India  - Community-based disaster preparedness: A life saving strategy

Issue

The September 2000 floods in West Bengal, India affected over 21 million people in nine districts of the state leaving 1,362 dead and 117 persons missing. The floods damaged 2.19 million houses and 1.9 million hectares of crop area. . The flood devastated standing crops such as kharif rice, kharif vegetables, jute, pulses, oilseeds, fruits and flowers in these districts. Because of the suddenness of the floods, animals and live stock suffered a great deal. Over 2.2 million cattle and buffalo, 2.0 million goats and sheep, and over 4.6 million poultry were affected. Of these 28,829 cattle and buffalo, 68,223 goat and sheep and 207,636 poultry were reported dead and or missing. The floodwaters have also caused damaged to 8,187 schools (2,368 partially and 5,801 fully damaged), 798 Shishu Shiksha Kendras and 5,262 (3,740 fully and 1,522 partially) Integrated Child Development Scheme (ICDS) centres.

With such devastation, is it possible for vulnerable communities to effectively prepare themselves individually/collectively for a flood based disaster so as to minimize loss of life and livelihoods? With this question in mind, the Community Based Disaster Preparedness project was launched. 

The objective of the project was based on the assumption that communities had to live with disasters, and no amount of external intervention work could change their lifestyles. Instead if they were prepared for a disaster, the responses/ preparedness initiated/made by them would be more effective in reducing lives of people as well as losses and damages to their livelihoods in the event of a devastating flood.

Strategy

Following this devastating flood, UNICEF, the Inter Agency Group (IAG) and the Government of West Bengal initiated a Community Based Disaster Preparedness project. The IAG consists of the members of the international organizations like UNICEF, Britain’s Department for International Development (DFID), CARE, Oxfam, Catholic Relief Services (CRS), Churches Auxiliary for Social Action (CASA), Caritas, Rama Krishna Mission, Lutheran World Service (LWS), Mennonite Central Committee (MCC), SCF-India, West Bengal Voluntary Health Association (WBVHA), Children International, US Agency for International Development (USAID), Action Aid, Children in Need International/GOAL (CINI-GOAL), World Vision, Society for Promotion of Appropriate Development Efforts (SPADE) and Asset Based Community Development (ABCD). The project was implemented through their partners. 

Using Participatory Learning and Action tools, each community prepared an action plan for their village seeking approval of it at the Gram Sansad (village level Panchayat committee) meeting. This plan began with their village vulnerability map which identified the safe places, low risk areas and the highly vulnerable areas and the estimated number of families residing in each of these zones. The plan also identified the number and location of the vulnerable groups/ populations such as the aged, handicapped, lactating mothers, pregnant women, seriously ill persons and small children in their village. Information related to the number of persons belonging to each of these categories was also collected. Other tools described the history of earlier floods and elaborated in detail the damage that occurred in the September 2000 floods. The plan also mentioned the key elements at risk such as life, health, property, livestock and livelihood, the resources required/at hand for bringing down the level of risk. 

The plan also indicated key activities that the community would do before, during and after the flood. The key activities identified before the flood are flood warning, household readiness regarding the positioning of child (books, certificates, mark sheets etc) and family survival kit (dry food for 7 to 10 days along with other essential items like candles, matches, kerosene oil etc.) and safe keeping of valuables and important documents, formation of different task forces, training on health and first aid, water and sanitation, rescue and relief. Key local resources such as bamboos, banana plantations, etc. were identified for use in the preparation of machans (temporary shelters) and local rafts. The community also identified those hand pumps which were to be raised above the flood level to protect their source of water. The plan also showed the specific places where the affected community would go along with their cattle to take shelter in event of a flood. Some of them also acquired the technology to construct small boats, life jackets and other materials for successful rescue operations. The plan also specified the roles of different stakeholders and time schedules for all activities including mock drills.

Results

In over 1,500 villages CBDP plans of action were prepared and approved. During the high flood season, communities completed the preparations of the variety of tasks defined in these plans. Did these plans and activities make a difference to the live and livelihoods of families and children?

“CBDP saved our lives and our livelihoods” was how Mr. Sujit Kumar Roy, Gram Pradhan of Bahirgachi Gram Panchayat described the impact of Community Based Disaster Preparedness in his gram panchayat (GP) area to Mr. Rajesh Pandey IAS, District Magistrate, Nadia district on 2 October 2004. The Savapatti, Ranaghat II Panchayat Samiti, the Jt BDO, Ranaghat II Block, Gram Pradhan and 14 GP members of Bahirgachi GP, 6 Panchayat Samiti members were also present along with NGO representatives and community members.

Further elaborating the impact of CBDP, Mr. Roy mentioned “Out of over 6,000 families in the GP, there were 2 deaths (not due to floods) compared to 11 deaths in the 2000 flood. In the previous flood, the GP lost over 700 cattle (cows, goats etc) while there was no loss of cattle this time. Over 10,000 poultry was lost in the 2000 flood with practically no loses of poultry this time. In the 2000 flood, nearly 3000 families had lost some/all of their valuable documents and/or these were damaged by the floods. This time, none of the families reported any loss or damage to their documents. In more than half of the families, children’s textbook were lost or damaged by the 2000 floods. This time the experience is different as no family reported loss of their children’s textbooks. Another significant achievement was that the GP relied primarily on their own self reliance - each family had stockpiled food for 7 to 10 days to meet their immediate needs. Further, this time there was hardly any disease outbreak.” Unfortunately, the families loss all their crops despite adopting a change in cropping pattern due to the fact that this time the seed was sown later because of scanty rainfall and the flood came in slightly earlier. 

Potential implications

During 2001-2003, five quick appraisals were completed on the UNICEF assisted CBDP project and two on the CARITAS supported CBDP project during 2004-2005. In addition since 2001, an average of eight joint IAG review meetings per year were organized. These review meetings involved implementing partners, government representatives and district officials from the different districts. These appraisals and review meetings provided the necessary guidance and direction to the project. Over 20 Gram Panchayats have accepted the CBDP project and provided funds from their own budgets. This trend is now increasing.  Since 2004, other international agencies have come forward to support this project. CARITAS and Catholic Relief Services (CRS) have provided the necessary funds for continuation and scaling up the project activities.

The major lesson learned is that communities can take on responsibility for protecting their own lives and livelihoods in the event of a disaster provided they are adequately equipped with knowledge and skills. 
“CBDP has really made a difference in the life of the flood affected community” says Rajesh Pandey, IAS District Magistrate, Nadia after interacting with the gram panchayat members and the local community. “Besides preventing loss of life, CBDP greatly reduced the loss of livelihoods of people by saving their cattle and poultry. More importantly, the CBDP made the community more resolute and organized in tackling floods. It also brought about community togetherness in that all elected representatives belonging to the different political parties worked hand in hand with the community to minimize the risk arising out of the flood situation.

In 2003-2004, Nadia and Murshidabad districts organized CBDP sensitization programmes at the block level as well as in about 80 gram panchayats (cluster of 15-20 villages consisting of approx 20,000 population). These workshops were to enable the elected representatives as well as officials and village elders understand the importance of disaster preparedness.

In 2005, the Home (Civil Defence) Department, GOWB in collaboration with UNICEF jointly organized with the Inter Agency Group, sensitization programmes for all their Civil Defence Officials across the state. The Department has accepted the CBDP as a key strategy for the entire state. GOWB would like to scale up this project in a phased manner.

	Extracts from Budget Speech* of Hon’ble Minister of State-in-charge Home (Civil Defence) Department, GOWB, March 2005

• The Civil Defence Dept has also taken up a project on CBDP with the assistance of UNICEF. The key concept of CBDP is to reduce the impact of any disaster by increasing the capacity of the community and reducing its vulnerability.
• …165 disaster-prone blocks and a few municipalities …have been identified
• UNICEF has agreed to support NGO networks for facilitating CBDP project activities…All key officials of the Dept will be sensitised on CBDP….The Inter Agency Group consisting of International Agencies and their partners will be closely associated with this project in terms of capacity building and training.
• UNICEF has also agreed to support the capacity building of the Civil Defence Department…
• Support will also be provided by them for GIS mapping of vulnerable areas with the technical assistance of KMDA.
• The Civil Defence Dept acknowledges the contribution of UNICEF in Disaster Mitigation Programme.
• *Pages 1-2 from Budget Speech in respect of Demand No. 27 for the year 2005-2006


