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MAV PVAW Network Meeting
‘A disaster by any other name …’

Dr Debra Parkinson & Steve O’Malley, AFSM





What’s a disaster? 

A serious disruption of the functioning of a community or a society 
at any scale due to hazardous events interacting with conditions of 
exposure, vulnerability and capacity, leading to one or more of the 
following: human, material, economic and environmental losses and 
impacts.

The effect of the disaster can be immediate and localized, but is 
often widespread and could last for a long period of time. 

The effect may test or exceed the capacity of a community or 
society to cope using its own resources, and therefore may require 
assistance from external sources, which could include neighbouring 
jurisdictions, or those at the national or international levels. 
(UNDRR)



Is a pandemic a disaster? Some opinions:
“The COVID-19 pandemic satisfies all the criteria for a disaster according to various 
glossaries and the classics in the sociology of disaster. However, I wonder if a stronger 
word such as ...CATASTROPHE... should be used given the likely or possible massive 
economic impact.” Ben Wisner

“A disaster of global proportions. Some may argue otherwise but the multiple effects 
of loss of life, economic and social disruption, and infrastructure challenge would 
make a strong case for calling a pandemic a disaster. At minimum a pandemic such 
as the current coronavirus is a public health disaster.” H. Aloysius Marchand

“COVID (bio-hazard) causes ‘worldwide struggle’: we are going through a ‘mega-
disaster’ …  Indeed, we are in enormous crisis, we can’t even run to help each other.” 
Prof. Nilgun Okay

“The Sendai framework talks about biological hazards, and these can include human, 
animal and plant diseases and pests. I would classify COVID-19 and similar 
contagious and transmissible diseases as biological hazards. And I would certainly 
say the COVID-19 pandemic is a disaster, starting with a disease and magnified by 
human movement, action (or lack of) by governments, health status and nutrition of 
different populations, and access to health care, both basic and crisis care." Mary 
Picard

“No-one says ‘natural’ disaster any more. There is widespread agreement that all 
disasters are human caused at one level or another. The pandemic certainly fits in.” 
Dr. Susanna M. Hoffman
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Babes in arms, 
sooty heroes 

and 
men in charge



Myth: ‘Women and children first’

https://www.nmni.com/collections/history/1900-1923-home-rule-to-
partition/titanic-and-her-sister-ships

https://www.nmni.com/collections/history/1900-1923-home-rule-to-partition/titanic-and-her-sister-ships








https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-01-03/black-saturday-firefighters-dont-want-to-be-called-heroes/11837478

https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-01-03/black-saturday-firefighters-dont-want-to-be-called-heroes/11837478


“Firefighters don't want a roll call of heroes, but 
for communities to remember the lessons we 
have learnt from past fires and to ensure they 
have a bushfire plan and to heed warnings to 
leave … 

Firefighters don't want us to see heroes, 
because calling them heroes overstates their 
ability to control fires and downplays the long-
term psychological impacts of fighting fires…”





Our findings

– All 30 women spoke of 
increased FV

– 17 were personally affected 

– 16 afraid of partner

– 9 no violence before the fires

– 7 previously very happy

This was new research in 
Australia AND 
there was resistance to our 
findings from 2011 until 2016





• UK Counting Dead Women: 16 in 3 weeks to 
12/4/2020 – Average: 5 in previous ten years

• 75% in Australian Google searches for DV

• Calls to Men’s Referral Service increased 94% 
the day Stage 3 restrictions announced

• Inconsistent stats on police reporting – DOWN 
in parts of UK, US, Australia

• DV support service calls slightly up, but emails 
exponentially up



Monash Uni research on COVID/DV

166 FV practitioners surveyed in May 2020

• 59% said frequency of VAW increased

• Half said severity increased

• 42% said new victims were coming 
forward

• Perpetrators are inflicting new violence 
and control in this pandemic

https://www.theage.com.au/national/victoria/new-reports-of-family-violence-spike-in-covid-19-lockdown-study-finds-20200607-p55096.html







• Disentangle masculinity from fire-fighting.

• Stop expecting men to protect the home and 
women to protect children. 

• Let men be vulnerable. 

• Ensure women and children’s right to live free 
from violence is unconditional – even after 
disasters. 





Resources & Conferences

Just Ask
A conference on the 
experiences of men 
after disaster

Melbourne, Tuesday 26 Nov 2013
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