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pean heat wave struck, or the number of deaths 
caused by storms in 2008, when Cyclone Nargis 
hit Myanmar. Those extreme weather events drove 
the number of casualties exceptionally high. The 
number of deaths due to extreme temperature in 
2003 climbed to about 75,000, and the number 
due to storms in 2008 escalated to over 142,000. 
It is predicted that climate change will further 
increase the number of human deaths from heat 
waves, floods, storms and droughts, as these 
extreme weather events will increase in frequency 
and intensity.31

In this context, as one of the agreed conclusions 
on the mitigation of natural disasters during its 
forty-sixth session, in 2002, the Commission on 
the Status of Women urged governments and rel-
evant international agencies to develop national 
gender-sensitive indicators and analyse gender 
differences with regard to disaster occurrence and 
associated losses and risks as well as vulnerability 
reduction.32 Yet, systematic collection and compi-
lation of statistics on gender and natural disasters 
are lacking at the international level. In general, 
the availability and reliability of data on disaster 
occurrence and its effect on people is affected by 
constraints of time, funding and complexity of 
situation, as well as by the lack of standardized 
definitions and methodological tools of data col-
lection.33 However, some data on victims of natu-
ral disasters disaggregated by sex are available for a 
small number of countries and for certain weather 
events. Such cases, presented in the following par-
agraphs, suggest that mortality differences by sex 
may vary from one country to another and by type 
of hazard.

Recent information on the impact of the tsunami 
in December 2004 suggests that women and girls 
may be more vulnerable to some natural disas-
ters as a result of less access to information and 
life skills development and culturally constrained 
mobility of women outside of their homes.34 Many 
more women than men died in several locations 
particularly hit by the tsunami.35 In Indonesia, 
in four villages from North Aceh district, female 
deaths accounted for 77 per cent of total deaths. 
In India, female deaths represented 73 per cent of 
the total deaths in Cuddalore and 56 per cent in 
Nagapattinam district of Tamil Nadu.

31 IPCC, 2007; Confalonieri and others, 2007. 
32 Commission on the Status of Women, 2002. 
33 Tschoegl and others, 2006; Guha-Sapir and Below, 2002.
34 Oxfam International, 2005.
35 Ibid.

The census conducted in Sri Lanka in the areas 
affected by the tsunami revealed that women were 
the majority of casualties.36 Out of the more than 
13,000 dead and missing persons, 65 per cent were 
women. The share of females in the total number 
of deaths was highest in the age group 19–29 years 
(figure 7.5), 79 per cent, suggesting a combination 
of increased vulnerability of women staying home 
with children at the time of the sea-level rise and 
the more fortunate situation of some of the young 
men who were far away from the coastline, fishing 
at sea or out in the agricultural fields.37

36 Sri Lanka Department of Census and Statistics, 2005. 
37 Oxfam International, 2005.
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Source: Ezzati and Kammen, Evaluating the health benefits of transitions in household energy technologies in 
Kenya (2002).
Note: The results are averages among different days, and the time calculated refers to the interval between 
6:30 a.m. and 8:30 p.m.

Figure 7.4
Time spent indoors and near fire by age group and sex in central Kenya, Laikipia 
District, Mpala Ranch, 1999
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Source: Computed by the 
United Nations Statistics Division 
based on data from Sri Lanka 
Department of Census and 
Statistics, Sri Lanka Census on the 
Persons and Buildings affected by 
the Tsunami 2004 (2005).

Figure 7.5
Distribution of deaths due to the 2004 tsunami in Sri 
Lanka by sex within age category




