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Abstract. The eruption of Mt. Sinabung has been going on for more than a decade. It has 

devastated homes, schools and agricultural lands. During this disaster, the emergence of 

COVID-19 has certainly increased to the multi-dimensional problems. This article 

analyzes the responses of the people of Karo Regency affected by the eruption of 

Sinabung to adapting the new normal of pandemic. This article is also focuses on the 

application of human rights-based approach to disaster management within the 

pandemic. The result indicates the lack of governmental bodies to understand and 

incorporate human rights-based approach into local policies including all efforts to 

protect people who are actually affected by the eruption and pandemic COVID-19 as 

well. 
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1. Introduction 

Mount Sinabung eruption has lasted more than a decade, beginning 27th August 2010 and 

continues to this day remarkable impact [1]. During the eruption of Sinabung, about twelve 

thousand people living around Sinabung were evacuated [2]. Thousands of people lost their 

homes and farmland. Others must evacuate every time Mount Sinabung erupts. Sinabung 

eruption also destroyed houses, farmland, public facilities, and infrastructure. Even the 

eruption of Sinabung also claimed lives. Pyroclastic flows caused the deaths of 16 people in 

Sukameriah Village in 2014 and 9 people in Gamber Village in 2016 [3]. 

The community and local government of Karo Regency have no experience dealing with 

eruption disasters because Sinabung inactive since 1600 [4]. This causes various problems to 

arise when handling the victims of the eruption of Mount Sinabung. Even there has been a 

conflict between the victims of the eruption and the local government, officials and fellow 

community members. The problem has not yet completed, Corona Virus Disease 2019 

(COVID-19) has emerged in Indonesia in the mid of March 2020 [5], [6]. Dealing with the 

pandemic, the Karo Regency Government issued some regulations to prevent and increase 

awareness campaigns to fight COVID-19 [7]. Admittedly, Sinabung eruption and pandemic 

COVID-19 has hugely devastated multidimensional impacts for the governance of local 

government and community as well.  
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Policies for fighting COVID-19 must be carried out by upholding the applicable legal 

rules[8]. Therefore, harmonization of policies for handling COVID-19 for the Karo people 

affected by the eruption of Sinabung needs to be prioritized. The policy should mainstream 

government efforts to fulfill, protect, and promote human rights [9], [10].  

Human rights must be embedded in various government policies. The Declaration on 

Right to Development positions the right to development as an inalienable fundamental right 

[11], [12]. Vienna Declaration and Program of Action in 1993 also reaffirmed the position of 

the individual as the subject of development[13]. Therefore, the people who are affected by 

the Sinabung eruption must be engaged and encouraged to fully participate in the fulfillment 

of social guarantee and security policies to anticipate the destructive impacts of COVID-19. 

Development must be a part of a state effort to guarantee the protection of individual rights to 

be involved in the fulfilllment of economic, social and cultural rights, and not be a reason to 

justify the elimination of human rights fulfillment [11], [13]–[15]. Human rights are the key to 

responding to the COVID-19 pandemic. As the foundational framework to uphold human 

dignity, human rights enforce to avoid all negative impacts for quality of health to the people's 

lives and livelihoods including those caused by the pandemic [16]. 

The multidimensional impact of Sinabung eruption on one side and handling critical 

mitigated COVID-19 on the other side must be addressed [17]. How the responses of people 

affected the Sinabung disaster to the pandemic COVID-19 is the key question of this research 

to be solved. Moreover, this research is aimed to know how human rights incorporated into 

local governmental policies in dealing with COVID-19 for communities affected by the 

eruption of Sinabung. Indeed, human rights-based approach in dealing with disasters should 

be carried out in the protection and fulfillment of human rights to uphold human dignity, 

especially to vulnerable groups [18]–[20]. 

2. Method  

This research used a qualitative approach. Qualitative research was used because it gives 

researchers the freedom to explore the data in-depth to answer the research problem under 

study[21]. This research was conducted at Gamber Village, Subdistrict of Simpang Empat, 

Karo Regency. The data were classified into two resources, primary and secondary. Primary 

data were collected from the first resources, namely by observation, interview and FGD. 

Secondary data were collected from official documents, books, journals, research reports and 

others.  

3. Result and Discussion  

Karo people have felt the impact Sinabung eruption for about 11 years. They lost their 

homes and farmland. Families who live in the red zone were relocated to various places that 

tend to be safer. Several community groups living in the red zone were relocated to several 

different areas and temporary housing was provided for people who were not in the red zone 

but were affected by the Sinabung eruption. Several village community groups in the red zone 

were relocated to different areas and provided with temporary shelter. 

One of the villages in the red zone and being relocated is Gamber Village. Gamber 

Village, which is 4 km from the peak of Sinabung and has been designated as an eruption red 



 

 

 

 

 

zone village since 2013 by the Government. After being relocated, the people of Gamber 

village currently live in four different locations. The Gamber Village Office was moved to the 

relocation area with the most Gamber villagers to provide optimal service. 

Gamber village has been hit by hot clouds since 2016. In addition to losing their homes, 

about 50% of agricultural land was damaged because it was covered with pyroclastic material 

from the Sinabung eruption [22]. The eruption of Mount Sinabung has shaken the resilience of 

households due to declining incomes. After being relocated, the Gamber people continue to 

farm, both on their former land and using other people's land in Gamber Village. This is 

because the funds provided by the government for relocation are not sufficient to purchase 

adequate land outside Gamber village. In addition, rent for agricultural land in Gamber village 

is cheaper than in other places that are not in the red zone. Farming is the main skill and 

livelihood of the Gamber people, therefore they still insist on doing activities and farming in 

the red zone. They learn to understand the characteristics of the eruption of Sinabung and 

trying to make friends with Sinabung. They are used to it and are resigned to the fact that their 

crops will be damaged by the hot clouds and ash from Sinabung. 

The COVID-19 pandemic, which has been going on for two years, has had a serious 

impact on the economic, social and cultural life of the community because it was affected by 

the eruption of Sinabung. The Gamber community adheres to health regulations and protocols 

to prevent the spread of COVID-19. The eruption of Sinabung and the COVID-19 pandemic 

further worsened their living conditions, especially their economic growth. Agricultural 

products cannot be distributed outside the Karo Regency and can only be sold cheaply around 

the Karo area. Some even rot because they can't be sold. The eruption and COVID-19, of 

course, have a vital link with the fulfillment and protection of the human rights of the affected 

community, social safety net and the economic recovery of the business climate [7], [23]–[25]. 

Meanwhile, many laws were issued as legal instruments to respond to COVID-19 and its 

impacts. The policies were an effort by the state to ensure the protection, fulfillment and 

respect for the human rights of the affected community [13], [14], [26], [27]. Coordination 

between the central and local governments was carried out to ensure the fulfillment of the 

rights of the 203 family heads in Gamber village, especially providing the social safety net 

program to distribute social assistance to the community in various aid schemes. 

The social safety net program through a program to distribute social assistance is given 

evenly to the Gamber village community. Social safety net program in the form of Direct Cash 

Assistance sourced from the National Government, and Village funds; the Family Hope 

program; and Recipients of Non-Cash Aid. Meanwhile, other programs such as stunting 

prevention programs, Supplementary Feeding and Blood Supplementary Tablets for infants, 

toddlers and pregnant women are still running. These programs seem to reflect the efforts to 

fulfill community rights, especially in the sphere of economic, social and cultural rights [15].  

In addition to the social safety net, the government uses village funds through the Village 

Cash Intensive Work program innovation. Gamber Village, which has been located in 4 (four) 

different locations, cannot carry out labour-intensive development [28] because it is 

temporarily outside the administrative area of Gamber village. Village cash-intensive program 

intended for poor family members; unemployed; and underemployed as a result of COVID-19 

adjustments were made. Based on the aspirations of the residents, the form of Village Cash 

Intensive Work is adjusted for agricultural needs such as agricultural tools, fertilizers, 

insecticides and others. The goal is to help and improve the economic resilience of families 

and villages by utilizing and optimizing all village potentials [28]. Although is not yet optimal, 

the program benefits are felt by the community as an effort to fulfill the right to welfare and a 

decent life for community[15]. 



 

 

 

 

 

The Gamber Village Government policies for handling COVID-19 and its impacts are 

policies based on the needs of the Gamber community of eruption victims. One of these 

policies is the adjustment of the Village Cash Intensive Work program in the form of the 

agricultural needs of the villagers. Gamber residents are involved in determining village 

policies for handling COVID-19 and its impacts. The policy of the Gamber Village 

Government appears to be people-centred by emphasizing the leveraging of community needs 

based on participation [11]. The human rights-based approach to Gamber policy seems to 

provide a new way to balance the handling of health emergencies and the broad impact of the 

COVID-19 pandemic on people's lives and livelihoods including economic, social, cultural, 

civil and political rights[16], [18].  

Indeed, the protection of vulnerable rights groups can be seen through various Gamber 

Government programs including the fulfillment of children's and women's rights. The Gamber 

Government's policy is oriented towards participation in encouraging development 

accountability for handling COVID-19 and its impacts. The development carried out by 

Gamber Village at least meets the principles of the human rights-based approach to 

development including participation, accountability and protection of vulnerable groups [11], 

[18], [19], [29].  

The COVID-19 pandemic demonstrates the ability of the state to protect, fulfill and 

respect the basic rights of affected communities, including civil and political rights [13], [14], 

[26], [27]. The government's implementation of restrictions on community activities is an 

effort to ensure the fulfillment of the right to health even though it raises the assumption that it 

limits freedom [27], [30], [31]. Presumably the effort to limit the spread of COVID-19 is 

based on the state of emergency by referring to standard human rights principles and national 

policies as emergency measures for handling COVID-19[31], [32]. Restrictions can be 

understood to deal with the COVID-19 crisis and ensure the fulfillment of the rights of 

vulnerable groups exposed to COVID-19 and other communities [31]. Restrictions are also 

regulated and prescribed in-laws and regulations that guarantee and respect individual and 

collective rights [9], [31], [33].  

4. Conclusion  

The COVID-19 pandemic has had an impact on the economic, social, and cultural aspects 

of the Karo people affected by the eruption of Sinabung. Meanwhile, the remarkable efforts to 

prevent the spread of COVID-19 by the Karo Regency government has complied with a 

human rights-based approach. The local government has a lack of understanding of the human 

rights-based approach to development and its significance to fight the pandemic on one side 

and ensuring the vulnerability of people who are affected the eruption in the other side.  
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