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Lessons Learned from Post-Disaster Reconstruction in Indonesia

More than Mainstreaming: Promoting Gender Equality and Women’s
Empowerment through Post–Disaster Reconstruction

Reconstruction processes in the wake of a disaster are
a window of opportunity to address gender and other
social inequalities. Disasters create legitimate reasons to
do things differently: to introduce new polices, programs
and legislation and support progress towards women’s
empowerment and gender equality.
Both men and women are vulnerable to disaster
impacts, but gender inequalities create distinct
disparities. For example, women suffer more seriously
from psycho-social trauma, long-term displacement,
loss of homes and jobs and chronic poverty. Following
recent disasters in Aceh, Nias and Java, work and care

responsibilities increased dramatically for women
survivors. Women were less able to access information
or to share assets and benefits equitably with men,
and were less likely than men to have their voices heard
in setting the agenda for reconstruction.
The experiences of the Multi Donor Fund for Aceh and
Nias (MDF) and the Java Reconstruction Fund (JRF)
offer valuable lessons about strategies and actions
to support gender equality, women’s empowerment,
and mainstreaming gender sensitive approaches in
reconstruction efforts.

Experiences in Enhancing the Role of Women under the MDF and
JRF Programs
Improved and sustained outcomes in housing and infrastructure: Women’s active participation and greater
control over decisions through community driven approaches led to positive changes in the design and
selection of housing and local infrastructure. This improved quality and cost efficiency and increased ownership
and satisfaction, thereby enhancing willingness to sustain and maintain new assets.
Faster economic and livelihood recovery and increased productivity: Women made up over 40 percent of
the workforce, working mainly in small and medium enterprises and in agriculture (often as unpaid family
labor). Economic regeneration was accelerated by women’s participation in livelihood recovery. In Java, women
managed nearly 50 percent of the JRF livelihood recovery supported enterprises.
Strengthening of women’s legal rights: Women are particularly vulnerable to the loss of land and property
rights post-disaster. Almost 30 percent of the land certificates issued in Aceh under the MDF were for women,
strengthening the livelihood security of women-headed households, and opening up their access to credit and
productive assets. A community driven approach to the adjudication of land rights was established, which has
set future patterns for land adjudication.
More representative decision making: Women’s active participation in local decision-making processes
increased social cohesion and made local institutions more representative. Outcomes changed as a result,
leading to an increase in provision of public goods such as water, sanitation and health clinics. Women reported
positive impacts on the levels of women’s involvement in village and public affairs. Men recognized the benefits
of women having a more active voice in public affairs.
Enhanced resilience for women and communities: Women’s active involvement in reconstruction, community
settlement planning, livelihood recovery and disaster risk reduction increased their resilience in case of
future disasters. Women learned skills and gained knowledge that enabled them to build and maintain their
livelihoods and cope with losses. Women were more responsive than men, for example, to the importance
of earthquake safe construction practices and principles, and to build soft skills such as knowledge networks,
marketing, and business skills.

Promoting Women’s Participation
and Access to Benefits

mechanisms for information exchange and triggering
women’s participation in reconstruction efforts.
But in communities where levels of trust were
low, and in those with higher levels of rivalries and
factionalism, women’s ability to access information
was highly dependent on their access to village
leaders. More powerful members of communities
controlled information flow, leading to dissatisfaction
with access to information.

Experiences from the MDF and JRF reveal a
number of opportunities as well as challenges for
advancing gender equality in decision making and
benefit sharing.

Access to information can be a major barrier
to women’s participation.

Social capital plays a part in open information flow
—the stronger the levels of mutual trust, the greater
the circulation of information. Projects which tapped
into strong local networks, particularly those linking

Throughout the reconstruction process, community
meetings and notice boards were the main
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A clear lesson is that building a response to alleviate
the impacts of psycho-social trauma into a project
will require extra time and resources. However, better
understanding of the impacts of disaster will help
identify respectful and sensitive starting points for
different and incremental levels of support. Failure
to do so will exclude the most affected women, and
undermine potential benefits for the women involved
and the overall recovery.

Barefoot Texting - Getting Project News
to Women
In one Central Java village, JRF project teams found an
extraordinary yet practical way to get information to
women who were often hard to reach: through mobile
ice cream sellers. The dynamic community leadership
helped turn these vendors, present in every village,
into a vital community asset offering a “barefoot
texting” service. Village leaders and project facilitators
called the ice cream sellers together when there was
community news or important project information to
disseminate. Once briefed, the vendors called out the
messages as they walked through the village selling ice
cream. In this way, women and children who wouldn’t
normally attend village meetings or check information
boards were able to access important information
about reconstruction projects for their communities
and their families.

There are trade-offs between operating at
scale and ensuring participation of poor
and marginalized women
Large-scale community infrastructure projects with
ambitious delivery targets often do not have the
flexibility, time and resources to reach and involve
poorer and isolated women meaningfully in decisionmaking. Such projects can, however, coordinate
interventions with smaller organizations which have
the mandate and capacities to work with marginalized
women. The Kecamatan Development Project (KDP),
for example, used non-MDF funds to support PEKKA
(the Program for Women-Headed Households in
Indonesia), a complementary program that worked
exclusively with poor, vulnerable and marginalized
widows. This enabled both projects to work to their
strengths and bring a greater number of poorer
women into community planning processes.

women, were most effective in helping women to
rebuild their lives by supporting women’s access
to information.

Psycho-social stress undermines women’s
capacities to participate meaningfully in
project activities

Formal partnerships and linkages between projects
to address gaps in delivery to marginalized and

Infrastructure and economic development projects,
which are a large proportion of post-disaster
reconstruction, generally do not incorporate strategies
and actions aimed at addressing the psychological
impacts of trauma, and specific measures are
needed to do so. One MDF project implemented
by the Canadian Cooperative Association (CCA)
focused initially on peace building, counselling and
sensitization activities. Starting with small savings and
loans groups, it was able to build the trust, confidence
and emotional security of participants to re-engage
with profitable livelihood activities, and only later
supported major economic development for women
through cooperative development.

The MDF and JRF empowered women to take an active role in
reconstruction. These women in Aceh were involved in early
community-based efforts to clear debris and restore basic
infrastructure. Photo: Kristin Thompson for MDF Secretariat
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"I learned to be strong in the womenonly meetings and to give my opinions.
It helped when we met together in
community meetings (with men). The
other women supported me and I felt
brave to speak out. Everybody listened;
they took me seriously."
Participant in a Central Java women’s focus
group discussion

disadvantaged women is a smart investment. These
partnerships improve project outcomes and open
up space for strengthening the role of women in the
overall reconstruction process.

Strengthening women’s voice in
reconstruction processes requires
focused and active facilitation

The JRF and MDF livelihood programs helped transform
women's livelihoods in the aftermath of disasters. This woman,
a member of a batik producers' group in Central Java, went
from being a pieceworker to businesswoman with JRF's
assistance. Photo: IOM Collection

Setting head count targets and encouraging women
to be present and to speak is necessary for increased
involvement of women, but not sufficient to empower
them to exercise leadership. The impact of such targets
alone on women’s ability to engage meaningfully
in community planning and decision making is
modest, leaving women, especially poor and
disadvantaged women, consistently dissatisfied with
their limited opportunities.

More needs to be done to ensure women’s
equal participation in Disaster Risk Reduction
(DRR)
There were missed opportunities to harness women’s
commitment to DRR in reconstruction interventions,
and to involve them in sustaining community
resilience for the future. Building the capacity of
project staff to include gender mainstreaming in
DRR planning or gender-sensitive communication
strategies is necessary to optimize women’s impact in
future reconstruction.

When projects used active facilitation strategies
(e.g., women-only meetings, a longer time spent on
mobilizing women, women facilitators, or house
visits) to enrich the quality of women’s participation,
women’s role in project decision making and in
implementation was enhanced.

Support to build women’s skills and
capacities for resilient livelihoods is
an investment for the future

"We were given help through training,
new knowledge, or equipment, not
money. That’s much better. These are
assets that stay with us. You give us
money, you give us credit and we will
spend it on life, then it’s gone and we
have nothing left."

Livelihood and community recovery programs that
committed time and resources to developing soft
skills, such as knowledge networks, marketing,
and business expertise, were more likely to build
resilience among women, providing them with
competencies, knowledge and skills to cope with
possible future disasters.

Participant in JRF Livelihood Recovery Program,
Central Java
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Key Lessons for Promoting Women’s Equality through Reconstruction
• Make gender equality a fully integrated objective of reconstruction strategies.
Projects need to be designed and implemented with a clear objective to improve gender equality and women’s economic
empowerment for better quality outcomes. Budgets should be realistic, gender equality linked to indicators and accurately
monitored, and exit strategies must accommodate women’s needs. Specific gender-based actions arising from project
objectives must be fully funded, supervised and evaluated.
• Integrate gender analysis and gender-disaggregated data into post-disaster needs and loss assessments.
Damage and Loss Assessment after the disasters need to be gender-sensitive for responsive programming to the different
needs of men, women, boys and girls. This is critical so that: a) there is a shared baseline for implementing agencies, and
b) information is available to mainstream gender issues into the national recovery and reconstruction strategy.
• Develop sector-wide and theme-based gender analysis as early as possible after a disaster.
Complementary to the Damage and Loss Assessment, sector-based gender analyses can inform early recovery and
reconstruction and support better coordination and linkages between different sector interventions, and support the
transition from recovery to development.
• Strengthen operational gender expertise.
A major gap for agencies working on reconstruction was the lack of experienced operational gender experts for post-disaster
reconstruction, especially in housing and reconstruction. Such expertise is essential to mainstream gender into infrastructure
and livelihood recovery projects.
• Institutionalize gender in operational procedures, supervision and support systems.
Routine and fully-budgeted supervisory support needs to include performance indicators and review, coaching and mentoring,
and gender support networks. Operations manuals of implementing agencies should include clear guidelines for addressing
gender issues in management systems, operational procedures, and reporting, including monitoring and evaluation.
• Provide funding for special programs with gender focus to complement regular reconstruction projects.
More flexibility in funding for special initiatives to enhance gender-focused outcomes is needed. Examples include
special programs to improve targeting to the poorest women or projects aimed at strengthening supervisory support for
field based staff.
• Mainstream gender equality objectives into procurement and contracting.  
Procurement measures can include giving preference to tenders that include quotas in staffing to achieve gender balances at
senior and junior levels, in compliance with gender mainstreaming requirements of the procurement authority. Standardized
contracts can be extended to include clauses on gender balances in the hiring of the workforce, provide for gender parity in
payment and remuneration, and include special measures for enabling women’s participation.
• Include quantitative and qualitative gender sensitive indicators in results frameworks.
Future reconstruction efforts will benefit from stronger gender indicators tracking the quality of women’s participation and
gender quality results in access to benefits and jobs, and need to go beyond gender disaggregated data.

Conclusions
A range of good practice examples abound throughout the
programs. At the same time, processes and mechanisms
for actively involving women in decision-making and
implementation could have been better institutionalized.
Barriers to women’s involvement are generally high, but
the costs of ignoring gender in disaster reconstruction are
potentially enormous in terms of overlooked damages,
needs and priorities that exacerbate poverty and
inequalities. But as good practice lessons from MDF and
JRF project’s experiences show, when women are active
participants in reconstruction with a voice to shape the
design and management of reconstruction, there are
better quality outcomes for everyone.

Promoting women’s empowerment in reconstruction
requires the commitment and effort of all stakeholders.
Gender equality must be facilitated at every level – in
the international aid community, in national and local
government, and in projects and communities. Policies and
encouragement are not enough; additional investment and
support are needed to turn good intentions into outcomes.
This is not just a moral obligation; it is quite simply “smart
economics.” Everybody benefits.
The experience of promoting women’s equality
and empowerment was uneven in the MDF and JRF
reconstruction processes, all providing lessons for the future.
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Earthquake & Tsunami, Aceh
December 26, 2004

Earthquake, Nias Islands
March 28, 2005

I ND O NESI A
JAKARTA
Tsunami, West Java
July 17, 2006
Earthquake, Yogyakarta and Central Java
May 27, 2006

Volcanic Eruptions, Mount Merapi
October - November 2010

About the Disasters

Between 2004 and 2010 Indonesia experienced a series of devastating natural disasters:
• December 26, 2004: A massive earthquake measuring 9.1 on the Richter scale hit Aceh and parts of North Sumatra, followed
by the deadliest tsunami in history. In Aceh, 221,000 people were killed or missing. Over 500,000 were left homeless. The
scale of physical devastation and human suffering was enormous.
• March 28, 2005: Another massive earthquake struck the Nias Islands and parts of Aceh, killing about 1,000 people and
leaving thousands homeless. It caused severe damage, destroying about 30 percent of all buildings on the island of Nias.
• May 27, 2006: An earthquake in Yogyakarta Special Region and Central Java claimed more than 5,700 lives. Over 280,000
homes were destroyed and the local economy was severely affected, especially the large number of home-based industries.
• July 17, 2006: An earthquake triggered a tsunami causing widespread damage along the south coast of West Java. About 650
people died, and over 28,000 were displaced.
• October 26 to November 11, 2010: Mount Merapi, an active volcano located between Yogyakarta and Central Java, erupted
repeatedly, causing serious damage to housing and infrastructure. About 750 people were injured or killed, and about
367,000 displaced.

About the MDF

The Multi Donor Fund for Aceh and Nias (MDF) was established in April 2005, in response to the Government
of Indonesia’s request to coordinate donor support for the reconstruction and rehabilitation of affected areas
following the December 2004 earthquake and tsunami, and the subsequent March 2005 earthquake. The MDF pooled
US$655 million in contributions from 15 donors: the European Union, the Netherlands, the United Kingdom, the World
Bank, Sweden, Denmark, Norway, Germany, Canada, the Asian Development Bank, the United States of America, Belgium,
Finland, New Zealand and Ireland. The World Bank serves as Trustee of the MDF. Under the MDF portfolio, 23 projects
were financed in six outcome areas: (1) Recovery of Communities, (2) Reconstruction and Rehabilitation of Large
Infrastructure and Transport, (3) Strengthening Governance and Capacity Building, (4) Sustaining the Environment,
(5) Enhancing the Recovery Process, and (6) Economic Development and Livelihoods.

About the JRF

Following a request from the Government of Indonesia, the Java Reconstruction Fund (JRF) was established to respond
to the May 2006 earthquake which struck near Yogyakarta, and the tsunami that hit the southern coast of West Java
province in July 2006. Seven donors supported the JRF, with contributions totaling US$94.1 million. The donors are: the
European Union, the Asian Development Bank and the Governments of the Netherlands, United Kingdom, Canada, Finland
and Denmark. The World Bank serves as Trustee of the JRF. Following government’s priorities, the JRF supports the recovery
of communities and livelihoods and increasing disaster preparedness.
Cover Photo: Women displaced by Mount Merapi's eruptions participate in a meeting to
discuss resettlement plans for their community. Credit: Fauzan Ijazah for JRF Secretariat

www.worldbank.org

www.multidonorfund.org

www.javareconstructionfund.org
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