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EDITORIAL

Sexual and gender minorities in disaster

J. C. Gaillarda, Andrew Gorman-Murrayb and Maureen Fordhamc,d

aSchool of environment, the university of auckland, auckland, new Zealand; burban research Program, School 
of Social Sciences and Psychology, Western Sydney university, Sydney, australia; cdepartment of Geography, 
northumbria university, newcastle-upon-tyne, uK; dGender and disaster network, northumbria university, 
newcastle-upon-tyne, uK

ABSTRACT
This article introduces a themed section of Gender, Place and Culture on 
‘Sexual and Gender Minorities in Disaster’. This introduction frames the 
articles constituting the themed section, which together contribute 
important insights to the growing body of research, policy and practice on 
the experiences of sexual and gender minorities in disasters. The introduction 
positions the themed section at the intersection of disaster studies and 
geography. We briefly discuss how each discipline has attended to sexual 
and gender minorities to date, and suggest ways in which each discipline 
can enrich the other through collaborative scholarship on sexual and gender 
minorities in disaster. Importantly, we draw attention to critical limitations 
and occlusions concerning sexual and gender minorities in disaster risk 
reduction (DRR) policy and practice. Redressing these gaps in DRR globally 
should be a critical focus for future collaborative and applied research on 
sexual and gender minorities in disaster.

Minorías sexuales y de género en desastres

RESUMEN
Este artículo presenta una sección temática de Gender, Place and Culture 
sobre “Minorías sexuales y de género en desastres”. Esta introducción 
enmarca los artículos que constituyen la sección temática, los cuales, en 
conjunto, contribuyen con una mirada importante al creciente cuerpo 
de investigación, política y práctica sobre las experiencias de las minorías 
sexuales y de género en los desastres. La introducción coloca a la sección 
temática en la intersección de los estudios de desastres y la geografía. 
Discutimos brevemente cómo cada disciplina ha prestado atención a 
las minorías sexuales y de género hasta hoy, y sugerimos formas en que 
cada disciplina puede enriquecer a la otra a través del trabajo académico 
colaborativo sobre minorías sexuales y de género en los desastres. Es 
importante resaltar las limitaciones críticas y los obstáculos concernientes a 
las minorías sexuales y de género en las políticas y la práctica de la reducción 
de riesgo en desastres (RRD). Reformular estos vacíos en la RRD globalmente 
debería ser un punto crítico para la investigación colaborativa y aplicada 
futura sobre las minorías sexuales y de género en los desastres.

灾害中的性向与性别少数
摘要
本文引介《性别、地方与文化》期刊中的一个主题文集“灾害中的性向和
性别少数”。此一引介赋予这些构成主题文集的文章一个架构，而这些文 
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章共同对于灾害中的性向与性别少数此一逐渐增加的研究、政策及实践
提供重要的洞见。此一介绍将本主题文集置放在灾害研究与地理的交会
之中。我们简要地探讨两个领域目前各自如何关照性向与性别少数，并
提出两个领域能够透过共同协作灾害中的性向与性别少数之学术研究来
相互充实的方式。重要的是，我们呼吁关注有关灾害降低（DRR）政策
及实践中的性向及性别少数的关键限制与闭塞。重新在全球层面应对
这些DRR中的缺失，对未来有关灾害中的性向与性别少数的协作及应用
研究而言，应该是个关键的焦点。

Gaps in disaster risk reduction policy and practice

In the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina that devastated New Orleans in 2005, a transgender evacuee 
ended up behind bars for the sole reason that she took a shower in the female bathroom of the shelter 
in which she was staying – she was arrested and detained simply because some other evacuees and 
the authorities misread her as a man (San Francisco Bay Times 2005). This incident received signifi-
cant attention in the United States (US) media and drew attention on the fate of sexual and gender 
minorities – that is, people who do not identify with the heterosexual norm and/or the man/woman 
binary – in disaster. It blatantly emphasised how the needs of these particular social groups are most 
often neglected, if not discriminated against, in policies and practices of disaster risk reduction (DRR).

Most of the international policy frameworks and guidelines determining national policies for DRR 
ignore sexual and gender minorities. Both the Hyogo Framework for Action (HFA), which served as 
the international blueprint document for DRR between 2005 and 2015, and the most recent Sendai 
Framework for DRR, signed by 187 countries in March 2015, make mention of gender but with a tacit 
assumption that this reflects the particular needs of women, especially heterosexual women (United 
Nations International Strategy for Disaster Reduction 2005, 2015). The HFA mid-term review conducted 
in 2010–2011 further emphasises the particular needs and role of women in DRR but similarly neglects 
those of sexual and gender minorities (United Nations International Strategy for Disaster Reduction 
2011). Moreover, gender-specific guidelines designed to orient the implementation of the HFA explic-
itly aim at ‘building the resilience of both women and men’ (United Nations International Strategy for 
Disaster Reduction, United Nations Development Programme and International Union for Conservation 
of Nature 2009, vii).

It is therefore no surprise that national institutional and legal frameworks geared towards reducing 
the risk of disasters are consistently silent on the needs and potential contributions of sexual and gen-
der minorities. Even a cursory review of DRR legislation in countries where both disasters are frequent 
and sexual and gender minorities are prominent provides ample evidence of this omission. In the 
Philippines, the 2010 DRR and Management law, which is considered to be one of the most progressive 
in the world, overlooks the fate of the local bakla minority (Republic of the Philippines 2010). Baklas are 
biologically male but perform both male and female tasks and responsibilities (Gaillard 2011); some 
take on ‘feminine’ mannerisms and dress, but not all. Likewise, the Indian Disaster Management Act of 
2005 does not make any mention of the aravanis and other gender minorities (Government of India 
2005); aravanis ‘may be born intersex or apparently male, dress in feminine clothes and generally see 
themselves as neither women nor men’ (Pincha and Krishna 2008, 42). Finally, while the Netherlands 
was the first country to legalise same-sex marriage, the national progress report on the implementa-
tion of the HFA acknowledged that local policies for DRR have, so far, failed to include gender at large 
(Ministry of Security and Justice 2013).

This lack of recognition in international and national policies is paralleled by poor attention in 
practice amongst non-state actors. A brief review of the most influential practitioners’ DRR manuals 
and handbooks published by international organisations, such as the Asian Disaster Preparedness 
Center (Abarquez and Murshed 2004), the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Societies (2007), and international Non-Government Organisations (NGOs) like Cordaid and its partners 
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(International Institute of Rural Reconstruction and Cordaid 2007) and Oxfam (2007) all omit to acknowl-
edge the particular needs, interests and contributions of sexual and gender minorities. Leading local 
NGOs, such as the Center for Disaster Preparedness (2010), which has developed a pioneer training 
manual on integrating gender in community-based activities for reducing the risk of disaster, also most 
often overlook these groups in their approach to DRR.

Sexual and gender minorities in disaster studies

Sexual and gender minorities’ absence in policies and practices for DRR partially stems from a lack of 
empirical evidence, which mirrors a limited interest amongst scholars of disaster studies. In-depth 
research on gender and disaster is fairly recent and only dates back to the 1990s (Fothergill 1996; Enarson 
1998). Despite a significant momentum since the 2000s, most of the available body of academic litera-
ture still focuses on women with a dearth of materials on men and other sexual and gender identities 
(Fordham 2012). It is only recently that a handful of case studies have highlighted the fate of sexual 
and gender minorities in disaster.

The emergence of scholarship on sexual and gender minorities in disaster is often associated with 
Pincha and Krishna’s (2008) study of the aravanis of India affected by the December 2004 tsunami. A 
year later, Hurricane Katrina’s impact on lesbian, gay and transgender communities of New Orleans was 
also documented (D’Ooge 2008). More recently a number of studies emerged from a wider range of 
contexts, including Nepal (Knight and Sollom 2012), Haiti (International Gay and Lesbian Human Rights 
Commission and SEROVie 2011), Japan (Ozawa 2012), the Philippines (Gaillard 2011), Indonesia (Balgos, 
Gaillard, and Sanz 2012), Samoa (Smith 2013), Canada (Cianfarani 2013), the US (D’Ooge 2008; Stukes 
2014; Wisner, Berger, and Gaillard 2016) and Australia and New Zealand (Dominey-Howes, Gorman-
Murray, and McKinnon 2016; Gorman-Murray, McKinnon, and Dominey-Howes 2016; McKinnon, 
Gorman-Murray, and Dominey-Howes 2016, Forthcoming). Interestingly, most of these academic studies 
or policy projects on sexual and gender minorities emerged from the observation of either the unequal 
impact of disaster or discriminatory practices of DRR.

Indeed, most of the foregoing studies initially focused on emphasising the particular vulnerability of 
sexual and gender minorities in facing natural hazards. Most concur that sexual and gender minorities 
are often more severely affected by disasters associated with natural hazards because they lack access 
to means of protection available to men and women. The frequently marginalised position of sexual 
and gender minorities in everyday life thus places them at higher risk when confronted with natural 
(and other) hazards. This vulnerability is reinforced by the lack of consideration of sexual and gender 
minorities’ needs and concerns in policies and practices of DRR discussed in the previous section of this 
introduction. Such policies and practices therefore lead to further marginalisation of groups already 
marginalised.

Research on sexual and gender minorities in disasters has however not been limited to the negative 
side of the coin. Scoping studies conducted in Indonesia (Balgos, Gaillard, and Sanz 2012) and the 
Philippines (Gaillard 2011) show that, despite being marginalised, sexual and gender minorities display 
a wide array of capacities which contribute to reducing the impact of disaster for them and the wider 
community. These capacities often reflect their everyday skills and resources, e.g. community leadership, 
or the very nature of their identity, e.g. their ability to undertake tasks traditionally associated with men 
and women (and to move between these easily). Unfortunately, these capacities are unrecognised in 
policies and practices of DRR.

Sexual and gender minorities in geography

In contrast, disciplinary interest in sexual and gender minorities is now well-embedded in geography, or 
at least in certain sub-fields, such as social and cultural, urban and economic, health and medical, and 
feminist and gender geographies. Indeed, the ‘geographies of sexualities’ arguably comprises a sub-field 
of its own, which is itself generative of still newer arenas of inquiry, such as queer geographies, trans 



GENDER, PLACE & CULTURE  21

geographies and geographies of heterosexualities (Knopp 2007; Valentine 2009; Browne, Nash, and 
Hines 2010; Johnston 2015). For readers of Gender, Place and Culture, we suspect that it is not necessary 
to engage in a lengthy review of the geographies of sexualities, and instead we provide a broad picture 
of the key themes and inquiries of the sub-field in order to indicate some of the remaining knowledge 
gaps (for some comprehensive reviews, see Brown and Knopp 2002; Browne, Lim, and Brown 2007; 
Johnston and Longhurst 2010; Brown 2011, 2014).

Geographical research in this area seeks to understand and explain the mutual constitution of sex-
uality and space. Space is a social product, and sexual relations, practices and subjectivities, as much 
as other social dimensions, shape our lived geographies. At the same time, normative expectations 
and constructions of space impress upon and govern the conduct of sexuality and sexual and gender 
subjects in everyday life (Brown 2000). Early work involved positivist mappings of ‘obvious’ gay spaces, 
such as gay ghettos and bars, but quickly moved to critical accounts of gay and lesbian experiences 
of space and place, highlighting closeting, harassment and social and political needs (Gorman-Murray 
and McKinnon 2015). This work demonstrated that normative heterosexuality, or heteronormativity, 
is implicated in the construction of all spaces, including both prosaic places (work, streets, venues) 
and discursive spaces (the nation, law, politics). Until the last decade or so, non-normative subjects 
such as gay men and lesbians have been marginalised or silenced in – even ejected from – national 
constructs and social norms (Binnie 2004). Emerging work on sexual and gender minorities in disaster 
studies shows that this is still often the case in terms of DRR policies and practices (Dominey-Howes, 
Gorman-Murray, and McKinnon 2014).

Since at least 2000, scholarly thinking within the geographies of sexualities has also turned a critical 
eye upon itself. Much work in the 1980s and 1990s focused on the experiences of gay men and, to a 
lesser extent, lesbians, in both cases with the assumption that individuals in these groups shared a 
common and fairly homogenous sense of gay or lesbian identity, and not diverse identities wrought 
through other social subjectivities. While there was some consideration of the link between gender and 
sexual identity in the spatial experiences of gay men and lesbians, intersections with other social cate-
gories, such as race, class and age, were given limited attention (but see Peake 1993). Intersectionality 
has now become a prominent investigative lens for understanding the diverse social identities, lives 
and experiences of sexual and gender minorities (Brown 2011). Emerging research in disaster studies, 
especially in the vulnerability paradigm, shows that this is also an important consideration for sexual and 
gender minorities in disasters, where vulnerabilities and capacities are differentiated by race, ethnicity, 
age, socioeconomic means and cultural context (Gaillard 2010).

Recognition of diversity has helped to impel a range of new foci within geographies of sexuali-
ties. ‘Queer’ geographies have challenged notions of an all-embracing and fixed sexual identity, and 
have drawn critical attention to the fluidity and complexity of identities, critiquing and disrupting 
the man/woman and heterosexual/homosexual binaries that underpin conventional social discourse 
(Oswin 2008; Gorman-Murray and McKinnon 2015). This has helped invigorate studies of heterosex-
uality, bringing a highly nuanced lens to the diversity and mutability of heterosexual subjectivities 
and norms (Hubbard 2012). And in this context of shifting scholarly foci, geographers are now turning 
their attention to gender minorities who have been, in the past, occluded by the concentration on gay 
and lesbian identities. In the last few years, significant work has been generated on the experiences of 
transgender and genderqueer people in various spaces and places (Browne, Nash, and Hines 2010; Doan 
2010; Nash 2010). This work highlights that the geography of gender identity cannot be understood 
in binary terms, and that critical attention must be given to gender minorities’ unique experiences 
of space (Johnston 2015). Emerging work in disaster studies has been attentive to gender diversity, 
especially in the Global South.

Revisiting DRR policy and practice

As we outlined in our opening section, increasing attention for sexual and gender minorities within 
academic circles, including disaster studies and geography, has yet to lead to significant changes in 
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DRR policy and practice. Before bringing our themed section introduction to a close, we revisit and 
further delve into this problematic omission in DRR practice.

Perhaps the biggest challenge to change is that stepping outside the bounds of heteronormativity 
(and by extension, gender normativity) remains illegal in many parts of the world, effectively hindering 
any integration of the needs of sexual and gender minorities into DRR policy and practice in a significant 
number of national and regional jurisdictions. The 11th edition of the ‘State Sponsored Homophobia 
report’ identifies 73 States that criminalise same-sex sexual activity (International Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, 
Trans and Intersex Association 2016, 7). Sexual orientation and identity typically do not accord with 
dominant stereotypes, which often represent them as lifestyle choices made in wilful contravention of 
state law; thus, there are significant conceptual and practical challenges remaining around sexuality 
and gender identity (International Council on Human Rights Policy 2009). The International Council on 
Human Rights Policy (2009) has acknowledged that human rights remain to be addressed in this context. 
Yet, a human rights-based approach is deeply contested by many nation-states for which anything 
beyond the man/woman binary and associated heterosexual relations are regarded as dangerously 
unnatural.

The Sendai Framework for DRR has a stated inclusive approach and has many more occurrences 
of the word ‘gender’ than did its predecessor (Hyogo Framework for Action). However, it represents 
this most often in general terms, such as: ‘A gender, age, disability and cultural perspective should 
be integrated in all policies and practices’ (Guiding principles, 13). Moreover, it often deploys gender 
in specific reference to women. When the Framework refers to sexual and reproductive health, the 
overwhelming (albeit still necessary) focus on women means sexual and gender minorities are not 
overtly on the agenda. This is problematic, conceptually and practically, as the International Council 
on Human Rights Policy sets out:

Streams of work linked to women’s rights and reproductive health, understood as one aspect of social regulation of 
gender, now appear to have been divorced from work on gender expression and gay identity, despite initial polit-
ical and analytic links. These projects persist not merely as distinct streams in national, regional and international 
venues, but sometimes seem to be non-complementary, despite sharing in common the phrase ‘sexual rights’. 
(International Council on Human Rights Policy 2009, 4)

Furthermore, a tension exists between advocates for a liberal perspective, who take a needs-based 
approach that recognises particular needs of certain defined social groups in disasters, and those who 
seek a more radical, rights-based approach that aims to address fundamental power differentials that 
are made manifest in extreme events. These two positions are potentially in conflict.

The recent appointment by the United Nations Human Rights Council of an ‘independent expert’ 
tasked with identifying the underlying causes of violence and discrimination against people based on 
their sexual orientation and gender identity (Morello 2016) is a milestone in the UN system, despite 
some watering down of the language and its agreement by a very small majority. However, this should 
be read in conjunction with the Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action 1993, which states:

While the significance of national and regional particularities and various historical, cultural and religious back-
grounds must be borne in mind, it is the duty of States, regardless of their political, economic and cultural systems, 
to promote and protect all human rights and fundamental freedoms.

Nevertheless, member states retain their sovereign powers to set law and policy as they deem appropri-
ate, and thus the examples of relevant policy language and action may be welcome but disappointingly 
toothless.

Moving forward: what role for geography?

We want to conclude by reflecting on the implications of the disaster experiences of sexual and gender 
minorities for geographical scholarship, and the contribution geographies of sexualities might make 
to DRR. With its expanding, deepening and increasingly nuanced set of foci, researchers within the 
geographies of sexualities have been exploring new terrain in which the needs of sexual and gender 
minorities have not been yet adequately addressed. This has involved reaching out to find common 
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interests, themes and problems with cognate disciplines and sub-fields. One of the most productive 
relationships in the last few years has been that between geography and planning, with important new 
collections by Doan (2011, 2015) and Maginn and Steinmetz (2014) focusing on urban and regional 
planning and incorporating insights from geographical thinking and contributions from geographers. 
The dialogue between geographical thinking and planning theory and practice has been valuable for 
identifying ongoing challenges faced by sexual and gender minorities and proffering ways to address 
these political, legal and practical problems.

We believe that bringing geographies of sexualities and disaster studies together provide the same 
kind of productive ground for new thinking and practice. Arguably DRR has similar goals to urban and 
regional planning: it concerns planning for the potential impacts of hazards, reducing risk, ensuring 
resources are in place for recovery, and coordinating disaster management. Geographies of sexualities 
therefore offer commensurate insights to DRR as they have for urban and regional planning – insights 
into the needs of marginalised populations, of sexual and gender minorities, who are often occluded 
from policy and practice, but who need to be included to ensure the practice-based goals of DRR (of 
reducing risk and aiding recovery) can be best met across the whole population. Scholarship within 
the geographies of sexualities may provide insight into the existing vulnerabilities and capacities of 
sexual and gender minorities (e.g. coping strategies associated with existing social marginalisation; 
managing existing health and medical threats, such as HIV; forging different social relations and places 
of belonging, such as families of choice and community institutions), which could then be incorporated 
into DRR policy and practice.

Likewise, disaster studies and DRR have much to offer to geographies of sexualities. Their attention 
to practical problems in local sites challenges the efficacy of some of concepts deployed within geog-
raphies of sexualities. Certainly sexuality and gender identity are mutable and fluid, but how might 
this be brought to bear in practice, in situations of disaster management (or can it even be brought to 
bear – see Leap, Lewin, and Wilson 2007)? Or perhaps DRR offers a means to actualise the concept of 
intersectionality. Different vulnerabilities and capacities are wrought by intersections of sexuality and 
gender with race, age, socioeconomic means, inter alia, and DRR offers the possibility to understand 
how these are played out in material conditions, and how such differences might be mediated in policy 
and practice.

Bringing geographies of sexualities and disaster studies together has important insights on policies 
and practices, both in the context of DRR and in wider situations. Together, they draw attention to the 
diversity of sexual and gender identities, beyond man/woman and heterosexual/homosexual bina-
ries, in both theory and practice. This theoretical and practical recognition may enable more effective 
strategies that encompass the entire population in its difference and diversity. In this way, a dialogue 
between geographies of sexualities and disaster studies, which reaches out to and across different 
audiences, will be invaluable.
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