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1.	 Introduction
1.1.	 Background and objectives
This report presents the findings of the Guyana Country Assessment for the Caribbean Risk Management 
Initiative (CRMI), which sought to establish the extent to which gender is mainstreamed into disaster 
risk management and mitigation practices of the institutions responsible for disaster management. 
Research was carried out between February and October 2008, and involved interviews with seven 
governmental, non-governmental and civil society agencies involved in disaster risk management, as 
well as a review of relevant documents. The main limitations of the study were access to key personnel 
in some of the main agencies and lack of sex-disaggregated data.  

	 The survey results are analysed in the context of gender differences in vulnerability and risks. 
The second section outlines relevant socio-economic indicators that set the context. The third section 
presents responses from the survey of the institutions.  The fourth section presents key issues, and the 
fifth section presents conclusions and recommendations.  A list of references is also included.  

	 The following table lists the agencies interviewed in this study and summarises their areas of 
responsibility for disaster and risk management.

Table 1: Agencies surveyed by mandate and sex of Head

Name of Agency Area of Responsibility Sex of Agency 
Representative 

The Civil Defence Commission Planning and conducting operations 
to deal with disasters

 Male

United Nations Development Programme 
(UNDP) and The Joint United Nations 
Programme on AIDS (UNAIDS) 

Capacity development

Human rights and women’s rights

2 males
1 female

The Guyana Red Cross Disaster preparedness and response 2 females
International Labour Organisation (ILO) HIV / AIDS in the workplace  Male
OXFAM Public education with NGOs on 

disaster risk reduction
 Male

Women Across Differences (WAD) Mobilising, training and 
empowerment of women in 
communities

Female

The Women’s Affairs Bureau, Guyana. Mainstreaming of gender 
perspectives

Female
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2.	 Socio-economic overview of Guyana  
2.1.	 Location
Guyana is located on the northeast coast of the South American continent and is the only Anglophone 
country on the continent. The country is bordered by Suriname (formerly Dutch Guiana) on the east, 
Venezuela on the west and by Brazil on the south. The northern coastline is washed by the Atlantic 
Ocean. Guyana has a low lying coastal strip, with a mountainous plateau traversed by many rivers 
and an almost inaccessible and sparsely populated interior. While not in the hurricane belt like other 
Caribbean countries, Guyana is nonetheless vulnerable to natural hazards and disasters that result from 
changing weather patterns.

2.2.	 Population profile
The 2001 Population and Housing Census indicated that the population was 751,223, including 
376,034 males (50.1 percent) and 375,189 females (49.9 percent).  While the sex ratio is evenly 
balanced between males and females, there are variations within various age groups. The life expectancy 
at birth was 66.43 years (Males: 63.81 years; Females: 69.18 years); (2008 est.) The total fertility rate 
was 2.03 children born per woman (2008 est.)

	 Guyana is a multi-racial society comprising East Indian Guyanese (28.4 percent), African 
Guyanese (30.2 percent), Mixed (16.7 percent), Amerindians (9.1 percent) and Other (0.5 percent) 
(2001 Census). Although the official language is English, there are at least eight different languages 
spoken throughout the country. 

	 Guyana’s population is small in relation to its land space with an average population density of 
approximately four persons per square kilometre but population density differs significantly between 
rural and urban areas. Only 10 percent of the population lives in the interior and the majority (90 
percent) live on the country’s narrow coastal plain that occupies a mere 7.5 percent of the country’s 
total land area.

2.3.	 The economy
The Guyana economy is heavily dependent on agriculture and mining, which have declined in recent 
years and the economy has been supported by remittances and foreign direct investment. Guyana is 
classified as a highly indebted poor country (HIPC) and in 2005 ranked 97 out of 177 countries on 
the Human Development Index. The Gross National Income per capita was estimated at US $1,130 
in 2006. 

	 The Guyana Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper (PRSP) developed by the Government of Guyana in 
collaboration with the World Bank (2001), makes the point that there is a higher incidence of poverty 
in rural areas where the poor are largely self-employed in agricultural labour or manual labour. In 
contrast, poverty in urban areas is highest among the unemployed.1 The PRSP also indicated that as in 

1 USAID/Guyana Gender Assessment, 2003
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most countries, women were affected by poverty more than men, that 50 percent of Guyanese women 
are living in poverty and that nearly 30 percent of the households headed by women are characterised by 
absolute poverty. 

	 The 2001 Census estimated the size of the labour force as 266,167 persons, of which approximately 
70 percent were male and 30 percent were female. However, it should be noted that the 2001 Census 
data indicate that women represent 91 percent of the persons who report themselves to be involved 
in “home duties”, and many of these women operate in the informal sector. According to the USAID 
Gender Assessment of 2003, employment statistics showed that men had a 76 percent labour force 
participation rate while women had a 39 percent participation rate. 

	 In addition to high unemployment, chronic economic problems include a shortage of skilled labour 
and deficient infrastructure. The government has to manage the demands of servicing a sizable external 
debt against the urgent need for expanded public investment. 

2.4.	 Gender assessment of risk management
The socio-economic profile of Guyana highlights the vulnerabilities of both men and women. However, 
women are more at risk because of their lower social and economic status, lower rates of participation 
in the labour force, higher rates of unemployment, lower wages and, in addition, responsibility for 
domestic work and care of children, the sick, the elderly and the disabled. 

	 The rate of poverty is higher among women, and since approximately 28 percent of households are 
headed by females, these families are at even greater risk. It should be noted that Amerindian women in 
rural areas were even more vulnerable than Afro- or Indo-Guyanese women.    

	 Guyana’s Household Income and Expenditure Survey indicated that public sector salaries were very 
low and it classified public sector workers as living in absolute poverty.2 Significantly, almost two thirds 
of public sector employees are women who work predominately in the service sector, particularly in 
education and health. Thus, in spite of generally high levels of education and professional status, they 
have relatively low incomes. In addition, while the public sector reform process resulted in limited salary 
increases for employees, many public sector jobs have been at risk since the reform was accompanied by 
cuts in the public sector workforce – a high proportion of which were women. 

	 Disasters magnify gender disparities. Although the impact of disasters cuts across national, racial, 
ethnic, socio-economic and sex/gender boundaries, it has been observed that the impact of disasters 
is generally greater on women. Cultural norms generally exclude women from formal planning and 
decision-making in their communities3, and they generally do not have the flexible resources that could 
facilitate their recovery from disasters. In addition, women’s position in the family puts a greater burden 
of reproductive work (household work, caring for the young and elderly, etc.) on them, and this in turn 
reduces their ability to find safe shelter during disasters.4 Women’s socio-economic vulnerabilities such 
as these place them at greater risk in a disaster.  

2 Ibid
3 Ibid
4 Gender, Climate Change and Human Security: Lessons From Bangladesh, Ghana and Senegal (2008)
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2.5.	 History of natural disasters in Guyana 
Unlike its island neighbours in the Caribbean Sea, Guyana is located outside the track of the Atlantic 
hurricanes. The Civil Defence Commission therefore identified the following as hazards for which the 
country ought to prepare: flood; fire; oil spill; drought; river mishap; airport disaster; terrorism and 
pandemics. 

	 Priority among these is floods which result from heavy or continuous rainfall exceeding the 
absorptive capacity of soil and the flow capacity of rivers, streams, and coastal areas.5

Factors contributing to vulnerability

The majority of the Guyanese population lives in the north of the country in low coastal areas which 
are four to six feet below sea level. Sea defences – the sea walls – border the coast to the north to keep 
out the Atlantic Ocean, and conservancy dams border the area to the south of the coastal lands, to hold 
back water from the backlands. 

	 The coastal region is particularly vulnerable to flooding since the land gradient allows flood waters 
to drain towards populated areas, and the water accumulates in the predominantly clay soil. Water can 
only be drained from these populated areas by pumps during low tide.

	 In recent years, in order to address housing needs, sugar cane coastal lands were converted to areas 
for human settlement. Structures were erected in these flood-prone lands without adequate attention 
to maintaining, cleaning or rehabilitating the primary waterways.6 The legal framework that regulates 
land use was also insufficient for the task of regulating development and this made it more difficult to 
prevent people from building in areas that are vulnerable to flooding. 

	 Apart from the problems faced in housing development, the government has faced tremendous 
technical and financial challenges in maintaining the drainage and irrigation system along the length 
of Guyana’s coast between the Pomeroon and Corentyne Rivers. Maintenance includes the clearing of 
canals and outfalls to the Atlantic Ocean. 

	 In addition, many communities are unaware of the best practices that would maintain the health 
and integrity of their environment, or act irresponsibly. For example, in the capital city, Georgetown, 
poor waste disposal practices, including the dumping of solid waste in the waterways, block the natural 
drainage and present both environmental and financial challenges to the state authorities. Consequently, 
in periods of heavy rainfall, many of these housing areas quickly become waterlogged, posing a serious 
threat to the health of the residents. 

	 Yet, in spite of their subordinate position politically, economically and socially, which results in 
increased vulnerability, women are often more active in voluntary and informal community activities 
for disaster risk reduction. It is therefore important that women be recognised as important agents of 
change who can make a vital contribution to planning and managing disaster risks.

5 http://www.oas.org/dsd/publications/Unit/oea66e/ch08.htm
6 Oxfam International’s Contingency Plan for Guyana (2006)
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Historically, rainfall is heaviest during the months of May and June.  Uncharacteristically, the floods of 
December 2005 - February 2006, the heaviest on record for the country since 1888, exposed Guyana’s 
vulnerability to floods, as well as the insufficiency of disaster risk management systems and plans. 

	 According to Oxfam International’s Contingency Plan for Guyana (2006), Guyana experienced 
uncertain weather conditions during the 1990s. For the 16-year period that began in 1990, 2005 stands 
out as the year with the most severe flooding. Between December 2005 and February 2006, Guyana 
experienced prolonged and high-intensity rainfall, both on the coastland as well as on areas inland. The 
result was flooding of low-lying coastal and river communities. 

	 Details in Table 2 below were taken from the Oxfam Contingency Plan which shows the main 
disaster scenarios by Region from the flooding that occurred during the period December 2005 to 
January 2006.

2.6.	 Guyana’s most recent disaster: The floods of 
	 December 2005 - February 2006

Table 2: Main disaster scenarios in 2005-2006 Floods

Region Event/Hazard Immediate 
consequence

Result Probable 
severity

Potential 
impact and 
vulnerabilities

REGION 
FOUR

Heavy rainfall Breaching of river 
embankments.

Flooding Medium 
–localised 
flooding 
of certain 
areas.

Damage to 
agricultural (and 
other) lands, 
latrines, housing, 
livelihoods, and 
water sources.

Overtopping 
of East 
Demerara Water 
Conservancy 
(EDWC) (NB 
- This is only 
likely in the event 
of poor sluice 
management, as 
this is what they 
are used to avoid).

Flooding Medium 
– moderate 
flooding 
of certain 
areas.

Damage to 
agricultural land, 
housing (latrines) 
and possibly some 
infrastructure in 
certain areas.
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Overflowing 
drainage canals 
(poor drainage in 
Georgetown).

Flooding Medium 
– moderate 
flooding of 
city.

Certain areas 
under water for 
several weeks; 
damage to water 
distribution pipes, 
leading to leaks. 
Possible damage to 
treatment plants 
and pumping 
equipment. 
Damage to sewage 
pumping system.

Collapse of 
EDWC

Flooding High – 
catastrophic 
flooding 
of entire 
region.

Loss of life, 
widespread 
damage of 
agricultural land, 
public health 
emergency.

REGIONS
FOUR AND 
FIVE

Heavy rainfall Risk of 
overtopping of 
EDWC, leading 
to opening of 
EDWC Lama and 
Maduni sluices

Flooding Medium-
High 
flooding in 
many areas 
of Region 
Five and 
parts of 
Region 
Four.

Damage to 
latrines leading to 
increase in water-
borne illnesses. 
Damage to 
agricultural lands. 
Minor damage to 
buildings.

	 The information presented in Table 2 does not differentiate the experiences of men and women 
and, as such, is grounded in the assumption that the situation of all persons is the same regardless of 
sex, age, class and ethnicity. 

On Saturday, 28 January 2006, the Government of Guyana officially declared Region Two and Region 
Five disaster areas. Region Two covers the areas including and between the Pomeroon and Supenaam 
Rivers. Region Five covers Mahaica, Mahaicony and Berbice rivers. The government also called on the 
United Nations and the donor community for support for rehabilitation of the drainage infrastructure 
and restoration of livelihoods.7

7
 Guyana: Floods OCHA Situation Report No.1  
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Source:  The Guyana Chronicle “The Year In Review 2005” 

Plate 1: Photo of hot meals being delivered to flood victims in sugar punts 
            converted into ‘cook shops’

The month-long flooding, concentrated in the most heavily populated areas, created a disaster 
for the communities in Regions Three, Four and Five. The resulting damage cost Guyana $55.1 
billion. This situation was noted in a report by the United Nations Economic Commission for 
Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC) cited by Oxfam International in its Contingency Plan 
for Guyana (2006). The report also listed some of the outcomes which are of importance for this 
study: 

	 •	 The disaster affected 275,000 people - representing 37 percent of the total Guyanese 		
		  population;

	 •	 The economic cost of the disaster was equivalent to 59 percent of Guyana’s Gross 		
		  Domestic Product (GDP);

	 •	 Region Four had 72 percent of its population (222,522 people) severely affected 		
		  while in Region Three, 41 percent of its population was affected likewise, and in 		
		  Region Five, 20 percent.

	 •	 The disaster claimed 34 lives – 7 by drowning and 27 resulting from illnesses arising 	
		  from the floods. 
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3.	 Institutional assessments
3.1.	 Profile of the Civil Defence Commission
The Civil Defence Commission (CDC) was established in 1982 to make plans and conduct operations 
to deal with all types of disasters in Guyana. It is a full member of the Caribbean Disaster Emergency 
Response Agency (CDERA). As a civilian agency that is currently housed in the Office of the President, 
the CDC reports to the President through the National Disaster Coordinator. The CDC is governed by 
the general legislation that regulates the operations of the Office of the President. However, legislation 
is currently being drafted to identify responsibilities relating to Disaster Risk Management and hence 
will affect the operations of the CDC. The Commission is working closely with UNDP to revise the 
Disaster Management Plan by 2009.

The mission of the CDC is: 

	 •	 To develop, implement and maintain a national Disaster Preparedness and Prevention 		
		  Programme incorporating the Sectoral / Services and Central / Regional Government 
		  and Non-Government Organisations and the Citizenry into a National Disaster 
		  Response mechanism;

	 •	 To prevent or mitigate the impact of all kinds of disasters; and

	 •	 To provide rescue, evaluation, shelter relief and rehabilitation. 

The CDC website specifies that plans and procedures are the most important tool of disaster management 
because they structure and guide emergency action.  The agency is responsible for preparing Disaster 
Plans and Contingency Plans, undertaking forward planning, and for developing Standard Operation 
Procedures (SOPs) for disasters. 

	 A telephone interview was conducted with the CDC Operations and Training Officer.  CDC is 
currently understaffed and operates as a temporary body during times when there is no disaster event 
requiring its intervention. Data taken from the website of the International Civil Defence Directory 
indicate that there were eight posts upon establishment, but seven reported below.  Leadership positions 
at the top and middle levels are held by males, and technical and support staff is female.

Table 3: Leadership and staffing of the Civil Defence Commission (CDC)

STAFF Women (#) Women (%) Men (#) Men (%) 

Director 0 0 1 100
Management 0 0 3 100

Technical 2 100 0 0

Support 1 100 0 0

Volunteers N/A N/A N/A N/A
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Gender and risk configuration

The CDC officer identified floods as the main threat to the country’s population and also indicated both 
forest and urban fires as lesser threats. The coastal population was highlighted as being most vulnerable 
to flooding. 

	 The CDC officer was unsure about the differential impacts of disasters on men and women in 
the vulnerable coastal population. However, his experience in the Abary and the Pomeroon in 2006 had 
made him aware that men were more likely to become ill during the disaster event, since their machismo 
often inhibited them from taking the necessary precautions. Additionally, men were more often victims 
of leptospirosis which was a significant threat during floods.

	 The officer indicated that there had been a National Disaster Risk Reduction and Management 
Planning Workshop held in December 2005, conducted jointly by the CDC and UNDP. It was part 
of a series of ventures that were intended to put measures in place to plan for and mitigate the impact 
of disasters. These ventures had been initiated by a team of experts from the United Nations Disaster 
Assessment and Coordination (UNDAC) team, the United Nations Bureau for Crisis Prevention and 
Recovery (BCPR) and senior government officials. The aims were to:

	 •	 share experiences and lessons learnt including the United Nations Country Team 		
		  (UNCT) support for disaster response, preparedness and post-disaster recovery;

	 •	 learn about the experiences of Guyana during and after the floods of January 2005.

	 The meeting was attended by senior government officials including the Head of the Presidential 
Secretariat, the Minister of Tourism, Industry and Commerce and the Commissioner of Civil Defence. 
As a follow-up to this meeting, UNDP was requested to organise a National Disaster Risk Management 
Planning Workshop with broad stakeholder participation. 

	 The CDC does not maintain sex-disaggregated data on deaths, damages or losses caused by disasters, 
but relies on data from other agencies in this regard. There is, however, a plan to acquire a database that 
will facilitate maintenance of its own records.

Gender profile

The CDC does not have a gender strategy or policy document. The officer interviewed was not attached to 
the CDC during the 2005-2006 floods, and was therefore unaware of whether the CDC had undertaken 
any activities to incorporate and consider gender issues when disasters struck. As a Shelter Manager, 
the officer worked to ensure that women were protected from attacks. The CDC offers a very modest 
programme of Public Education and Information which is not gender-specific. Since the CDC relies 
heavily on consultants hired by donor agencies for activities such as risk identification and mapping, early 
warning systems, disaster communications, evacuation procedures, shelter and interim housing, and

9



recovery and reconstruction, it was assumed that these donor agencies are guided by international 
standards that take gender into account.

	 The CDC officer was not familiar with CDERA’s Action Plan for Gender Mainstreaming In 
Disaster Risk reduction in the Caribbean (2005). The CDC does not generally interface with the Women’s 
Affairs Bureau. However, it has collaborated with Oxfam and one of its implementing agencies, Women 
Across Differences (WAD). WAD had conducted a training workshop for the Guyana Defence Force 
(GDF), to which the CDC had been invited. It is expected that WAD will be contracted to conduct a 
gender workshop for members of the CDC network.

	 The officer was not aware of the country’s legislation and policies to promote equal opportunities for 
men and women. He was, however, familiar with international policy statements on gender and disasters 
in relation to the International Strategy for Disaster Reduction (ISDR) and the Hyogo Framework. The 
latter is used as a reference document for the reform of disaster risk management in Guyana.

3.2.	Profile of the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and Joint 		
	 United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS)
The United Nations Country Team is comprised of all the United Nations agencies represented in 
Guyana, under the coordination of the United Nations Resident Coordinator. Interviews were held with 
the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and the Joint United Nations Programme on 
HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS).

	 UNDP has provided technical assistance to Guyana since 1952. Among its many functions, 
UNDP works to promote the advancement of people by advocating and supporting good governance, 
poverty reduction and sound environmental management. One of the explicit aims of the UNDP is the 
protection of human rights and the empowerment of women. The UNDP office in Georgetown includes 
a number of programmes which directly address disaster risk reduction. The Bureau for Crisis Prevention 
and Recovery offers services in disaster risk reduction, conflict prevention and the building of peace, 
justice and security sector reform, and gender equality, among other areas.

	 UNDP and ECLAC conducted a major assessment of the 2005/2006 floods.8 Several programmes 
were implemented as a follow-up and these included: establishment of a National Emergency Management 
Organisation; establishment of Sustainable Sanitation Systems; establishment of a Disaster Infrastructure 
Recovery Programme; and institutional capacity building at the national level.

	 The Joint United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS) is responsible for developing 
and offering/providing policy and technical guidance on HIV-related issues. 

8 http://www.undp.org.gy/documents/guyana_flood_report.doc
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	 UNAIDS works over a wide range of cultural, health, social and economic issues related to 
HIV including gender, emergency and humanitarian response, counselling and testing. 

	 Interviews were conducted with the UNDP Programme Analyst, the recently appointed 
Senior Human Rights Advisor, and the UNAIDS Programme Officer. 

Gender and risk configuration

The United Nations representatives confirmed that flooding was the most frequent threat to the population 
of Guyana. While both urban and rural communities were affected, the low-lying areas along the east coast 
of Demerara seemed to be the most vulnerable. In this respect it was noted that Amerindian communities 
experienced higher levels of vulnerability since they lived alongside the waterways. 

	 The Senior Human Rights Advisor confirmed the fact that gender was mainstreamed into the 
United Nations’ operations across its various agencies. The United Nations representatives referred to the 
UNDP gender strategy to promote gender equity in the event of disasters and noted that gender was also 
mainstreamed in the context of disaster preparedness. The agencies did not maintain sex-disaggregated 
data in deaths, damages or losses caused by the disasters in Guyana.

	 However, the United Nations agency representatives who were consulted indicated that while men 
and women were both affected by flooding in Guyana, women were affected differently, by virtue of their 
reproductive roles and the greater responsibilities they had for the care of children and the family. Women 
usually went into shelters with children and so had to confront the particular challenges associated with 
shelters, including the lack of privacy. Men usually stayed at or near the dwelling place.

	 The UNAIDS officer suggested that women were better able than men to organise the sharing 
of scarce resources during the disaster event. Men and women experienced different types of stress or 
pressure during disasters, but the pressure on women seemed to be greater as they tried to deal with the 
impact of the disaster on themselves and their families at various levels.

Gender focus 

All of the United Nations agencies are guided by a gender policy, and gender is mainstreamed into the 
office’s work programme: assessing vulnerability and providing treatment and care, to name two areas.

Table 4: Leadership and staffing of UNAIDS

STAFF Women (#)  Women (%) Men (#) Men (%) 
Director 0 0 1 100
Management 0 0 1 100
Support 2 40 3 60
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3.3.	 Profile of Oxfam

	 The United Nations representatives were aware of Guyana’s legislation and policies to promote 
equal opportunities for men and women. They were also familiar with international policy statements 
on gender and disaster risk management in relation to the International Strategy for Disaster Reduction 
and the Hyogo Framework for Action. However, while being aware of the CDERA Action Plan for 
Gender Mainstreaming in Disaster Reduction (2005), none of the representatives were familiar with 
the specific contents of the document. 

	 The United Nations agencies generally work with and through governments. In the event of a 
disaster, UNDP and UNAIDS would make up part of the United Nations Country Team (UNCT) 
response.

	 The UNDP office generally only interfaced with the Bureau of Women’s Affairs when they 
worked together on specific projects. The UNAIDS office collaborated with the Ministries of Health, 
Labour and Education and other Ministries of government to ensure that civil society is aware of the 
important issues related to HIV/AIDS, and of issues related to gender and disaster risk.

	 The Senior Human Rights Advisor emphasised that the work programme of her office highlights 
women’s rights as human rights. She suggested the view that gender was not adequately taken into 
account in Guyana’s disaster management policies. In effect, the response to disasters was not informed 
by gender analysis, which would produce disaster management policies that are sensitive to the differing 
needs of men and women.

Oxfam International seeks increased worldwide public understanding of the significance of economic 
and social justice for sustainable development. The focus of its work is the finding of lasting solutions 
to poverty and injustice. To this end, Oxfam has partnered with other NGOs in Guyana in providing 
public education on disaster risk reduction. The office in Georgetown, Guyana, was started in 2005.    

An interview was conducted with the Project Coordinator, the only employee.

Gender and risk configuration

The Oxfam Project Coordinator confirmed that flooding was the main hazard that most often threatens 
Guyana. He suggested that poor persons who live in both rural and suburban areas constitute the most 
vulnerable groups in times of disaster. 

With specific reference to the floods of 2005-2006, he referred to an Oxfam International report which 
concluded that:

12



	 The Oxfam Coordinator also noted that women find the experience of living in shelters more 
difficult to deal with than do men because of their greater need for privacy. 

	 Oxfam has, on request, conducted training in Gender in Disaster Risk Management for the Guyana 
Defence Force (GDF), and has been asked to repeat this training. While the previous training was general, 
the upcoming session is expected to include a greater focus on gender in disaster risk reduction.

	 In an effort to improve disaster programming in Guyana, Oxfam is planning a Participatory 
Capacity and Vulnerability Assessment study which will collect sex-disaggregated data on deaths, damages 
and losses resulting from disasters in Guyana. 

Gender focus  

Gender is mainstreamed into Oxfam’s policies and protocols. One of the principles of Oxfam’s gender 
policy is that gender equality is key to overcoming poverty and suffering, and that gender equity should be 
integrated into all of the programmes of the organisation. Oxfam has integrated gender into its recruitment 
practices, as well as into its public education activities on HIV/AIDS within disaster risk reduction. 

	 The Oxfam Coordinator was not aware of Guyana’s legislation and policies that are aimed at 
promoting equal opportunities for men and women. However, he did not consider that Guyana’s disaster 
management policies took gender sufficiently into consideration. He was aware of the CDERA’s Action 
Plan, but noted that it had not been applied to Oxfam’s work in Guyana. He was familiar with both the 
ISDR and the Hyogo Framework for Action on gender and disaster risk issues. Oxfam has no mechanism 
for interfacing with the Women’s Affairs Bureau. However, the agency enjoys a close collaborative 
relationship with Women Across Differences (WAD).  

3.4.	 Profile of the Guyana Red Cross Society
The Guyana Red Cross Society was established as a branch of the British Red Cross in 1948, and in 
1967 became an independent society and a member of the international movement. This organisation of 
volunteers is guided by seven fundamental principles: Humanity, Impartiality, Neutrality, Independence, 
Voluntary Service, Unity and Universality.  Red Cross volunteers and staff offer services such as disaster 
preparation and training, disaster response management and first aid; and the organisation also distributes 
emergency items and conducts search and rescue missions in times of disaster. The Guyana Red Cross 	

‘The consequences of the flood were most serious for women and children in some of the most vulnerable 
areas. Some of these areas, due to historical reasons, face stigmatisation, which has resulted in their 
exclusion from mainstream development activities. The loss of livelihoods has worsened the situation of 
women and multiplied the frustrations of youth, who, in some areas, due to extreme poverty and neglect 
are already involved in activities in conflict with the law. These floods have increased the vulnerability 
of poor people - particularly the women, particularly in poor neighbourhoods.’
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	 Society has a reporting relationship with the Ministry of Health, the Ministry of Labour and Human 
Services, and the Ministry of Culture, Youth and Sport; since it receives a subvention from the government 
to support its operations.  

	 An interview was conducted with the Director-General and the Programme Coordinator for HIV. 
A breakdown of the gender composition of the Guyana Red Cross Society staff is provided in Table 5.

Table 5: Leadership and staffing of the Guyana Red Cross Society

STAFF Women  (#) Women (%) Men (#) Men (%)
Director 1 100 0 0
Management 0 0 0 0
Technical 5 55 4 45
Support 23 100 0 0
Volunteers 151 51 149 49

Gender and risk configuration

The Red Cross representatives identified flooding as the main hazard that poses a threat to Guyana but 
also identified drought (as experienced in 1998) as a threat. They felt that rural populations were at greater 
risk from both threats. They also suggested that communities were particularly vulnerable when they had 
a significant percentage of pregnant women and young children. Persons living with HIV/AIDS were also 
considered to be especially vulnerable during a disaster, since they might have difficulty accessing their 
food and medical supplies (anti-retroviral drugs) to keep them healthy. 

	 Both officers indicated that the impact of the disaster events on women was largely shaped by their 
reproductive responsibilities. While both men and women were affected by limited water supply; women 
were more so affected by concerns relating to personal hygiene (e.g. shortage of toilet facilities) while 
lactating and pregnant women were particularly affected by the difficulties in accessing clean water. It 
often appeared as if men were too ‘macho’ to admit difficulties faced by limited water supply, and seemed 
to be more affected by limited food availability. The elderly, both men and women, required disposable 
adult briefs. Clear gender roles were generally evident, since women usually stayed in shelters with the 
children; while men generally stayed at the home to protect and rebuild it, or sought accommodation 
with a neighbour. The agency had no sex-disaggregated data on deaths, damages or losses caused by 
flooding or other hazards.

Gender focus

The International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies have a gender policy. The Guyana 
Red Cross Society undertakes activities to promote gender equity to the extent that it takes the vulnerability 
of women and children into account during a disaster event. However, it is people’s needs, regardless of 
gender, that drive their response. 
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3.5.	 Profile of the Women’s Affairs Bureau

	 All agency programmes are open to both men and women. Nonetheless the officers identified 
a gender trend in the interest expressed in their programmes: women were generally involved in 
preventative health care, as they take courses offered in health and attend the Wellness Clinics. Men 
generally only attended the health clinics for treatment. The officers were therefore especially pleased 
when men applied for membership or participated in programmes. 

	 The Red Cross representatives suggested that since there was no National Disaster Plan, gender 
consideration was a non-issue. However, the organisation indicated that some shelters had separate 
accommodation for men and women.  The representatives were not familiar with the CDERA Action 
Plan for gender mainstreaming in disaster risk reduction.  However, the organisation indicated that its 
programme was guided by the Sphere Guidelines that were developed and used by the International 
Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, and United Nations agencies; which specify 
minimum standards and gender protocols. 

	 The Red Cross interfaced with the Women’s Affairs Bureau as the need arose and collaborated 
with the CDC, sister national Red Cross Societies, and the Regional and International Offices of the 
International Federation of the Red Cross, as well as with Oxfam, Red Thread and WAD.

	 The officers knew very little of the country’s legislation and policy to promote equal opportunities 
for men and women. Nevertheless, through their training, both officers were familiar with the 
international policy statements on gender and disasters in relation to ISDR and the Hyogo Framework 
for Action, which the International Federation had adopted.

The Women’s Affairs Bureau (WAB) in Guyana was established in 1981 and is housed within the 
Ministry of Human Services and Social Security. The Mission of the Bureau is:

	 In this regard, the Bureau provides advice on matters of policy and programmes, and receives 
technical support from the following two bodies which were established in accordance with the National 
Policy on Women (1996): The National Commission on Women and the Inter-Ministry Committee on 
Gender.

	 As the National Machinery for promoting the advancement of women, the Bureau lists the 
following among its priority programmes:

	 1.	 Monitoring the policies of selected ministries;
	 2.	 Gender mainstreaming in ministry policies and programmes;
	 3.	 Promoting women in leadership and decision-making and;
	 4.	 Promoting the economic empowerment of women. 

‘To work towards the elimination of all forms of discrimination against women, to promote development 
of their full potential and to ensure their integration in the national development of the country.’
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	 An interview was conducted with the Administrator of the Women’s Affairs Bureau. The 
Administrator confirmed that Guyana is signatory to the Convention for the Elimination of 
Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) and that there is national legislation which governs the 
Bureau’s policies and programmes.

Gender and risk configuration

The Administrator expressed her concern that disaster risk should include violent crime, which had 
seen a sharp increase in Guyana and was the source of terror within the Guyanese society. 

	 While she confirmed that the floods of 2005-2006 affected everyone in the society, she pointed 
out that people who lived along the east and west coasts of Demerara, and those who lived in areas 
formerly designated for agricultural production were particularly at risk.

	 The Bureau Administrator also suggested that while men and women were both affected by the 
flooding in Guyana, there were differential impacts on both. In the three most recent disasters, women 
were usually the ones who experienced increased difficulty in sourcing and preparing food and it was 
they who had to face the challenges of living in shelters with their children. On the other hand, men, 
particularly cane cutters, were challenged because of loss of income. 

	 The Women’s Affairs Bureau did not maintain sex-disaggregated data on disaster impact, but 
suggested that the Bureau of Statistics was the government office tasked with the responsibility of 
maintaining such records.

	 The Women’s Affairs Bureau had not undertaken any studies related to gender aspects of disaster 
risk management, but fully recognised that women in various Regions and communities across the 
country had collaborated in one such study that had been conducted by ECLAC.  

Policy work and coordinated mechanisms

The Bureau recognised the urgency and importance of including women as key stakeholders in 
discussions and planning related to disaster risk management. However, the organisation had not 
participated in policy development, legislation or lobbying to improve the gender focus in disaster 
risk management. The Bureau representative suggested that the minimum involvement of women in 
such consultations was one of the main obstacles in Guyana to institutionalising a gender dimension 
in disaster risk management. In the representative’s opinion, seeking women’s active involvement and 
participation in decision-making on issues related to disaster risk management, would improve the 
gender sensitivity of plans and programmes. 

	 The Bureau of Women’s Affairs collaborates with the CDC, Help and Shelter Organisation, 
the Regional Development Councils and the Neighbourhood Councils. However, although the 
Administrator had heard of the ISDR and the Hyogo Framework for Action, she was not familiar 
with these documents. She was also unaware of any gender strategy or policy of the Civil Defence 
Commission.
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3.6.	 Profile of Women Across Differences (WAD)
Women Across Differences (WAD) is a non-governmental organisation (NGO) comprising a network 
of women and women’s organisations committed to individual and social transformation in Guyana. 
Established in 1999, the organisation’s goal is to increase women’s participation in public policy, and 
develop and sustain a national network of informed and empowered women, who are willing and able 
to bring about change in their lives, and the lives of others in their communities. The organisation has 
worked in partnership with the government in disaster risk management and has sought to mobilize, 
train and empower women in communities.

	 An interview was conducted with the Coordinator of WAD. WAD has two staff members, both 
of whom are female.

Gender and risk configuration

The WAD Coordinator identified floods as the main hazard threat to the Guyanese population, and 
confirmed that rural populations in general, and particularly rural coastal populations, are most 
vulnerable to floods. She noted that men and women experienced disasters differently. Women’s 
reproductive functions and the nurturing responsibilities they have for children and the family make 
disasters more difficult for them as compared to men. In addition, she noted how disasters constrain 
women’s freedom of movement. While men could navigate their way through the high and dirty flood 
waters with limited clothing, women were unable to do so. As the primary breadwinners, men seemed 
to focus more on money and income generation, while women focused on getting food. Interestingly, 
she noted that while women showed up for training in disaster risk management, during the disaster it 
was men who assumed leadership of co-ordinating disaster response in the communities, even though 
they were less familiar with the procedures.

	 WAD does not maintain sex-disaggregated data on damages, deaths or losses resulting from 
disaster. Instead, the organisation relies on lead disaster response agencies to provide these data. 
However, the organisation had conducted a small survey of the community of Yarrow Dam on the 
losses from the 2005-2006 floods.

Gender focus

While WAD has no written gender strategy or policy, the Coordinator confirmed that gender perspectives 
were incorporated into all of their activities. WAD mainly provides support to the national disaster 
response by training stakeholders, both men and women, in disaster response management. All of the 
organisation’s training is aimed at the empowerment of women. Their Public Education programmes 
are gender sensitive, as is an upcoming project on gender-based violence. 

	 The Coordinator was knowledgeable about Guyana’s policies and legislation to promote equal 
opportunities for men and women. However, she suggested that while policies existed, the greater 
problem was the implementation of these policies. She was also not aware of the extent to which 
the state took gender into account in Guyana’s disaster management provisions. As an example, she 
indicated that there was no separation of men and women in shelters or in interim housing provided 
by the state. 
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	 WAD enjoys a good relationship with the Bureau of Women’s Affairs possibly because some 
of its members are on committees of the Bureau. In times of disaster, WAD collaborates with both 
government and NGO agencies including Oxfam, the CDC, The Guyana Red Cross, UNDP, the 
Guyana Citizen’s Initiative, the Guyana Professional Social Work Association and the Department of 
Environmental Studies of the University of Guyana (UG).  

	 While familiar with CDERA’s Action Plan for Gender Mainstreaming in the Caribbean, the 
WAD Coordinator did not know about either the ISDR or the Hyogo Framework for Action.

3.7.	 Profile of the International Labour Organisation (ILO)
The International Labour Organisation (ILO) indicated that its primary goal  “is to promote 
opportunities for women and men to obtain decent and productive work, in conditions of freedom, 
equity, security and human dignity.” In working towards this goal the organisation seeks to promote 
employment creation, strengthen fundamental principles and rights at work, workers’ rights, improve 
social protection, and promote social dialogue as well as provide relevant information, training and 
technical assistance. The ILO office in Guyana was established in 2005 and currently focuses on HIV/
AIDS in the workplace. 

	 An interview was held with the National Programme Co-ordinator,  who was, at the time of 
the interview, the only member of staff.

Gender and risk configuration 

The ILO Programme Co-ordinator identified floods as the main type of hazard which threatens 
Guyana but, in his view, urban populations were more vulnerable to flooding. He was aware of 
UNDP’s Disaster Preparedness Plan which sought to address the needs of vulnerable populations, 
but was uncertain about the extent to which the plan had been tested or whether gender has been 
adequately mainstreamed into the disaster management policies and plans. He offered the opinion 
that women’s reproductive roles and the attendant responsibilities made them particularly vulnerable 
to challenges created during a disaster, particularly where there is a scarcity of potable water. 

Gender focus

Gender has been mainstreamed into ILO’s policies and programmes, rather than being separate. 
The ILO office does not maintain sex-disaggregated data on deaths, damages or losses resulting from 
disasters. The ILO usually supports United Nations agencies in times of disasters and therefore plays 
a supportive role to these agencies which undertake activities to promote gender equity. 

The National Programme Co-ordinator was not familiar with Guyana’s legislation and policies to 
promote gender equality for men and women. He was also unfamiliar with CDERA’s Action Plan 
and also with the international policy statements on gender and disasters in relation to the ISDR and 
the Hyogo Framework for Action. His office interfaces with the Women’s Affairs Bureau only when 
there was specific need to do so.
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4.	 Conclusions and recommendations
4.1.	 Conclusions
All respondents identified the major disaster risk in Guyana as flooding. They suggested that while the 
disasters impacted men and women differently, those who experienced the greatest impact were persons 
living in poverty, of whom the most vulnerable were women, because of their greater responsibilities for 
the care of children and the elderly. 

	 However, beyond their own programme activities, the agencies consulted were generally not 
familiar with plans and measures to reduce risks and/or manage the impact of disasters on women and 
men. 

Legislative and policy framework

Guyana did not have any specific policies that govern disasters, nor any that set out guidelines for 
disaster risk reduction. The elements of a National Disaster Plan had been prepared, but none of the 
respondents in the agencies had seen this plan.

	 Most respondents were aware of Guyana’s legislation and policies to promote equal opportunity 
for men and women. 

	 Guyana is signatory to the CEDAW Convention which promotes women’s rights. It has also made 
commitments to the CDERA Action Plan and the Hyogo Protocol, both of which identify gender 
dimensions in disaster risk reduction, and ways of addressing the differential impacts of disasters on 
men and women. However, the results of the study do not indicate that these policy guidelines have 
significantly influenced the approach to disaster management in Guyana. 

 Leadership and staffing

Of the staff working for the agencies interviewed, 29 percent were male and 71 percent were female. 
The majority of persons working at the leadership and management levels were male, while the 
majority working at the technical and support levels were female. This pattern appears to be consistent 
with traditional leadership roles in institutions that are male dominated, and the history of the CDC 
originates with the military.  

Gender and risk configuration

Representatives from all agencies interviewed indicated that both urban and rural areas located on the 
low lying coastal belt were vulnerable to flooding, regardless of inhabitants’ ethnicity, age or sex. 

	 There was, however, general agreement that men and women are affected differently by the 
disaster risks. Women’s vulnerabilities are related to their reproductive roles, including their familial 
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responsibilities which, in times of disaster, place them under greater pressure to take care of children 
and the elderly.  Lactating mothers had greater need for food, and since women were usually those who 
went into the shelters with the children, they suffered more from the lack of privacy.

	 Men’s vulnerabilities are generally related to their greater responsibility as breadwinners, and the 
impact of the disaster on their need to earn an income. Men also faced greater pressure protecting and 
reconstructing family homes and assets.

	 The data provided in the interviews also suggested that disaster activities of government were 
‘reactions’ to the disaster, and it appeared that government’s response was a function of the state’s 
welfare obligations to the needy rather than the result of specific planning. It was suggested that if the 
disaster response and risk reduction activities were placed within a framework of development, they 
would be better able to identify and address the linkages between vulnerability, sex and socio-economic 
status.

Sex-disaggregated data

None of the agencies interviewed (including the Women’s Affairs Bureau) maintained sex-disaggregated 
data on deaths, damage or losses resulting from disasters in Guyana. It was suggested that the Bureau 
of Statistics should have these.  

	 It was also clear that many key agencies in the disaster response network were unaware of the 
importance of sex-disaggregated and other relevant data to guide disaster planning and responses. 
However, it should be noted that both the CDC and Oxfam are in the process of arranging for the 
capture and compilation of sex-disaggregated statistics. 

Policy and coordinating mechanisms

Many of the agencies indicated that a National Disaster Plan for Guyana had been one of the outcomes 
of activities for assessment and planning after the 2005-2006 floods. However, none of the persons 
interviewed had seen this document. 

	 Respondents expressed the view that gender is not addressed in Guyana’s disaster management 
policies and programmes. There were reports of attempts to arrange shelters and alternative housing 
so that both men and women could be suitably accommodated, but one respondent suggested that no 
such attempt had been made. Respondents also indicated that gender was not sufficiently taken into 
account in the necessary tasks of disaster risk reduction. Gender was instead seen as an ‘add-on’ issue 
and one that was to be approached largely as a quantitative rather than as a qualitative issue.

	 Nevertheless, most of the international agencies consulted indicated that gender was mainstreamed 
in their work programmes as well as their disaster response systems and protocols. All agencies referred 
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to their international/regional web sites. Specific initiatives to incorporate gender in disaster risk 
management included addressing gender as a human rights issue (UNDP), addressing HIV in disaster 
readiness training (UNAIDS) and conducting public education and training activities in disaster risk 
reduction (Oxfam).

	 In comparison with the international and regional agencies, the local agencies generally did not 
have clear, written gender polices or strategies, even if they integrated gender considerations into their 
work. In one national NGO, Women Across Differences (WAD), the organisation’s representative 
reported on training which had been undertaken to empower women. WAD also involves both men 
and women in training on gender-based violence, and highlights the relevance of this to the chaotic 
situations experienced during and after a disaster. 

	 Many of the agencies consulted for this study reported that they collaborated with each other and 
with various state agencies in times of natural disasters.  The University of Guyana’s Department of 
Environmental Studies was also named as a collaborating partner. However, there were few mechanisms 
to involve women’s organisations as well as community-based organisations in the disaster response.

	 In addition, the consultations revealed that the Guyana Women’s Affairs Bureau had little 
contact with the national disaster management process, and therefore had not been involved in policy 
development, legislation or lobbying to incorporate a gender perspective in disaster risk management. 
The United Nations agencies, Oxfam and the Red Cross had disaster risk management in their 
portfolios, however none had a mechanism to interface with the Women’s Affairs Bureau in a systematic 
way. Where necessary, links with the Bureau were usually established through the Ministry of Human 
Services and Social Security within which the Bureau is located. 

Awareness of CDERA’s Action Plan and the Hyogo Framework for Action

Few of the agency representatives interviewed were familiar with, and most were unaware of, CDERA’s 
Action Plan for Gender Mainstreaming in Disaster Risk Reduction. Only three of the seven agencies 
consulted were familiar with international policy statements on gender and disasters in relation to both 
the International Strategy for Disaster Reduction (ISDR) and the Hyogo Framework for Action. This 
framework was adopted by the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies.

	 All of the agencies consulted claimed some awareness of Guyana’s legislation and policies to 
promote equal opportunity for men and women. 
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Finalise, disseminate and promote the actions and recommendations outlined in the 
National Plan of Action for Disasters in Guyana;

Implement a public education programme on hazard risks, vulnerabilities and actions for 
disaster reduction, so as to give the population a thorough understanding and knowledge 
about the causes of climate change, and about disasters associated with natural hazards 
and the environmental impact of poor environmental practices;

Establish a database of sex-disaggregated statistics and other relevant data, with mechanisms 
to update these regularly and make the data easily accessible to stakeholders. This data can 
be used for gender-appropriate  planning;

Develop and implement strategies for disaster reduction issues such as land usage, and put 
the legal, budgetary and institutional measures in place so that proper disaster reduction 
and response interventions can be effected; 

Ensure that the Women’s Affairs Bureau and other women’s organisations are represented 
on the relevant disaster committees and included in decision-making processes; 

Facilitate inter-disciplinary and inter-sectoral partnerships with a view to expanding 
the risk reduction network, so as to ensure that it includes all the relevant agencies and 
departments of government and the private sector;

Undertake relevant research to support public education and policy, and also to promote 
gender awareness in disaster risk reduction and in the practices of the relevant agencies.

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.
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4.2.	 Recommendations
The following recommendations are derived from the findings of the various consultations and 
interviews:
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