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For three days at the end of January, the United Nations Hu-
man Rights Council held a special session on the situation in 
Haiti. The first time such a special session has ever been held 

in the wake of a natural disaster is significant, if the results of the 
meeting were not. While the substantial outcome was a fairly vague 
and non-committal resolution, the significance of a human rights 
focus on disaster response should not be ignored. Over the past ten 
years, a number of serious natural disasters have caused thousands 
of deaths and uncountable numbers of migrants and internally 
displaced persons. While humanitarian aid has often been quickly 
forthcoming, the long-term impacts on the basic and fundamental 
human rights of the victims have often been ignored at best, and 
blatantly violated at worst.

There are several international legal instruments and norms that 
govern human rights in a disaster situation. The most widely recog-
nized of these is the Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement. 
This document has been quoted often in the past few years, as it 
presents concrete guidelines for how to provide humanitarian aid 
with a rights-based perspective. Aside from the Guiding Principles, 
all United Nations member states are also legally bound by the UN 
Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), and various other core hu-
man rights treaties. However states are not always as willing to live 
up to such documents as they are to sign them.

From forced relocation in Myanmar, to restrictions on freedom of 
expression in China, states continue to institute quick fix band-aid 
solutions that have very short memories. The media coverage of a 
natural disaster peters out after a days to a few weeks, yet the real 
stories unfold over a much longer timeline. By examining some of 
the major disasters of the last decade, we can begin to understand 
why a human rights approach is needed in responding to natural 
disasters, and why human rights should no longer be seen as an 
academic and conceptual exercise. Humans exist on the ground, and 
are directly affected by every tremor and every wave. Once the rub-
ble has been cleared, their rights should still remain.

Cyclone Nargis – Myanmar
In May of 2008, Cyclone Nargis swept through Myanmar, killing 
tens of thousands and forcing many more out of their homes and 
jobs. For three full weeks following the disaster, the State Peace and 
Development Council (SPDC), Myanmar’s governing party, refused 
to either acknowledge the event internationally, or accept any offers 
of outside aid.

Approximately three weeks later, the SPDC began to force victims 
back to their original settlements, this despite a lack of adequate aid 
having been distributed, or any reconstruction efforts, according to 
Amnesty International. Some of these relocations or evictions were 
done due to the delayed referendum on constitutional reform; some 
of the shelters were simply needed as polling stations. Additionally, 
some victims were forced out of temporary shelters in monasteries, 
reportedly as the SPDC wanted to avoid displaced persons associat-
ing with monks. There were also reports that foreign nationals were 
being threatened with fines and imprisonment for offering aid to 
monks, and individuals being bribed with food aid to vote “yes” 
in the then upcoming referendum. This blatant politicization of a 
humanitarian crisis is deplorable.

With these events in mind, it should be noted that forcible reloca-
tion is permitted under the Guiding Principles, however only in the 
context of improvement of safety, health, or security. By moving 
victims back to their original settlements on the eve of the rainy sea-
son, with inadequate reconstruction and clean-up having been ac-
complished, the SPDC clearly violated these principles. While this 
may not be surprising, the international community is not wholly 
innocent.

The former High Commissioner for Human Rights, Louise Arbour, 
said “In the case of Myanmar, the obstruction to the deployment 
of such assistance illustrates the invidious effects of long-standing 
international tolerance for human rights violations that made such 
obstruction possible.” What Ms Arbour is saying is that the con-
tinued ignoring of human rights violations in a state give implicit 
permission for that state to conduct similar or even more grievous 
violations during times of emergency, when they are most strongly 
felt by victims.

The Sichuan Earthquake – China
The response by the Chinese government to the Sichuan earthquake 
of May 2008 was largely welcomed by the international media. 
There was a genuine outpouring of volunteering and international 



NOVAsia • Spring 2010

DOWN TO
EARTH:
 Human Rights & Disaster Relief

16

aid; aid that made it to those who needed it. But to put this event 
in context, it’s worth noting the government response to other crises 
over the previous few years, specifically to the SARS outbreak and 
civil unrest in Tibet. Those two events saw tight government con-
trol over media, and at least with SARS a subsequent and debatably 
consequent unraveling and worsening of the situation. The outside 
world knew that the situation was dire, but the central government 
refused to acknowledge it or allow foreign correspondents into the 
area. In Tibet, foreign journalists were paraded through eerily quiet 
streets, and granted interviews with stone-faced monks presumably 
bribed or intimidated into reporting the situation all fine. However 
the international community was not fooled. Thanks to the inter-
net, and social media in particular, the outside world was well aware 
of the gross human rights violations that were occurring, despite 
claims to the contrary.

In Sichuan, China was not about to make the same mistake. With 
all eyes on the nation in the lead-up to the Summer Olympics, the 
state could not afford to draw criticism. So the media was let in, for-
eign public and private aid flowed to the affected areas. The Central 
Publicity Department dictated that the Chinese press would cover 
the disaster  in a way that would “uphold unity and encourage sta-
bility” and for the most part the watching world was warmed by the 

outpouring of emotion that it saw. China was a strong, proud, and 
passionate nation who cares for her people.

But as with any natural disaster, media coverage was fleeting. As the 
last survivors were rescued and wounds were bandaged, the world 
moved on. The reports of shoddy school construction were print-
ed, but soon forgotten. The Central Publicity Department called 
upon journalists to play down coverage of the collapsed schools. 
Two Chinese activists, Huang Qi and Tan Zuoren, are now serving 
sentences for “subversion” and “revealing state secrets” when all they 
were attempting to do was shed light on corruption that led to the 
otherwise avoidable deaths of scores school children. That the world 
has gone quiet on this issue is worrying. We know now that China 
is ready and willing to accept international assistance when faced 
with large-scale disaster, but concerns over its ability to address the 
underlying issues that exacerbated the disaster are yet to be seriously 
addressed.

While the media gained unprecedented access to the earthquake and 
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its immediate aftermath, the long-term effects have predictably been 
ignored. News is only news when it has legs. Nobody cares about 
corruption charges against local officials; the children are already 
dead. The rubble has been cleared.

Hurricane Katrina – United States
Even the strongest of all nations can be humbled by a storm. In the 
summer of 2005, Hurricane Katrina tore through the southern Gulf 
states, devastating New Orleans, killing over a thousand, and dis-
placing hundreds of thousands. Although the disastrous response by 
the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) has been well 
documented, the long-term response (or lack thereof ) of authorities 
is only recently being brought to light. An Amnesty International 
report titled “Un-Natural Disaster” was released in February 2010 
and documents the current human rights situation in New Orleans 
and the surrounding areas. The results are disappointing.

Nearly five years on, as many as 12,000 individuals and families are 
reported homeless, and some 60% of those indicated Katrina was 
to blame. Nearly 82,000 units of rental housing were destroyed or 
damaged beyond repair during the storm, of those only approxi-
mately 38% have since been rebuilt, and average rent remains nearly 
40% higher than pre-Katrina levels.

Late last year, the UN Special Rapporteur on Housing Ms Raquel 
Rolnik visited New Orleans and stated that she “deeply regrets the 
demolition of  public housing units in New Orleans. Many residents 
and victims of Hurricane Katrina were prevented from returning to 
their homes (many of which according to residents sustained lit-
tle storm damage) and had their homes demolished. The current 
housing crisis in New Orleans reflects the disastrous impact of the 
demolition policy.”

Misguided policies, such as the Louisiana Recovery Authority (LRA) 
using a pre-storm value of a home to determine grant money for 
rebuilding, meant that substantially more cash was being funneled 
to higher-income families who would naturally be more financially 
resilient. This in turn led to lower grants being paid out to largely 
African-American communities amounting to discrimination and 
exacerbation of an already existing income gap. Additionally, the 
majority of federal funds went toward repairing existing homes that 
were owned, rather than rented. These sorts of policies discriminate 
in the worst possible way, by worsening existing discrepancies.

Housing was not the only human rights issue to be highlighted by 
the Amnesty report (also covered were access to healthcare and jus-
tice), but remains central to a return to normalcy for a huge number 
of residents of New Orleans. Post-disaster plans clearly did not al-

locate funds in a non-discriminatory and “equal treatment under 
equal circumstances” framework based on internationally recog-
nized human rights norms.

2010 Earthquake – Haiti
The long-term effects of the earthquake in Haiti have yet to be 
seen or evaluated. While the international community was initially 
swift and overwhelmingly successful in its response, the need for 
sustained long-term investment and cooperation is clear. There are 
several potential areas of human rights abuses that could become 
issues both in the near future and beyond.

The most obvious of these is the rights of children, and ensuring that 
orphaned children are not exploited or labor or otherwise. Human 
traffickers are likely to take the opportunity to exploit the situa-
tion, and adoption processes are unlikely to be fully institutionalized 
and formalized until the full state apparatus is up and running. The 
story of the American missionaries who were charged with kidnap-
ping highlights the complexities of this issue. The missionaries were 
attempting to take thirty-three Haitian children across the border 
to the Dominican Republic, though they lacked any kind of legal 
documentation. This kind of misguided and naïve activism com-
pletely disregards the rights of these children to be reunited with 
relatives, who may still be alive and missing, or be adopted by a 
Haitian family.

Another group that is often left vulnerable after a disaster is women 
and girls, who can fall victim to sexual violence and exploitation. 
Efforts will have to be made to not only ensure that these groups are 
given adequate protection under the law, but also that their roles as 
caregivers are respected. Almost two weeks after the earthquake hit, 
international aid agencies decided to begin distributing food tokens 
to women, because young men often caused disruptions in the food 
distribution lines or attempted to take food by force. Women are 
also the most likely to ensure that children get the food they need.

The special session of the Human Rights Council addressed some of 
these issues in its Resolution S-13/L1 through operative paragraphs 
4, 8, and 9 which note that special attention must be paid to vul-
nerable groups, that there is a need for a gender perspective in the 
recovery process, and children must be protected from any form of 
violence or exploitation. The cynic will quickly point out that this 
kind of resolution, and these kinds of paragraphs, are nothing more 
than words. However words, when made public and read again, 
and again, have the power to change paradigms. The paradigm that 
needs changing is that disaster relief ends when the rubble is cleared 
and the wounds are bandaged. The long-term effects can be far more 
serious, and each individual affected has the right to be helped.


