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Disasters have never stopped. In particular, natural
disasters, such as earthquakes, floods, landslides,
and extreme weather conditions, continue to cause
death in many parts of the world. According to
the Centre for Research on the Epidemiology of
Disasters (CRED), a total of 385 natural disasters
resulted in approximately 300,000 deaths world-
wide and caused more than US$ 120 billion of
economic damages in 2010 alone.1

In 2011, this wave did not change. Large-
scale earthquakes have hit Japan, Turkey and
Peru.The largest one with the magnitude 9.0 took
place in northeastern Japan on 11 March, and
caused a tsunami and nuclear power plant disas-
ter. Reportedly, it killed approximately 16,000
people and 4,000 are still missing as of 26 Octo-
ber 2011. Although it took place in northeastern
Japan, it has had significant economic and psy-
chological impact on the whole of Japan and
71,358 evacuees are still spread across all 47 pre-
fectures.2 Moreover, it was responsible for major
supply chain interruptions around the world
in the early weeks following the disaster. This
massive disaster has influenced other countries,
in particular in their decisions whether to keep
existing or build new nuclear power plants. In
other words, its influence has gone beyond Japan’s
national borders.

When such disasters take place, existing in-
country systems are generally not fully prepared
to protect people’s physical and psychological

wellbeing within the country’s borders, expos-
ing them to other, less direct threats, including
physical and mental health challenges. During
the immediate post-disaster stage, community
empowerment is also a hard task and often post-
poned in the interest of getting assistance to
those who need it as quickly as possible. External
assistance often comes into the country to com-
plement domestic responses. While external assis-
tance is critical because domestic actors are
generally not able to deal with the magnitude of
suffering on their own, it can have the effect of
further alienating those who are being helped
and further contribute to their sense of helpless-
ness. Therefore, as immediate needs are being
met through emergency, humanitarian support,
it is important to remember that such responses
may not be enough. A more comprehensive and
longer-term approach that focuses on community
empowerment and building community resilience
to multiple indirect threats even during the cha-
otic post-disaster period—in other words a human
security approach—has the potential to overcome
such threats to individuals and communities.

Evolution of Human Security Concept

The concept of “human security” is characterized
by an emphasis on the security of individuals and
communities that has moved beyond traditional
national security, with the ultimate goal of the lat-
ter being the security of national borders. The con-
cept has evolved since the UNDP first began to
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popularize the term in the 1994 Human Develop-
ment Report, which described seven categories
of security: economic, food, health, environmen-
tal, personal, community, and political.3 Almost
a decade later, The Commission on Human Secu-
rity went on to say that human security should
focus on addressing “critical and pervasive
threats” to the “vital core of all human lives” and
added the freedom to live in dignity to the
UNDP’s dual freedoms from fear and from want.4

The Commission on Human Security also
defined the importance of five elements of hu-
man security : (1) it is people-centered; (2) it is
integrated with human development and human
rights; (3) it deals with a comprehensive set of
threats; (4) it engages actors beyond the govern-
ment; and (5) it proposes a bi-modal strategy of
protection from above and empowerment from
below.4

In the early years of discussion of human se-
curity within the UN, lines were often blurred
between human security and the concept of the
responsibility to protect (R2P), which led some
countries to perceive human security as a justi-
fication for intervention. The UN secretary
general’s 2010 report on human security5 draws
a clear distinction between these two concepts.
While R2P is similar to human security in that
its focus is on protecting people rather than pro-
tecting national borders, it deals primarily with
violent threats, thereby focusing on the freedom
from fear and excluding the other two freedoms.
In addition, R2P still requires state-based and
supranational responses. In contrast, human secu-
rity engages multiple stakeholders, from indi-
viduals and their families to NGOs, to all levels
of government, to the international community.
Human security also can be more effective at
dealing with many of the key challenges facing
the world today, particularly those relating to
health, because of its reliance on community em-
powerment and engagement as the mechanism
for ensuring security and its focus on building
resilience to multiple interconnected threats.

Resilience in Human Security

Although use of the concept of resilience is be-
coming more common and is increasingly used
in academic studies, in this article, we simply fol-
low the dictionary definition: an ability to recover
from or adjust easily to misfortune or change.

With this, the importance of building resilience in
human security was once emphasized by focusing
on HIV/AIDS in Asia and Africa.6 During and
after emergencies and disasters, ‘building resil-
ience’ can be far more important as these events
affect both human and material resources. We
cannot prevent all new threats resulting from
emergencies or disasters from happening, so our
focus should be on building communities’ resil-
ience to such existing and potential threats so that
the negative impact on their lives, livelihoods,
and dignity is reduced. At a more practical level,
we can observe that some countries and commu-
nities are able to successfully limit death tolls and
human suffering caused by natural disasters and
other crises while others—even those with very
similar socio-economic and geographic condi-
tions—are not. Why are those places more resil-
ient to disasters? One explanation is that areas
that have been more successful are those whose
communities are already mobilized and engaged
in their own protection.

Action for Resilience in Haiti:
The experience of a health NGO

The activities of the Haitian Group for the Study
of Kaposi’s Sarcoma and Opportunistic Infec-
tions (GHESKIO), a Haitian health NGO, dem-
onstrated that their efforts to create a resilient
HIV/AIDS service system in Haiti indeed were
very effective in coping with the earthquake disas-
ter in early 2010.7–9 In this sense, having at least
one local organization that has gained the trust
of a community in dealing with one threat and
empowered that community with a focus on
building their “resilience to a particular threat”
is crucial for human security.

While GHESKIO’s primary focus since its
founding in 1982 has been dealing with AIDS
and opportunistic infections, it already had
strong connections with the local community
(and is made up almost entirely of Haitians).
This meant that it understood the needs in the
community as well as the opportunities for mobi-
lization through local, national, regional, and
international collaborations.10 Furthermore, very
importantly, it had the trust of the communities
in Port-au-Prince that were most in need of
health services after the devastating earthquake
on 12 January. Since people knew and trusted
GHESKIO, they came to the organization, not
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only for health services but also for food, water,
and shelter, and GHESKIO was able to leverage
its community orientation to link those in need
with those who were coming from outside to pro-
vide various forms of support.

Action for Resilience in Japan:
The experience of school children

Everyone has the potential to build resilience to
the threats they face, even the most vulnerable
populations. During and after the 3.11 disaster in
Japan, children took action to protect themselves
and others from the tsunami. While many adults
were irresolute about evacuation after the earth-
quake, many children evacuated to higher ground
just after the tremor, faithfully following what
they had learned in school. Even though about
60% of the school children lost some of their
family members in Kamaishi city, almost 100% of
them survived and many of them helped younger
children and elderly to evacuate.11

School children also took action to overcome
the emotional impact of the massive loss of lives
and property. After a week living in a shelter—a
school gymnasium—a seven years old girl started
to publish a unique newspaper.12 Her idea was
“I want to cheer everybody in the shelter up,
because people seems to be discouraged here.”
Different from the real newspapers filled with
serious sad stories, she decided to pick up only
happy stories and published as a daily wall news-
paper named “Fight” with the new friends she
had made in the shelter. In the first issue, the chil-
dren wrote, “You (adults) are now living in unfa-
vorable circumstances but let’s fight for future!
We will also do our best.” They vividly expressed
their joy in daily life in the shelter, such as report-
ing that a volunteer team from Osaka made a hot
poke miso-soup that was very tasty, everybody
got wonderful doughnuts for snack, and they had
found pretty tulips blooming, etc. The children
continued to publish 50 issues until 3 July when
most of the people moved to temporary housing.
The girl who started the wall newspaper says

“Because the people who read the newspaper
talked to me with a smile, I was also encouraged.”

Conclusion

The above two stories do not explain the whole
aspect of human security, but they do start to
demonstrate the importance of the elements of
human security outlined above in building physi-
cal and emotional resilience in the face of natural
disasters.

The critical importance of one often over-
looked element—being people-centered—is illus-
trated by activities to build resilience in Haiti
and Japan . In human security discourse ‘people-
centered’ usually refers to ‘the more vulnerable’
people. In Haiti, a local NGO that had been
so vulnerable in its early years that it could not
even name the disease it was fighting against—
HIV/AIDS—had gained the power and the con-
fidence of the government and the community
through its efforts to deal with HIV/AIDS, and
this experience allowed them to fight against a
new threat when disaster struck. In Japan, seem-
ingly helpless school children under 10 years old
mobilized to encourage people living in a shelter
with almost no cost. They are the people who are
aware of the value of human security, though
they may not know much about three freedoms:
freedom from fear and want and to live in dignity.
The existence of such people with high level of
conscientization (or critical consciousness), as
advocated by Paulo Freire, drove them to moti-
vate people around them to create resilient com-
munities. We do not know if such people can be
trained or if it is a gift people are born with. How-
ever, where it exists, empowerment starts, and
once it starts, it must be protected by the gov-
ernment and global society. As a previous study
recommends,6 integration of empowerment and
protection is a key pathway to achieving human
security. To know more about the dynamics of the
empowerment-protection synergy, we need to
undertake more case studies in different settings.
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