disastrous event has 

brought the attention of the government to the area and concerned representatives from the institutions 

paid visits to the area after years. Participants believed that “such events bring the attention of the 

government to the area”. Another participant said, “We are on side area and there is nothing special 

in our area to attract the people. Government officials have visited the village after this disaster”.  

The participants reported the improvement in roads and infrastructures and due to this disaster 

the frequent visits of the government officials to the area were made. A respondent said “earlier the 

officials were not coming to the area, so they were not aware of the difficulties we used to face while 

travelling. As they visited us after the disaster, they became aware of the condition of the roads and 

improved it”. The son of the local influential peer and a prince (son of a spiritual leader) visited the area 

and met with the villagers, about which the villagers were praising a lot. A woman said, “Peer’s son 

and Prince have visited our area for the first time because of the disaster. They met with the villagers 

and asked about our problems”. People also repaired the road and made it useable and smooth to reach 

the upper Batsuwat because of the visit of the prince in the village.  So the disaster has mobilized the 

people as well as the institutions to contribute towards the development of the village.  

The victims were not left alone during their hard times and they gained the strength from their 

communal leaders to recover from the psychological effects of the disasters. Community leaders visited 

the victims often, gathered them to discuss their problems, settled down their issues and refreshed their 

beliefs and smoothened their grief through religious sentiments. As they have a strong influence on 

people so they arbitrated the concerns of the victims and explained about their future plans of 

resettlements. A respondent said, “we were not alone in the disaster, our leaders were with us”. Another 

respondent said, “it would have been difficult for us to resettle if we were left alone. Nobody would have 

cared for us as our leaders did”. 

Gilgit-Baltistan Disaster Management Authority (GBDMA) and Aga Khan Agency for 

Habitants (AKAH) were the main stakeholders for the relief and recovery of the disaster victims.  

People were appreciating AKAH for the timely informing the possibility of (GLOF) and awareness of 

the safe zones in the case of emergencies. People have followed their guidelines and saved themselves 

by timely evacuating the area.  The institutions were vigilant during the rescue of the victims and 

provided the shelters to the victims soon after the disaster. A participant said “the AKAH officials never 

left us alone and they used to ask us about our issues and needs”. The victims demanded from AKAH 

to shift the community to other safer places but AKAH assured the safety the victims about their 

residence in safe zones and the future plan to construct homes for future victims of disaster belonging 

from nearby villages in Upper Batsuwat. So, the participants were optimistic for their safety, better 

future and for the development of the area. A woman said “People demanded to shift the villagers to 

some safe place but AKAH has assured the victims that they are living in safe zones and there is no 

need to shift the village. They assured us that they will be building homes at our village for the future 

victims from other villages as well. So, our village will be developed with time and we will have more 

facilities in future”.  
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The change of perceptions  

The researchers from different fields reached the area of disaster and interacted with the community. 

The women got inspiration by the women researchers and got a chance to narrate their grievances to 

outsiders with a ray of hope for better future. A respondent shared about her interaction with female 

researchers that she is much inspired by the researcher who were not local and visited them alone, as 

local women do not get permission easily to move to any place and stay there without any male 

guardian. A woman said, “after talking to women like you, I am motivated enough to educate my 

daughters. I wish my daughters could go to some effected place to ask the women about their problems 

and get sawab (blessings)”. Women were feeling relieved after sharing their feelings with the 

researcher and they were praising the researcher to visit them and being concerned about their issues 

and challenges. 

According to the respondents, it was the first time in village’s history that both male and female 

students visited them and inquired about locals’ lives. A respondent said, “visit of female students of 

young age has inspired us a lot.” For few women, it was their first interaction with the outsiders to 

discuss their lives as they never left the village before and no outsider has visited them before the 

disaster.  

Women were rejoicing their past for being productive before the disaster which has been 

changed after the event as they were belittling themselves for being unproductive. A respondent shared 

her routine task and said “we used to  water our crops, look after our animals, cut woods for fire and 

bring heavy loads of dung from the cowsheds to fertilize our lands, but now we don’t have much to do”. 

Due to these interactions with the outsiders, not only the women but the whole community got 

benefits. The influx of visitors in the area not only helped them to highlight their problems but also 

helped in their personal growth and hope for the future.  

The Emergence of Opportunities  

The disaster became a window of opportunities for the victims to start new ventures. They got training 

opportunities and financial aid from the Socio-economic Development Program (SEDP) to take 

initiatives for their economic prosperity. Men were trained for skills like carpentry, Barbary, mechanical 

work, mobile hardware etc. Women were given very limited trainings and opportunities as compared 

to men. They were trained and facilitated for the feminine skills (sewing and stitching) and given 

financial aid to start their shops in village market. It is the first time that women in the village have 

entered into the public space which was not possible for them before the disaster. After completion of 

their training, they started to run their shops and earned income. A beneficiary of the program said “as 

our people do not support girls much and they are supposed to get married at young age, educational 

opportunities are limited and girls are not encouraged to earn. After getting support from SEDP, we 

are running our shop and earning something for ourselves”. Apart from the victims, other women from 

the village have also started to open their shops in public spaces and women who do not have enough 

resources started to join other women for generating income. Some women have kept their belongings 

like handmade embroideries and other products for sale in their shop. The owner of the shop said “we 

have started tailoring clothes for women and our shop is in the center of the village. So many women 

come to us for shopping and to keep their products with us so that we could sell them”. In this way, all 

women got an opportunity to market their skills, sale their products and earn some income out of it. The 

schools in both the villages, Batsuwat and Bilhanz, have been upgraded after the disaster. In Batsuwat 

there was only one private Saib school (community-based school) having only a nursery section with 

few students and only one teacher. As disaster has submerged the government has shifted the school to 

upper Batsuwat and merged it with the Saib School. Consequently, the number of students as well as 

the teachers increased in upper Batsuwat and people were facilitated with an upgraded school at their 

door step.  

The education levels in both villages were upgraded. In Bilhanz the primary school has been 

upgraded to middle (Elementary) school and in upper Batsuwat the nursery section school is upgraded 

to primary section. Parents were happy for the nearby schools as children can easily go to the school. 

The parents in upper Batsuwat said, “our children had to walk a long distance to attend schools after 

primary section before the disaster but now they can study to 8th grade in our own village”. Additionally, 

new teachers were appointed to meet the student’s needs. The up-gradation of school buildings and 

increase in the number of staff members depicts the increase of interest of the stakeholders to promote 

education in the area. The parent's concern about the education of their children has been also increased 
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after the disaster. A mother said, “now we want our children to study more because we do not have 

extra assets to earn an income. The children should get education to secure their futures”.  

Socio-Economic Development Program (SEDP) has trained four girls for six months to make handmade 

woolen shawls before the disaster. Two machines were donated to these girls in a group of two but one 

group had lost the machine in the disaster. These women used to sell their products to earn a livelihood 

before the disaster but their skill was ignored by the aiding agencies and they were not provided with 

the machine and space so that they could cash their already learnt skills.   

The Potential Opportunities Suggested by Women 

Women were of the view that they have already suffered a lot and they must be provided opportunities 

to flourish. They were feeling themselves as unproductive and wanted to spend their time productively. 

A respondent said, “we are doing nothing at all; we are bekar (useless)”. Though these women were 

spending whole day on domestic chores but as this is not productive in monetary terms so it is not 

considered important, a famous construct of patriarchal society.  

Women were seemed more concerned about their children. They said that loss of assets has 

made them poor and they are not able to meet their children’s needs.  Women became more concerned 

about the quality education of their children. Women entrepreneurs want government support to market 

and expand their businesses at larger scale.  Women were of the view that they must be supported in 

the agricultural work in which they have lifelong experiences and expertise. Their idea was basically 

about getting empowered by utilizing the land and cultivating fruit plants, potatoes, wheat and other 

grains. This way they would not rely on the government aid as a woman said “till when the government 

will feed us? They distributed rashan (grocery) among us thrice and after that, they forgot us”. Women 

demanded domestic animals and someplace to keep them so that they could use their milk, meat and 

take the advantage of their breeding.  

 

DISCUSSION 

The literature on disaster and vulnerability depicts that the most underprivileged group during disaster 

are women, children, poor and elderly. The current study has highlighted that women were vulnerable 

even before the disaster but this disaster has provided them the opportunity to break the traditional roles 

and made the circumstances conducive to enter into the public domain. They got opportunities for 

income generation activities and they have started claiming the public spaces. They have got more 

educational opportunities at their doorsteps and the educational institutions were upgraded after the 

disaster. The studies on immigration have highlighted that the families’ gender roles and relations have 

been altered after exposure to the disasters and displacements. Drolet et al., (2015) explores the shift in 

gender roles for Somali female refugees after immigrating to the United States of America because of 

civil war in Somalia. Women enjoyed different experiences of gender relations, expanding opportunities 

and choices in education and employment, courtship, sexual choices and control over their reproductive 

choices. Though the study discusses the emigration experiences of families during the reconstruction 

phase but the families of Batsuwat also availed certain facilities at their doorstep because of disaster.  

They got better educational and income generating opportunities and skills. This study shows that there 

is acceptance and possibility for shifting gender roles, social and economic prosperity but it needs 

careful planning and implementation of the projects. They must be designed in a way that it would 

empower women by enabling them to meet the market needs instead of confining them to their 

stereotypical duties and traditional roles. As (Fothergill, 1996) has highlighted that disasters have 

negative impact on the structures and relationships among the families because they often end up 

reinforcing gender stereotypes and gender roles. 

The reconstruction phase focuses on the up-gradation and stability of human and material 

resources for the prosperity and sustainability of the victims. To achieve this goal the concept of 

empowerment and resilience can be utilized. The members of the community should be empowered in 

a way that they could not rely on aid from different organizations rather they should create opportunities 

for themselves as well as for their fellow beings. Secondly, the measures should be designed in order 

to make the community resilient to disasters. These measures are interconnected and will ensure the 

development of the community through grass-root level.  

The resilience of the victims has been improved with the interaction with the outsiders as they were 

discussing their past and broadening their vision with the hope for improvements in their lives through 

their interactions, educational and entrepreneurship opportunities. 
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CONCLUSION 

Natural disasters are unwelcomed events that hit a specific community and destructs its normal 

functioning. The recovery and resettlement phases of the disaster are much highlighted by the disaster 

management institutions which is short term in nature. The long-term development in the re-

constructional phase is very important as it helps people to get settled for long term and such 

development is sustainable in nature. The reconstruction is a rebuilding measure that involves building 

the ability of the victims to survive with integrity and confidence. Reconstruction of the affected 

community is not possible without inculcating the point of view of the social actors of the community 

among which women are the major stakeholders. During the post disaster reconstruction phase, women 

along with men are the agents for stability and change. Though disasters bring destruction to society 

they can be converted into opportunities by bridging the victims towards some activities that could 

upgrade their living standards. The aiding agencies should deal with appropriate assessment of women’s 

skills, capabilities and vulnerabilities so that they could design conducive diagnosis and treatment for 

the development of women in specific crises in specific context. It should not be a single time process 

rather it should be a continuous process to make them and their families economically prosperous.  
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