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Preface and Acknowledgements

This book is just one in a serics of activities catried out by the Duryog
Nivaran network under its theme of ‘Understanding vulnerability and
capacity’ — a programme of wotk which has also included an interna-
tional workshop, the publication of a setries of case-studies and the
development of matetials on community-based capacity building for
use by operational agencies and vulnerable people. The programme
aims to provide insights into the nature of vulnerability in South Asia
and to stimulate activities to build up local capacities to withstand
disaster shocks. It also aims to build up two-way linkages between policy
makers and projects.

Apart from the introduction, the papers published here have been
selected from those given at Duryog Nivaran’s international wotkshop
‘Understanding vulnerability: a South Asian perspective’ held in Sti Lanka
in August 1997. We would like to thank all those who took part in that
workshop — presenters of papers and other participants — for their
contributions to the discussions. We would also like to thank Duryog
Nivaran’s co-ordinator, Madhavi Ariyabandu, and the network’s admin-
istrator, Savitri Panabokke, for their considerable efforts in organizing the
workshop and supporting us in prepating the papers for publication.
Thanks are also due to Vishaka Hidellage and Dharini de Mel.

All of Duryog Nivarans work on vulnerability, including the editing
and production of this book, has been funded by the Conflict and
Humanitatian Affairs Department of the British Government’s Depart-
ment for International Development (DFID). We are grateful to DFID
for this support and for the substantial funding it has given to Duryog
Nivarans work in general since 1994. .

JOHN TWIGG
MIHIR R. BHATT
London and Abmedabad, May 1998
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1. Understanding Vulnerability —
an Introduction
JOHN TWIGG

. A MASSIVE NUMBER of people in South Asia is affected by disasters.

‘!‘ Between 1971 and 1995 natural and man-made disasters (apart from

| war) killed 37 622 people each year, on average, in the seven countties of
k Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, the Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan and Sri Lanka,
The average number of people affected by disasters each year in those
countries during the same period was 76 427 702 (IFRC 1997: 122-3).
These figures, taken from the database compiled by the Centre for
Research on the Epidemiology of Disasters (CRED) in Belgium, are
certainly underestimates, for they exclude the numerous small events
that do not receive emetgency relief from outside." However, even as
they stand, they compel us to take action to reduce the impact of
disasters on vulnerable people.

This book is published as we near the end of the United Nations
H(International Decade for Natural Disaster Reduction IDNDR) which
{' aims to stimulate effective national and international measures to
protect lives, property and livelihoods against disasters. In many
ways the Decade has not lived up to the high expectations that
accompanied its launch, but it has certainly stimulated renewed
research and debate on 2 number of issues, and it has encouraged
more extensive communication and netwotking within the disaster
‘community’. This heightened awareness and interest contributed, in

!3 part, to the establishment of the South Asian network Duryog Nivaran
‘at a meeting in Kathmandu late in 1994,

Initially, the IDNDR’s emphasis was on scientific and technical solu-
tions, but by the middle of the Decade it was clear to many of those
involved that the social dimensions wartanted much greater attention, In
the early 1980s research by the Swedish Red Cross had alteady demon-
strated a continuous increase — decade by decade — in the number of

1 'The darabase’s definition of a ‘disaster’ for the purposes of entering the event is 10
deaths and/or 100 people affected, and/or an appeal for assistance,
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¢ deaths and injuries from disasters, and in their economic impact
| (Wijkman and Timberlake 1984: 21-27); all the evidence since then

* has shown that the frequency and impact of disasters has continned

=

to tise IFRC 1997: 116-119).

This trend cannot be explained by a parallel rise in the number of
events set off by natural hazards — earthquakes, cyclones and the like
(thete may be a tise in the number of man-made disasters such as fires
and technological accidents, but in terms of impact that is only a small
part of the overall figure). What we are seeing is an increase in the effects
of disasters on people. More and more people have become vulnerable
to hazards because of changes in their social, economic, cultural and
political environment and circumstances. This is most apparent in the
economic pressures that force many of the poor to settle in cheap but
dangerous locations such as flood plains and unstable hillsides, with only
flimsy houses for dwellings; but there are many other contributoty
~ factors. ‘

When it met for the IDNDR mid term conference at Yokohama,
Japan, in May 1994, the international community sighed up to a new
IDNDR strategy that btought social aspects such as vulnerability into
much greater prominence, and at the same time recognized that mote
' emphasis had to be placed on community-based mitigation pto-

\'grammes - that is, on programmes that involved vulnerable people
themselves in planning and implementing mitigation measures
(IDNDR 1994).

Duryog Nivaran’s work on vulnerability

Dutyog Nivaran is a network of individuals and otgarﬁzaﬁons working in
South Asia who are committed to promoting an ‘alternative perspective’
on disasters and vulnerability as a basis for disaster mitigation in the
region. This is not the place to go into these ideas in detail, but in order
to understand how the network approaches the question of vulnerability,
and indeed how this book came about, some features of the alternative
[perspective need to be explained.

Dutyog Nivaran’s outlook and analysis cha]lenge the ‘dominant per-
spective’ among policy makers, donors, and relief and development
agencies working in South Asié. The dominant perspective treats dis-
asters as one-off events or aberrations in the normal path of develop-
ment. As a result, practical interventions tend to take place after disasters
have happened. They also tend to be top-down and inflexible in their
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method, with weak links at grass-roots level and little involvement of \
disaster victims in decision making ot implementation. 1

By contrast, the ‘alternative perspective’ sees disasters, including con-

. ( flicts, as part of the development of societies — as unresolved problems
arising from the very processes of development. From this standpoint it
becomes clear that there is a link between disasters and the nature of
society. Relationships and structures within society determine why cer-
tain groups of people are more vulnerable to disasters than others, It is
therefore vital to change those social structures, institutional systems

( and attitudes that make people vulnerable, and to build up people’s
‘capacities to protect themselves against hazards — before the disaster
occurs (Duryog Nivaran 1996: 5-11).

The network’s programme of research and advocacy is based around
five main themes, one of which is ‘Understanding vulnerability and
capacity’. Duryog Nivaran’s members recognized at the outset that

eduction of vulnerability and sttengthening the capacities of people
are key features of some of the most effective disaster mitigation and
management strategies. A range of methods and indicators are used at
present to understand these concepts and guide operations. It was felt
that there was a need to examine their value and effectiveness, and to
develop new methods and indicators whete necessary. Moreover, as so
much analysis of vulnerability has been based on experiences from other
parts of the world, there was a recognized need to root this improved
understanding in South Asian contexts,

The Disaster Mitigation Institute (DMT) in Ahmedabad, India, under-
took to co-ordinate the network’s programme of activities under this
theme. To date, the programme has had two main elements. The first is
‘the collection of case-studies for publication as a seties of shott bool-
lets. This format makes the studies easy to read and distribute, and
permits the inclusion of quite diverse tmatetial — the last feature is
patticulatly advantageous in view of the diverse nature of vulnerability
itself. Three booklets were published during 1997 and several more ate
in press or in preparation.

The second part of the programme aimed to encourage debate about
the theme and to produce a book synthesizing that discussion. The
method chosen was one that has been followed successfully by Duryog
Nivaran in other areas of its work: a regional workshop would be held
where researchers and practitioners could present papers and share ideas.
The outcome would be published as a book for policy makers, aca-
demics, planners and managers.



The wotkshop ‘Understanding Vulnesability: a South Asian perspec-
tive’ was held in Colombo in August 1997, Those who took pait came
from Bangladesh, India, Nepal and Sti Lanka and included academic
researchers from different disciplines, managers in disaster and devel-
opment agencies, field workers and consultants, Over two days they
heard and discussed a wide vatiety of evidence and ideas. Short sum-
maties of all the papers presented have been put together by Duryog
Nivaran in a set of proceedings which are available from the network’s
secretatiat (Bhatt 1997D).

The scope of this book

This. book is not quite as was originally planned. Back in 1994 Duryog
| Nivaran had a more comprehensive study at least half in mind — even,
| perhaps, new paradigms or conceptual frameworks for viewing vulner-

ability. In the event, a mote common-sense view prevailed. There
“appeared to be litdle point in expending the great effort that would be

needed to design new overarching conceptual frameworks or models,
and in any case vulnerability is too vast and complex a subject to be
contained easily within the covers of a single book; this is explained in
more detail below. As editors, Mihir Bhatt and I were also keen that the
hook should be read by as many people as possible, especially by those
involved in operational wortk; and we appreciated that long, academic
treatises — no matter how important their contents — tend to gather dust,

unread, on bookshelves. N

For these two reasons it was decided that workshop and book should
be based upon grass-roots realities, and that the book should be reason-
ably concise. The material presented in this book was chosen to be of
value to everyone working in disasters and sustainable development,
whatever their area of expertise or institutional home. It is not an
attempt to view vulnetability in all its complexities but it does present
a variety of South Asian perspectives. The picture it gives is, inevitably,
selective, but it permits deeper understanding by bringing important
characteristics of vulnerability into sharp focus.

Three of the fout papets in this book are case-studies. They cover a
vatiety of groups of people living in different parts of South Asia and all
exposed to serious tisk of disaster. Bla Bhatt writes about pootr women
in the towns and counttyside of the Indian State of Gujarat who face a
wide range of hazards, natural and man-made. The Nepali villagers
studied by Ngamindra Dahal live under the permanent threat of
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mountain floods and landslides. R. B. Senaka Arachchi also looks at a
village society, in Sri Lanka’s Dry Zone, which endures drought as a
persistent hazard to its agricultural way of life.

The final essay, by Mihir Bhatt, is a typically thought-provoking
discussion of ways of understanding vulnerability by learning from
vualnerable people. It is a spur to operational agencies and field work-
ers to imptove their ways of working with such people, and as a
platform for future action it makes a natural conclusion to this book.
Mihir Bhatt’s paper ends by reproducing one poor Gujarati woman’s
account of her own vulnerability: it is fitting that she should have the
last word.

Concepts and realities

The word “vulnerability’ is regularly deployed in discussion of disasters.
We use it so often that we no longer trouble to explain or define it.
Moteover, it is one of those fashionable wotds in development —
others are ‘participation’ and ‘community’ — that are used as a kind
of shorthand for a variety of ideas and featutes. As a result of being
used in this way, wotds soon become loose, imprecise terms. In
everyday life, we cannot avoid such shorthand words, but they can
leave us open to misinterpretation.

As a glance at the dictionary shows, Vulnerablhty is a word open to
use in a number of contexts. According to the dictionary I have on
my desk, something that is ‘vulnerable’ is something ‘that may be
wounded (literally or figuratively); susceptible of injury, exposed to
damage by weapon, ctiticism, etc.” (Condise Oxford Distionary 1976). My
thesaurus groups ‘“vulnerable’ and ‘vulnerability’ among words that
convey the idea of being susceptible to danger or even defenceless
(Roget 1966). In the context of disasters, the word and concept were
first deployed by mechanical and systems engineers, and until quite
tecently the most common usage was to do with the resilience of
diffetent forms of construction such as housing, bridges and factories.
Those from scientific and engineering backgrounds automatically place
the word in this context when they read or hear it, which often leads
- to confusion when it is being used to refer to the vulnerability of
people and society.

In the socio-economic context, ‘vulnerability” is usually defined in a
manner such as the following: :



| 2 condition ot set of conditions which adversely affect people’s ability
to prepare for, withstand and/or respond to a hazard (Warmington
1995: 1)

or

concerns the propensity of a society to experience substantial damage
disruption and casualties as a result of hazard (OECD-DAC 1994: 8)

To show how vulnerability fits into the overall disaster picture, a number
of writers have used pseudo-equations such as: disaster (ot risk) =
hazard x vulnerability. An alternative sometimes seen is: disaster/risk
= hazard + vulnerability. The uncertainty over whether vulnerability
multiplies or adds to the disaster is revealing — I have even seen it
written, to avoid the issue, as: disaster/risk = hazard * vulnerability.

In recent years, a good deal of effort and thought-have gone into
researching vulnerability: what it is, and the factors that cause it. Models
have been designed for conceprualizing and comprehending the subject
and the best of these can be wvaluable tools for both researchers and
practitioners. As examples, one might cite the ‘pressute and release’ and
‘access’ models advanced by Blaikie, Cannon, Davis and Wisner that
allow one to trace the ‘progression’ of vulnerability by working back
from the immediate to the root causes, and provide a framework for
investigating vulnerable people’s access to assets, income and other
resources in society (Blaikie ef 2/ 1994: 21-72), DMI also has its own
framework or ‘matrix’ for viewing the different elements of vulnerability
and capacity, where vulnerability is seen as the lack of security in four

/ key areas: food, water, work and habitat (Bhatt 1996).

Conceptual models of this kind provide us with a way of framing
questions and ordering our thoughts but they do not provide all the
answets, nor should they be used as a substitute for fresh thinking,
Moteover, while they are valuable when it comes to understanding basic
principles, we must handle them with care as we get neater to the
citcumstances of real-life vulnerability.

Vulnetability is too complicated to be captured by models and frame-
wotks. Thete ate so many dimensions to it: economic, social, demo-
graphic, political and psychological, There are so many factors making
people vulnerable: not just 2 range of immediate causes but — if one
analyses the subject fully — 2 host of root causes too. There are no
commotl measutes or indicators of vulnerability. At Duryog Nivaran’s
wotkshop, Madhavi Ariyabandu, the network’s co-ordinator, pointed out
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just some of the problems that arise as soon as one tries to ‘map’
vulnerability in practice:

Vulnerability is complex to map: how do you draw boundaries to
vulnerable areas? Will these boundaties be geographic or administra-
tive or economic or even from sacred geography? Similarly, what
should be the unit of analysis? A family or a village, a community
ot labour force? Further, how to compare one type of vulnerability
with another type? (Bhatt 1997b)

These difficulties arise because investigations of vulnerability are inves-
tigations into the workings of human society, and human societies are
complex — so complex and diverse that they easily break out of any
attempts to confine them within neatly drawn frameworks, categoties
and definitions, They are also dynamic, in a state of constant change,
and, because they are complex and diverse, all the elements within
societies are moving, so that these changes occur in different parts of
society, in different ways and at different times. Mihir Bhatt, in his
introductory address to the workshop’s participants, also drew attention
to this, remarking that:

Especially in South Asia, multiple pasts and presents of vulnerability
co-exist, interact and collide, as do Western and indigenous systems of
knowledge, belief and practice of coping with disasters (Bhatt 1997a).

Even when we get down to grass-toots level, to studying and wotking
with small-scale communities, we soon learn that ‘the community” is not
a single, homogeneous entity either but a dynamic mix of different
groups, forces and attitudes — an important lesson fot those advocating !
community-based approaches to development and disaster mitigation
(Mitchell 1997).

Many of these complexities are evident in the case-studies published
in this book. For example, the Gujarati women profiled by Fla Bhatt are
well aware that their economic weaknesses of different kinds combine
with the additional pressures that come from being women in 2 society
dominated by men to make them vulnerable ot keep them so. They
perceive the dynamic pressures in operation and the root causes that lie
behind them.

At Rampur, the mountain village in Nepal studied by Ngamindra
Dabhal, the twin hazards of floods and landslides pose a constant threat
to lives and livelihoods. The villagers® land management praciices are
designed with that threat in mind, and they have developed a varicty of
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coping strategies to mitigate the impact of disasters; but their capacity to
withstand and recover from shock is closely tied to the wider difficultes
of managing a predominantly agricultural economy in a remote and
inhospitable area. R.B. Senaka Arachchi has looked at another vulnerable
agricultural community, that of Mahameegaswewa in Sri Lanka’s Dry
Zone. His study concentrates on the methods deployed by villagers to
reduce the impact of recurrent droughts. Not only do these methods
exhibit great diversity, but they reveal the extent to which the villagers
understand their risks and plan carefully at times of drought, seeking to
avoid practices that might leave them more vulnerable in future.

Learning how to le.*iu'n

i In recent years, professional people ﬁrorking in Third World develop-

ment have often been reminded that their usually middle class, urban,
academically educated and institutionalized backgrounds and outlook do

not equip them well for understanding those they seck to help: they ate

outsiders, and to do their job effectively they should be ever-conscious
of the fact. What is needed, it is argued, is a ‘new professionalism’ where
development workers push their own biases into the background and
bring the views of their intended bheneficiaries into the centre of the
picture (Chambers 1983). The now accelerating move in development
programmes towards more ‘bottom-up’ and ‘participatory’ projects
guided by the intended beneficiaries is a witness to the effectiveness
of this current of opinion, ‘

Similar complaints have been levelled against disaster professionals,
too, and we are now seeing the first signs of a shift towards greater
community patticipation in disaster mitigation and prepatedness aciiv-
ities. The logic for this shift is infallible: a project designed around the
priorities of vulnerable people and drawing on their capacities has the
best chance of success in the long term because the beneficiaties will be
able to manage it on theit own without continued outside assistance, and
they will want to do so. To ensure genuine participation by the com-
muhity, development and disaster agencies are encouraged to use a
‘learning process’ as opposed to a ‘blueprint’ approach in projects. Put
simply, the learning process approach starts from planning by benefici-
aties and then evolves over time to incorporate different stakeholders’
perspectives and to reflect the project’s experiences. Blueprint projects,
on the other hand, are planned from above and then implemented to a
fixed timetable (Chambers 1983: 211-12). The learning process
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approach is therefore organic and dynamic, reflecting the change and
interaction that take place in communities.”

The value of such an approach in disaster mitigation is demon-
strated clearly by the case studies in this book. The response of
official institutions to disasters outlined in the papers by Dahal and
Atachchi is a charactetistically blueprint approach: the application of 24
static formula for relief that, while it clearly has some value, is not
based on a good understanding of wvulnerability or local copmg
mechanisms, cannot propetly discern the victims’ real priorities and
is in any case only a short-term response to the symptoms of vulner-
ability, not its causes.

The papers by Ela Bhatt and Mihir Bhatt are both concetned, to
different degrees, with the learning approach itself. Ela Bhatt shows how
it can work in practice, and what it can teach us. Her paper is based on
evidence supplied by women in different parts of urban and rural
Gujarat who analysed the different facets of their own vulnerability quite
extensively. By secing vulnerability through their eyes, as they experience
and understand it, readers of this book can begin a learning process for
themselves.

Mihir Bhatt lays down a challenge to those who think they are already
using the learning approach. He warns that outsidets, even when they
believe they are guided by, or empathize with, disaster victims® own
perceptions, may none the less still be imposing their own values on the
evidence they receive. The vety act of explaining other people’s situa-
tions, ot vulnerability, he argues, tends to stnooth over the complexity of
vulnerability and forces it into more manageable, consistent interpreta-
tions. The key to successful interventions by outsiders, therefore, lies in
their admitting and accepting how little they undesstand of the victims
and their vulnerability. j

One way of ensuting that outsiders in implementing agencies of all
kinds do become more sensitive to the needs and desites of vulnerable
people is by introducing mechanisms that make them more accountable

2 Of course, this is an oversimplification of some sophisticated theories. It should
not be forgotten, either, that learning process and participatory approaches are not
without their own problems and can be difficult to implement in the field, Duryog
Nivatan, as part of its work under another of its main themes, ‘Understanding
linkages with society’, held an international wotkshop in November 1995 oa the
problems of ‘participation’ in theoty and practice. The papers that were presented
there have been published and make interesting — and challenging — reading -
(Bastian and Bastian 1996).



to the people they seek to help, and whom they often claim to represent.
Many telief and development agencies alike are now beginning to think
about this issue and are considering appropriate methods to enhance
accountability. This is also one of the main themes of Duryog Nivaran's
work. As a first step, the network plans to produce a manual on how the
existing legal framework in South Asian countries can be used by people
at risk to make official and other institutions more accountable; but
cleatly there is a need for a bigger range of mechanisms to draw upon.
DMI has expetimented with some devices, such as inviting victims of
disasters to fill in ‘teport cards’ on the performance of relief agencies.
Much mote work is needed to develop and test other schemes of this
kind.

From understanding to action

This book is intended to stimulate effective actions to reduce vulner-
ability and increase security. Understanding vulnerability is just one step
on the road towards better security, albeit an essential one. It informs
out actions, but in itself does not generate them. Tveryone who works
on disasters has to address the problem of turning a sound understand-
ing into effective, practical efforts on the ground.

As vulnerability is multifaceted, so an equivalent diversity of responses
is needed to overcome it. Concepts can be deployed as a foundation for
action but effective intervention requires much more: it requires appro-
priate methods or tools, and here too the range of such tools must be
wide enough to meet the many different circumstances of vulnerability.
Even the most flexible approaches to the design and implementation
of disaster mitigation projects, such as the Capacitics and Vulnerabilities
Analysis (CVA) method (also sometimes referred to as the Hatrvard
Method), or those based on Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA) and
similar techniques, need to be adapted to different places, structures and
attitudes.” Vulnerable communities and those who work with them must
be able to use these techniques, modifying them where appropriate.

3 This has become very clear from work catried out by the Oxford Centre for
Disaster Studies (OCDS) to test and develop participatory methods in CVA. A
sitmilar method tested with communities threatened by cyclones in Andhra Pradesh
(India) and the Philippines produced quite different results because of differences
in social organization and outlook and, particulatly, because of the different
institutionz] cultutes of the local and national non-governmental organizations
(INGOs) involved as project partners.
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One of the tasks that Duryog Nivaran has set itself is to promote such
methods where they are alteady available and, where they are not, to
expand the methodological toolkit by developing new approaches. The
Colombo workshop took a first step towards this, and this activity
should form a major part of the networl’s programme in the coming
years.” It is of vital importance in reducing vulnerability in the region,
and may be of great value to other parts of the world as well.

4 A brief overview of some participatory methods — for use in understanding
vulnerability and vulnerability reduction — was given at the wotkshop by Arvind
K. Patel from DMI (Patel 1997). Duryog Nivaran plans to produce more detailed
fact sheets on each of the methods outlined.
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2. Women Victims’ View of

Urban and Rural Vulnerability
ELA R. BHATT

NOTWITHSTANDING THE MORE recent, as well as increasing, awareness and
concern among scholars and policy makers regarding the need for
understanding the contents and the context of rural and urban vulner-
ability, through measures that can captuse its extent and depth more
effectively by using vatious methods and indicators, this chapter
somewhat creatively collates the fresh views of invited poor women
victims from tural and urban areas in Gujarat about what they mean by
vulnesability.'

The views have been obtained through the use of the focus group
Patticipatory Bvaluation Writing (PEW) method among a cross-section
of rural women from different regions in the Indian state of Gujarat and
urban women from various chawis® and slum localities in Ahmedabad
city. '

The purpose of the PEW method is to find new tools for participa-
toty evaluation and assessment by the local stakeholdets — the poor. The
tools are intended to introduce project management and policy concepts
to the stakeholders, and to enable the stakeholders to evaluate and rate
them. The method makes the poot central to the process and the tools
‘democtatize’ evaluation writing. Each PEW is tailor-made for its specific
context and purpose and goes through a cycle of joint reviews with the
stakeholders: focus group meetings of 10-15 participants to concentrate
on issues, joint preparations of PEW manuals in suitable language and

1 The paper is based on direct wotk by the Self Employed Women's Association
(SEWA) with its 220 000 women members. I have also borrowed from SEWAs
work on jointly understanding poverty with the United Natons Development
Programme (UNDP) and the Gavernment of India in March 1997, for which I
thank the two, as well as Renana Jhabvala and Reema Nanavaty of SEWA. and
Neera Butta of UNDP.

2 Homes of the poor — mostly one-room, one-family accommodation, often in old
and unsafe buildings with poor steuctures and few safety measures such as fire
escapes. Women’s security and privacy are repeatedly vielated in such places.
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form, two- to three-day sessions of PEW with 1015 people and facil-
irators, one-day sessions to select the final PEW material, and the final
text — edited by outsiders but agreed by PEW participants in a separate
session. The introduction of ‘topics is crucial. They are introduced in
two ways: exploring by discussing related words and coneepts; and
letting the participants build a wortking definition and then move on to
refine it

Methodologically this is a new ot different way of understanding
vulnerability, and women victims® petceptions of it, and it does help in
revealing some of the important components and dimensions of vulner-
ability and the conditions that sustain and perpetuate it.

The urban wotnen are victims of floods, fire, health emergencies and
riots in the large city of Ahmedabad and smaller towns such as Rad-
hanpur or Anand. The rural women are victims of droughts and floods |
or both, or fire or health emergency. Gujarat has a diversity of geogra-
phical zones and climatic conditions: there are hilly areas, a long coastal
zone and a wide netwotk of rivers, as well as arid and desert areas. The
natural hazards faced by communities living in these areas are similarly
diverse: droughts (every third year in arid districts), floods, health emet-
gencies such as malaria and flooding brought by monsoon rains, Man-
made hazards include regular industtial disasters (in the country’s most
industrialized area), and occasional caste and religious riots, Due to
patticular patterns of development, in the past few years new patterns
of disaster have become common, such as repeated floods in arid areas
and multiple disasters (drought and floods).

Rural victims

Irrespective of regional vatiations in morphology, culture and climatic
conditions prevalent in rural Gujarat, the women identified that their
vulnerability was due to:

o lack of, or a weak or damaged, resource base (no or little agricultural
land or water)

o poor resouice quality (unproductive or less productive land, unirsi-

gated plots ot barren trees)

lack of productive assets such as wells, bullocks and poultry

lack of access to better sceds, fertilizers and channels of marketing

near absence of activities in the non-farm sector

high degree of indebtedness due to borrowing to meet vatious relief,

\

0 0 0 0
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rehabilitation, consumption and social needs {especially dole, relief,
martiages, births and deaths)

o itregular and seasonal availability of wage labour hefore and after a
disaster

o low wages received.

The women added that their situation was also caused, as well as
compounded, by:

o illiteracy, lack of education and information on disasters (beyond their
direct expetience)

o lack of awareness of different government schemes and programmes
of relief or vulnerability reduction

o rigidities of relief distribution under government progsammes

o incapability of raising and absorbing loans as vietims from formal
sector credit institutions

O a not-so-sensitive bureaucracy

o leakages to other groups, of benefits meant for the victims

o prevalent malpractices in support institutions such as relief agencies
and the civil supply department that runs the Govetnment of India’s
Public (food) Distribution Scheme

o the role of middlemen in the rehabilitation efforts, and individual or
government income-generating activities

o economic exploitation by non-victims

o the patriarchy prevalent within the relief-to-rehabilitation cycle.

While the reasons listed were not identified in the otder given above, these
emetged out of what the women narrated or highlighted individually and
in chorus. Some said that those with formal education and a job were
not vulnerable. Others stated that even some educated women were
vulnerable, but a majority felt that those entirely uncertain about their
next meal were the worst hit. It was also opined that while all the
unemployed were vulnerable, there were women who in spite of hard
work were not better off either, for they received rather low and irregular
wages before a disaster which made it difficult for them to absorb any loss.
In spite of the enforcement of the Minimum Wages Act, they remained at
the mercy of those on whose farms and firms they wotked — and the
jobs came so infrequently. Relief Camps do not follow minimum wages
rules. A group of women from the deserts of Kutch stated that:

On the one hand, the prices of most essential commodities are rising
and on the other our agricultural plots have remained unproductive,
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lacking irrigation facilities and better-seed supports” for a long time. The
returns that we receive from agriculture are meagre, which forces us to
go in search of wage labour that is difficult to come by, for agticulture
itself is poorly developed in our region. We tise eatly in the morning,
attend to the needs of men and children and start for farm-work before
8 a.m, By that time the ration shops are not open and in spite of adjusting
our time and making efforts, we miss our quota of grain and kerosene.
The shop owners deliberately pile up the stock and sell the same on the
black market. Even the government drought relief scheme is almost of
no help as it only ensures a job for a single member of the household.
The situation is difficult to cope with and we are in despetate need of
quenching the thirst of our land for water and hands* for work.

The rocky land and weak topsoil of the eastern hilly tribal region and
northern drought-prone districts of the state have pushed people to the

A

margins of vulnerability and compelled many to migrate in search of |
work, individually or in families. In a large number of cases, women ate |

either left behind or participate in uncertain sojourns away with their !

menfolk with the sole aim of earning whatever wages are available from

the unorganized sectors in an economy that is itself matred by disasters.
They work in towns, cities or agriculturally rich areas with fluctuating
wages and irregular jobs. Even among the tribals, the Naikar and the
Vasavas® are the worst hit. In the words of some tribal women:

Vulnerability is caused and perpetuated by landlessness and the poor
quality of land, which pushes us out to fend for jobs in different
sectors and places. Relief is never enough to keep up work or life. We
often move like nomads without a proper roof ovet out heads or a
guarantee of our next wage, job or at times even a meal. We are
cheated over our wages, especially by the contractors or mukadams
[supervisors] at the construction sites and only paid meagre wages.
How can we even think of sending our children to schools, or afford
to seek and provide any health care for ourselves or the other sick, old
or disabled members in the family?

3 ie. timely, affordable supplies of seeds either from the market ot from a range of
government or co-operative agencies.

4 ie. manual labour.

5 Tribals are indigenous peoples, as defined under the Indian constitution, Naikas
and Vasavas are teibal communides originating from the hilly belt of eastern
Gujarat,
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The experiences of women from drought-prone districts like Banaskantha,
Surendranagar and areas of Mahesana were not very different. Unpro-
ductive and barren land, the absence of irrigation facilities, low and
uncertain rainfall and lack of productive assets drive them out of their
homes for seasonal “wage-hunting’. Even those with land have to seek
wage labout, which is not available for more than 90 days a year. The
general backwardness of the district is also caused by lack of growth in
the non-farm sector as well as poor industtial growth, These add to the
difficulty of working out a survival mechanism for most of the year.
With a very high rate of landlessness and unemployment, the Kodis and
Garasias® in this region are placed on the lowest rungs of the social and
economic order. Significantly, those Garusia households having no male
supportt find it very difficult to survive, for the women among them are
not supposed to go out of their houses.

Even in the prosperous agticultural tract of Kheda District, exploita-
tion of workers is rampant. This is especially true of the &bak (tobacco
growing and processing) workers, who work for more than 12 hours a
day in depressing environmental conditions with very low wages and are
compelled to provide a great deal of unpaid labour to the owners. Most
are afraid to organize and fight for their rights as the owners’ guilds are
strong enough to throw them out of their jobs at any moment. In this
context, the narration of a young woman is revealing:

stuffed in a workers” hut, me and my husband had to do a good deal
of wotk for the shezh [money lendet]. The tasks ranged from stacking
and filling sacks of tobacco to sorting them out; and all tasks done
during the night were never paid for. A paltry wage of 10 rupees a day
was what I got paid for a gruelling as well as nauseating task lasting
for more than 10 hours a day. Think of smelling of tobacco all day
and night! Later they were compelled tG raise the wage to 18 rupees,
for we fought with the management through SEWA. During floods
we lost our shelter. We received no wages. Since 1 was one of the
leaders in this struggle, I was matked and one day when me and my
husband were out at work, the goons of the sheth put out all our
belongings, along with my old mother-in-law who was visiting us.
Even the local MLA’ threatened dire consequences if we refused
to quit the premises. However, after the intervention of SEWA

6 These are also tribal communities in Gujarat.
7 Member of the State (of Gujarat) Legislative Assembly.
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they had no choice but to allow us to resettle there, I feel that much
of my confidence and strength has come from my formal literacy and
my being part of the union led by SEWA,

Mortgaging of land and other assets to raise loans towards meeting
expenses related to ‘events’ like floods, droughts and deaths is very
common. The practice often puts many small and middle farmers into
perpetual indebtedness. The group of Puwma® women emphasized that
there was no choice but to spend around 5 to 10 000 rupees during a
dtought, for which they often mortgaged their land. There were several
instances of land being mortgaged for more than ten years, for no

household could escape spending money during a drought owing to

the social pressures that emanated from their gnat” or caste. If they do
not spend money on social events they are afraid of being cast ou,
which means losing.access to the immediate as well as long-term com-
munity supports for relief, and naturally none could dare to do so. Some
of them also emphasized that once entrapped in such private debt cycles,
most could never come out of it in their lifetime,

There were narrations that recognized the positive potential of some
government schemes but were critical of the manner in which they
wete being executed. For example, under the joint Government of
India and United Nations Childen’s Fund (UNICEF) Development of
Women and Children in Rural Areas (DWCRA) scheme, a programme
of small savings in some parts of the well-irrigated Kheda District
began well enough but failed quickly as deposits were not collected
regulatly; nor was there any effective monitoting of the scheme during
a flood year Some women involved in raising saplings in the dry
Banaskantha ‘district under a scheme funded by the government’s
- Forest Cotporation felt cheated when the Forest Department lifted
the saplings to sell on the open market duting a drought. Some adivasi
(tribal) women who had raised loans from banks to buy seeds after a
flood were forced to bribe the sanctioning officer. One of them had to
pay as much as 2000 rupees for being sanctioned a loan of 14 000
tupees. She was aware that it was illegal but had no choice but to part
with the money, for she was afraid of losing the loan as well as access
to such loans in future calamities.

Significantly, nearly all women from different caste and age groups

8 The Parmar community is in the government’s ‘other backward class’ categoty,

9 A community within the caste hierarchy (sub-caste).
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'identified widows and deserted women as some of the most vulnerable
groups in rural areas. According to them, such people were unable to
secure family and kith-kin support and needed to look after their small
children by seeking wage labour of any kind. At the same time, social and
family needs did not aflow them to pursue wage labour in all of its forms.
The women also talked about malnourishment of their children and lack
of, or very poort, health services in their regions, especially in drought
seasons. Often the illness of an individual member not only deprives
them of theit wages, for they need to attend to the sick, but also at times
a longer illness of an earning member can ruin a family’s entire coping
mechanism and stability, not only duting a disaster or recovery but also
during what are called *normal’ times, :

While in their ndrrations the women from afl the regions were articu-
late in giving meaning to the conditions of their vulnerability, it is
important to note two key points.

The first relates to the fact that they were clearly able to see vulner-
ability as a product of a variety of deprivations and emerging conditions.
Hence, their emphasis was on introducing efforts towards a multi-
dimensional improvement taking place simultaneously in various aspects
of their lives. The direct link between their ownership of assets and work
security was very clear in their minds; so too was the fact that their
access to various support institutions is related to their capacity to
generate surplus that can be invested in education, healthcare, childcare
and shelter. They recognized the ‘cumulative causation’ of such a process
in leading to improvements in their life situations. To this extent they
were able to distinguish between the chronic and transient aspects of
vulnerability.

The second point was their ability to perceive their position as victims
as well as women., Everyone among the groups stated how busy their lot
had to be from sunrise ll night in a varlety of jobs like tehdjng the
children, cleaning the house, cooking, washing clothes and dishes, col-
lecting twigs and fuelwood, cleaning the couityard and cattleshed in
addition to earning wages. During emergencies women not only had to

py carry the dual burden of productive and reproductive work, but also had

i

{ to attend to mitigation, revival and rehabilitation. The pressure of work
increased duting sowing and harvest time, especially in small and
marginal farm houseliolds that could not afford to hire labour, and also
at times when there were guests or someomne at home was ill or disabled.
Contrary to the popular perception of women not doing productive jobs,
we found that they wotked on their own as well as others’ lands in a
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variety of tasks that included threshing, cleaning, dtying, storing grains,
growing vegetables and winter crops, feeding the cows and poultry,
replastering the huts with mud, stitching and mending quilts 2nd mats,
and a host of other jobs, Floods or drought leave them without this work
and the income from it. And in spite of such a work-load their food
intake within the houschold is often minimal, even duting the pre- and
post-natal periods. While aware of being victims of such malnourish-
"ment and of the internalizing of certain common and chronic ailments
being part of their lives, they also identified that theitr vulnerability was
related to illiteracy, no ownership or inheritance of productive assets,
demands of dowry, social constraints in movement, male dominance,
blame for sterility, constricted options and low wages. Sometimes the
occurrence of an emergency was blamed on het!

‘The urban scenario

Living in different chawls and slums of Ahmedabad, working mainly in
the informal sector and belonging to different lower Hindu caste groups
as well as the Muslim community, the women from the city stated that
they were vulnerable for a vatiety of reasons.

According to them, their poverty was caused and perpetuated by:

lack of employment

irregulatity of jobs

lack of employment ptotection

low wages

high indebtedness

lack of sufficient and timely credit suppott for their petty trade and
micro-enterprises.

¢ & © 0 0O

The situation was futther compounded by:

o constant fear of eviction in certain slum pockets

o fear of police and municipal authorities

o lack of relatives as well as community supportt at times of emergencies
or ctisis

o no (or meagre) family support for the old, widows and the deserted

o loss of productive assets and the killing of family members during
tiots

o the frequent ill health of earning members of the family

o expensive health services
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lack of education

extremely congested and hazardous living spaces

near absence of essential services in the localities

prevalent alcoholism and drug addiction

a situation of despair caused by the loss of a more or less regular job
of the husband or any other member in the family in a ‘normal’ or
emergency situation.

Significantly, the respondents were able to identify that, even while being
vulnerable, some of them were more vulnerable than the rest and some
were near-victims or destitutes (there is a range of stages between being
a victim and non-victim: for example, 2 woman may suffer mental
trauma after a tiot without actually having lost property or family
members). They also highlighted that they were often driven to destitu-
tion by different crises in the household or city. A woman living in her 10
feet by eight feet khok' in a slam narrated:

I work as an earth worker at a construction site now and am not sure
how long this job will last. Soon rain will flood the site. Shall I have
five children to feed and no one for support? After being retrenched
from his textile mill job some eight to nine yeats ago, my husband
made several efforts to get a regular job but failed. Eventually out of
sheer despair he jumped off the roof and died. I did not jump and
ever since I have been all alone struggling to cope with my situation.

Anothetr woman said:

Around a decade ago our condition was better. But after losing his
mill job, my husband neatly went insane. In desperation he tried to
carn from whatever jobs he could, but was unable to get a steady job.
Eventually he became violent and began to beat me frequently. Fot
some time, I took up petty jobs like dishwashing and cleaning at
others’ houses but he disapproved of it. Fed up with his behaviour
and scared of his beatings, I moved in with my brother along with the
four children. It was the year we had plague in Ahmedabad city. Two
of my sons are now at an ashram’'’ and one is disabled. T wake up at
four in the motning and after procuring vegetables from the whole-
sale market sell them in the lanes and by-lanes in and around the

10 A small, crowded, pootly ventilated room used by one or more families as a
home.

11 In this context, 2 boarding school run by a chatity.
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locality. I buy rice and flour from my eatnings on a day-to-day basis
and cook food for the family after my return home at two in the
afternoon. At times, I hardly have any money to buy essentials and
the situation becomes worse when I am ill or there are riots in the city
and I am unable to sell vegetables. All this makes me very nervous
and uncertain about the future and I dread facing it every morning.

There were more women with similar life stories and it seems that the
closure of the textile mills in Ahmedabad has pushed many families to
the brink of vulnerability and near-destitution, Even two days of rain are
as bad as a major food for them. Tn a number of households husbands
have become either alcoholic, drug addicts or quite disturbed and
desperate owing to chronic unemployment.'? And relief never provides
employment. Often they are not able to supplement the earnings of their
wives who ate engaged in various jobs like carrying headloads in the
kapad (cloth) bazaar, rolling papads and making paris,”> paid domestic
help, making agarbastis (incense sticks), envelopes and plastic bags for
sale, vending, hawking, rag-collection and construction labour. All these
jobs are more vulnerable to a flood or fite or riot in the city. Hence, many
have not been able to get out of the debts incurred for marriages, loss of
property, illnesses, death rites, or purchase of a hut, lathe or handcart.
The fall in income has been too drastic for some and has shaken the
entire family. Often such occurrences have compelled many to withdraw
their children from school and marry off their daughters early.

Frequent communal riots in the city have torn apart and ruined many
households. While some have lost their dear ones in the frenzy of looting,
arson and killings, others have lost every bit of their belongings. Narrat-
ing her tale, a Muslim woman said,

Thirty-five years ago, I came to Ahmedabad from Gorakhpur after
mattiage. My husband owned a tiny workshop that moulded used
plastic materials, We witnessed both the major riots of 1969 and 1985.

12 For example, a survey by SEWA in 1997 of families in the Textile Workers
Housing Colony in Bapungar — where 85 per cent of the families are victims
of the closure of the textile mills — showed that the men have resorted to drinking
{36 per cent), drugs (2 per cent), wife beating (77 pet cent) and become depressed
(53 per cent). The burden of running the household is very heavy on the women:
73 per cent of them are the sole supporters of the family. Many are engaged in
homebased piece-rate production for middlemen, mainly of incense sticks.

13 Pypad is 2 kind of roasted spiced s (bread) eaten with meals; puris ate deep fried,
puffed rozy mostly made of wheat flour.

21



During the 1969 riots — luckily — our house was safe, although we had
run off to Uttar Pradesh for safety. But in the 1985 riots our entire
house was burnt down and in spite of trying our level best we didn’t
receive a penny in compensation. We were not even able to raise 2
loan and could never rebuild our workshop. My husband has had no
regular job for the last 10 years. One of our two sons works as a
labouter on a milk van and the other is unemployed. I make agarbatsis
at home and am paid four rupees for making a thousand of them. -
During a day, I am able to make around 3000 qgarbattis and earn
around 350 rupees a month. Mine and my son’s earnings togethet do
not exceed 1100 rupees a month and I am worried about what will
happen to us if our son does not suppost us in future. But that worty
can wait. I thidk of another riot which can happen any time and I
shudder. Which is worse? Now or the future?

~ There were similar tales from other Muslim women who had lost their
productive assets like rickshaws, /arés (hand carts), sewing machines and
lathes in riots and were eventually compelled to opt for jobs like selling
spices, vegetables and snacks, or garment sewing, It seems that many of
the tiot victims have not been able to return to their earlier economic
position and have continued to expetience sustained deterioration. The
sudden fall in such cases has often incapacitated households by pushing
them into a circuit characterized by lower and fluctuating earnings and a
correspondingly lower quality of life.

Significantly, as many as 36 pet cent of women among the tespon-
dents were sole breadwinnets in their households and another 18 pet
cent conttibuted more than 50 per cent of their household’s income (but
when dole for work is given by non-governmental organizations
(NGOs) it is mostly for men). The activities in which they are generally
engaged include home-based work in ‘the areas of production and
processing, jobs in factories and wage labour in the service sector, as
well as wotking in sales and petty ttade. Some among them are old and
alone, some deserted but living -with relatives, some widowed but
supporting the children and some living in nuclear fa.rnﬂy units. Two of
the older widows living all by themselves in tiny kuteha® huts in different
slums struggled for survival by trying to seek whatever jobs they could
get. They could no longer do heavy manual jobs, and treatment for their
chronic illnesses was beyond their reach. Desertion by men (on purpose ot

14 Relatively flimsy building; not built to last
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by default), which apparently is a common phenomenon in many of the
localities, often forces such women to opt for altetnative arrangements
for survival. One of them who had migtated from Dhule in Maharashtra

after marriage narrated that:
|

Some six years ago my husband left me to live with another woman. I
had no idea what to do and was scared to even look for work. I did
not even know what work to do and whom to approach. I had no
money to pay the rent and finally came to stay in another jhupadparts
[arca within the slum] to live with my mother and younger brother
who wortked as a casual wage labourer and earned only too little. But
my nasi [mother’s sistet] helped me in getting a casual job of catrying
headloads in the &apad bazaar. My brother is now often unemployed.
On average I earn 25 rupees a day and the farnily lives on this amount
in an eight foot by eight foot hut for which I pay 100 rupees a month.
A little rain in a arought year can flood my room. The clay walls can
melt at any time.

While a farge number of the urban poot seems to live below the ‘poverty
ling’, the intensity and depth of vulnerability varies among them. Such
variations are caused by permutations and combinations of different
factors. The destitutes and the extremely vulnerable not only live with a
perpetual sense of uncertainty and fear but also lack support from their
families and the community, Some, however, are able to manage a shade
better owing to regular or even fluctuating income, but never feel
confident about crossing the poverty barricade. Their attempts to
cope with their vulnerability while waiting for a disaster result in curtail-
ing their expenditure on consumption of food and clothes, medical
needs and children’s education. This means more vulnerability. While
the inelasticity of the labour market pushes many of them into the
‘unemployed’ slot, as well as keeping them there, a section manages to
cling on to the job net by slipping and rising within the lower circuits of
the economy. Such efforts appear to be @i hoc, but more often than not
these manifest, and are sustained by, patron-client relations and kith-kin-
peer networking where it exists.

The predominance of irregular and fluctuating income compels vul-
nerable households to procure grains and vegetables on credit as well as
to remain indebted to friends, peers, petty-shopkeepers, small-time
money lenders and employers. Their lack of access to institutional credit
often makes them more vulnerable and keeps them entrapped in the
vicious citrcle of raising loans and trying to earn and repay the same. The
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groups of unemployed or destitutes cannot even raise money from such
‘informal’ sources. Sudden medical emergencies or expenses incurred in
marriage put some households in a situation of permanent indebtedness
and many can never even recover their mortgaged ornaments. At times
the pawn-broker runs away with the money and ornaments and this puts
the families in an even more desperate situation.

According to a majority of the respondents, it is also common for
children to supplement the family income by wotking as wage labourers.
Gitls often accompany their mothers or aunts as maid-servants, vege-
table vendors and construction labourets; the boys wotk in small restau-
rants, sweet shops, cycle and auto repair units and roadside snack and tea
laris. Many pointed out that with some money in hand, the boys begin to
gamble, sniff drugs and consume alcohol. Some membets of the group
emphasized that marginal living conditions and lack of proper education
among children were factors creating a socially and physically unhealthy
environment which has led to the emergence of insecure and hazardous
" living conditions in the slums and shanty localities.

Everyone recognized that their living condition was related to vulnet-
ability: they had only a limited amount of drinking water and neatly no
space for a secure bath and defecation. Some sleep ou, for their huts are
tiny and yet expensive, with rents ranging from 100 to 200 tupees a
month and deposits exceeding 1000 rupees for an eight foot by 10 foot
&boli. The rains create havoc and the leaking roofs of the predominantly
Autcha huts help breed a variety of illnesses. Rains also dampen earnings
as it becomes difficult to carry on vegetable selling and petty trading, to
store clothes and garments for stitching, or to dry pickles, papad and
plastic, while expenses and debts rise in order to meet the needs of the
ill.

Like the women from rural areas, the urban women linked their
vulnerable conditions with the overall environment, which according
to them was characterized by a lack of regular income, unprotected
employment, marginal living conditions, poot quality of life and dimin-
ishing family and community supports. Widows and the old, the
deserted and the chronically ill were identified as the weakest among
the vulnerable. The fact that they still thought that life in rural areas was
better than in cities indicates their vulnetability within the urban context.
But at the same time, the possibility of a higher urban wage, hopes of a
regular income and absence of any substantial resource base in rural
areas keep them stuck to the city, its shanties and its ever-opptessive,
constricted job market.

24




‘They are as hard pressed as their female counterparts in villages, doing
all sorts of jobs at home and outside. They cook, clean, care and carry
family burdens and headloads simultaneously, and at the same time
remain marginalized by desertions and beatings and are often thrown
out when old and invalid.

While a sudden job loss, drastic falls in regular income, a riot, a fire or
the sudden demise of an earning family member can ctipple their mode
and manner of coping with disaster beyond tedemption, appropriate
suppotts that severally aim at raising their quality of life through a
multiple improvement in their health, working conditions, education
and legal as well as social protection, can make them graduate to a better
position. This came out cleatly when the group highlighted what they
meant by vulnerability and how could it be reduced.

Conclusion

The preceding discussion brings out the differences in the nature of
rural and urban vulnerability. As to how the women remain placed within
these settings, their narrations and perceptions about vulnerability bring
forth some important points.

The first relates to the dynamic that keeps them in a “vulnerability
locked’ situation from which they are only seldom able to escape. The
fact that individuals and households inherit vulnerable conditions is
telated to the lack of opportunities which can enhance their resource
base and empower them to negotiate with and absorb market forces.
Beyond a critical point their vulnerability increases progressively leading
to destitution, and often only one crisis or catastrophe is enough for
them to be pushed down the laddet. Subsequently this puts into motion
a chain reaction of mortgaging property and distress sale of possessions
and assets, and as a consequence the houschold tends to develop coping
mechanisms that are weaker than the former ones. Many have no coping
mechanisms. This not only marginalizes the entire household but the
burden is often unequally borne, with women and female children
carrying most of it.

The second point concerns when vulnerability compels women to
expand their efforts to earn a wage (or higher wage), especially in the
lower and informal sectors of the economy. This often makes them
victims of a hostile and exploitative economic system and at the same
time places them at the receiving end of domestic clashes and .
violence. It is noteworthy that the most vulnerable families are often
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women-headed households, many of these women being widows and
deserted wives,

The third point is related to the cumulative result of such processes,
which begins to erode community and family support systems. This is
mote common in urban ateas which, in the first instance, house migrants
from far and near. The social chord between rural and urban households
begins to snap with diminishing mutual supports and eventually
elements of disintegration set in, even within the immediate family.

Undoubtedly the above situation must be altered. And in order to do
so the intensity and depth of vulnerability must be gauged through a
comprehensive understanding of the components of the processes that
produce and sustain it, with a widening of the range of methods and
indicators that canicapture the essential ingredients of its product. It is
not enough to enlafge the list of indicators; they must also be sharpened
through a series of intensive studies of victims and vulnerable conditions
at the micto-level across regions. While integrated household surveys
capable of reflecting the economic and extra-economic conditions of
rural and urban vulnerable households are an essential data base for
appropriate policy formation, their links with the qualitative aspects of
life must be ascertained in order to have a fuller understanding of the
association between vulnerability, life cycles and the quality of life. Most
important in this is to find ways for the victims and the vulnerable to
have some renewed sense of their own vulnerability and their current
efforts towards reducing it. It is their improved, additional, and
refreshed understanding, when matched with resources and institutions,
that can reduce risk.
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3. Drought and Household Coping
Strategies among Peasant Communities
in the Dty Zone of Sri Lanka'

R.B. SENAKA ARACHCHI

Introduction

DroUGHT AND dry spells are often caused by the failure of expected
‘monsoon rains in the Dry Zone” of Sti Lanka. Such failures may lead to
wilting of plants and continuous dectease in the levels of water in
streams and reservoirs, resulting in shortages of water for agriculture,
animal husbandry and even for domestic use. Rainfall fluctuations are,
however, not a recent phenomenon in Sti Lanka. There have been many
severe and widespread droughts in the past. The economic disruption,
social dislocation and human suffering caused by drought among Dry
Zone peasant communities have often been described in historical
chronicles such as the Mahavansa and the Chulavansa.’ In modern times,
almost every yeat, the media report on the effects of drought on human
life in many parts of the country.
The ‘hydraulic civilization’ founded in the Dty Zone by ancient
Sinhalese kings displays evidence of remarkable human effort to miti-
gate the drought hazard (Gunawardena 1971; Sitiweera 1971; Leach
1959; Witfogel 1957). The major feature was the construction of an
intricate system of reservoirs (tanks) to store water for irrigated agti-
culture, Over 10 000 reservoirs wete built at different petiods from the
3" century’ BC to the. 12 century AD, scattered over the different
patts of the Dry Zone. Their capacities vaty from a few cubic metres

1 Responsibility for the contents of this chapter tests with the author and it does not
necessarily reflecr the views of the International Itrigation Management Institute
where the author is employed.

2 'The broad plains in the north and east are known as the Dty Zone of the country.
The annual rainfall in this part of the country ranges between 1250 and 1900
millimetres and the bulk of the precipitation occuts duting the north-east monsoon
period from November to February.

3 The Mabavansa and Chulavansa, which appear to date from at least the 5 century
AD and were compiled over a petod of some centuries before that, trace the °
course of events over 2500 years.
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to over 2800 cubic metres of water (Irrigation Department 1975).
Many have been restored in the recent past and are again providing
itrigation watet for some 290 (00 hectares of agricultural land (Depart-
ment of Census and Statistics 1988: 65). The majority of these tanks
depend on local rainfall and are therefore subject to recurrent drought.
Where small-scale village tanks are linked to major irrigation schemes,
the vulnetability to local rainfall failure is much reduced. The objective
of this chapter is to analyse the vulnerability of drought-prone systems
and the coping strategies adopted by the communities that farm under
these systems.

A few studies have made some effort to understand the effect of
drought on the livelihoods of peasant communities in Dry Zone small
tank systems as well as their adjustment to drought conditions (Mad-
duma Bandara 1982; Tennakoon 1986a, 1986b). This chapter reviews
the existing evidence of household strategies for coping with drought in
the Dty Zone areas and identifies a distinctive pattern of strategies,
followed by a sample of drought stricken farm households in the
Huruluwewa watershed of Anuradhapura District.

The effects of the 1996 drought

The failure of the north-east monsoon in the last two months of 1995,
followed by the erratic behaviour of the south-east monsoon in eatly
1996, marked the beginning of the most recent spell of drought in the
country. National statistics for 1996 indicate that nationwide crop pro-
duction was setiously affected by the failure of the monsoon. The output
of coconut and other food crops fell drastically in the wake of the
drought. Production of the paddy crop (the mainstay of the rural
economy and the main cereal consumed by the population), which
tecotded a peak production level in 1995, dropped drastically by 27
per cent to 2.1 million metric tons — the lowest output since 1979
(Centtal Bank of Sti Lanka 1996). In order to meet the shortfall in
tice, the government was compelled to allow private traders to import
up to 341 000 mettic tons of rice in 1996 and even abolished the duties
on tice imports to minimize the rice price increase. The drought 4lso hit
the industtial sectot of the country. The manufactuting sector suffered
badly from powet cuts of up to eight hours per day imposed on
consumets of electricity for nearly five months. During this drought
year agticultural produce was in short supply, prices rose and the
domestic market shrank as rural income fell.
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Table 1. Recipients of government relief in the drought affected areas of
Anuradhapura District in 1997

Divisional Percentage  Percentage Percentage Percentage
Secretariat of population of families  of families  of families
Division selected to  receiving  selected to receiving dry
receive Samurdhi*  receive food rations
drought starmps drought under the
relief relief World Food
Programme
Nuwaragam 59.7 37.8 65.4 1.0
Palatha
Madyama 7.9 57.6 8.0 1.3
Nuwagaram
Palatha
Wilachchiya 10.6 66.0 17.2 3.3
Nochchiagama 9.0 60.7 14.7 4.2
Tambuththegama 12.3 28.9 9.0 -
Rajanganaya © 81 46.6 3.0 -
Talawa 4.9 37.4 4.5 0.2
Ipalogama 3.9 61.1 8.2 0.3
Palagala 1.3 74.2 2.5 1.6
Galnewa 21.0 48.3 204 0.3
Kekirawa 25.5 44.9 12.2 1.6
Teroppane 9.2 20.2 11.3 2.1
Mihinthale 7.5 68.9 9.4 0.5
Kahatagasdigiliva 3.0 65.2 2.7 21
Horowpathana 10.8 29.3 24.7 4.2
Galenbindunuwewa 23.8 69.1 33.2 0.3
Rambewa 9.9 39.8 9.7 4.3
Medawachchiya 77.3 g2.2 66.7 1.3
Kebitigollawa 10.1 63.— 38.8 37
Padaviya 20.1 57.4 19.1 -
Palugaswewa 8.8 23.3 8.6 -
All 20.0 52.1 20.4 1.5

Source: Department of Social Services, Kachcheri, Anuradhapura

The effect of the drought on communities depending on village tank
systems in many parts of the Dry Zone was particularly severe. The
districts of Kurunegala, Anuradhapura, Hambantota, Monaragala,
Badulla, Ampara and Vavuniya have been identified by the Department
of Social Services as those most severely affected by the drought in

4 Samurdhi is a national programme launched by the government to eliminate poverty
in Sti Lanka. Benefits range from 100—1000 rupees per month, depending on the
size of the family. By December 1986, 1.8 million families were benefiting from
this programme. Beneficiary families leave the programme when their monthly
income exceeds 2000 rupees over a continuous six-month period, or when at least
one member of the family finds regular employment.
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1996,/97. The total number of families affected in these districts during
1996 has been estimated at 155 000 which appears to be an under-
estimation. On the basis of earlier recotds, the district of Anuradhapura,
where the small tank system dominates the landscape, was found to be
one of the hardest hit and most vulnerable districts in the country.

The number of people eligible to receive drought relief in Anuradha-
pura District in 1997 has been estimated by Divisional Secretaties (DSS)°
at 36 903 families, amounting to 142 344 individuals. The population
eligible to receive drought relief in the district has been estimated at 20
per cent of the total. However, there are significant variations in the
percentages of families affected by drought in different Divisional
Secretariat (DS) divisions across the district. For instance, over 77 per
cent of the families in Medawachchiya DS division have been identified
as eligible to receive drought relief (from the government, through the
Department of Social Services) compared to slightly over 1 per cent of
families in Palagala DS division (Table 1). Thetefore the severity of
" drought is largely dependent upon the spatial availability of irrigation
water 23 well as the temporal variation in rainfall within the district, The
shortages of water have invariably led either to limitation of the area
undet crop cultivation ot to complete failures of already cultivated crops
in many areas.

Study area

The area for the present study was chosen from eight locations selected
for the Monitoting and Evaluation (M&E) programme of the Shared
Control of Natural Resources® (SCOR) project implemented by the
International Irrigation Management Institute (IIMI) in the Huruluwewa
watershed of Anutradhapura District. On the basis of the available
information, Mahameegaswewa sub-watefshed was selected as one of

5 The Divisional Sectetaty is the chief government adminstrative officer in an
Administrative Division (there are a number of such divisions in each district),
responsible to the District Secretaty (formerly known as the Government Agent).
Divisional Secretaties have a wide range of administrative powers.

6 -Shared Control of Natural Resources (SCOR) is a participatory watershed manage-
ment project aimed at developing and testing a holistic interdisciplinary approach
to integrate conservation concerns with production goals. The project aims at
optimizing watershed-wide land and associated water use efficiency through a
package of intetventions. The SCOR approach is being tested in the Huruluwewa
watershed in the Notth Central Province (one of nine provinces in the country,
each of which has two to three districts within it).
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the atreas severely affected by the recent drought. Mahameegaswewa is a
small tank ‘cascade’ system” located in Palugaswewa DS division (Figure
1}. The community of Mahameegaswewa is mainly dependent on cultiva-
tion of paddy and chena lands for its livelihood. The tank provides most
of the water required for 17 hectares of paddy cultivation. An additional
16 hectares of highlands are cultivated by 52 households for rainfed
ctops. These homesteads are pootly maintained and do not generate an
adequate income. Two hundred hectates of adjoining sctub jungle area
are subjected to seasonal slash and butn cultivation (¢hena) by the village
community. _

The total number of residents living in this sub-watershed is 313
individuals belonging to 62 families. Thus the average family size is
about five members. They all belong to a single caste group with close
kinship ties. Mahameegaswewa is one of the most economically and
socially backward villages in the Huruluwewa watetshed. The economic
status and living condition of the majority of the households could be
considered as poor by any standard. The average household income per
month for the majority of the households is below 750 rupees. There-
fore, almost all families are eligible to receive food stamps® from the
government, These food stamps were found to be the single most
important source of income. This village could therefore be considered
as an ideal location for the case-study.

Methodology of the study

Both secondary and primary data sources were employed in the analysis
to take advantage of the strengths of both types of data and to minimize
their respective weaknesses by combining them. The secondary data of
this study mainly included records available in the offices of the Social
Services Department at national and provincial level. However, much of
the study is based upon primary data collected from a sample of 40
household heads in the Mahameegaswewa sub-watershed. This sample

T A cascade system is a connected seties of tanks (small reservoits) organized within
micro-catchments to store, convey and utilize water from temporary streams
(Madduma Bandara 1985).

8 These are given by the government to support families living below the poverty
line. The value of the stamps varies according to family size. Recipients can encash
them for buying weekly provisions such as rice, grain, pulses and even kerosene.
The food stamp scheme was first introduced in 1979 and has continued despite the
introduction of new schemes (Janasaviya and Samurdbi) to supersede it.
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amounts to neatrly 65 per cent of the total household heads. The
collection of micro-level data comprised structured in-depth interviews
with a sample of individuals, and unstructured group interviews with key
informants. The patticipatory observation method was employed for the
collection of qualitative data during the previous one-and-a-half year
petiod by the data collector assigned to this atea under the SCOR M&E
ptogramme. This method comprises sharing in the life and activities of
the community, observing, and supplementing the knowledge by con-
versation and interviews. A series of focus group interviews was con-
ducted by the author in otdet to obtain supplementary information on
the theme from residents in the study location. This was a part of the
strategy of collecting data by the group interview method.

The field data collection, using structured questionnaires on the
specific themes of drought and coping strategies, was cartied out during
the month of July 1997 by the resident data collector in Mahameegas-
wewa, This period usually represents the water-deficient Yald' season in
the Dry Zone. No cultivation was possible in the study area duting the
1997 Yala season. The previous Maka' season had also been affected by
the inadequate rainfall. Although 43 per cent of farmers had cultivated
paddy during the 1996 Yalz season, the crop was completely damaged by
the prevailing drought. The farmers were able to cultivate only a few
‘crops on their chena lands duting the 1996/97 Maba season, which was
also severely affected by the drought. Therefore, the period from 1996
up to the time of our survey can be consideted in many ways as a typical
‘drought’ for the residents of Mahameegaswewa.

Farmers’ perceptions of drought

Farmets® perception of the condition of drought is reported to be
influenced by a number of factors. As shown by Tennakoon (1986b),
it is influenced by the impact of water shortages on one’s vital interest,
past expetiences of working and living in abundant or low rainfall ateas,
the petceived advantage of one’s place of living, varying aridity in a given

9 The south-west monsoon which coincides with the Yzl season (from late May to
late September ) btings less rain to the Dry Zone. Paddy cultivation in the Dry
Zone ateas duting Yalz is dependent upon the availability of supplementary
irrigation facilities as the rainfall is insufficient to cultivate tainfed paddy. There-
fore Yale is the minor season in the Dry Zone.

10 Mahais the major crop season which receives much of the rainfall from the north-
east monsoon (from November to Februaty) in the Dry Zone.

34



geographical area, the frequency of drought occurrence, and the magni-
tude of the drought.

Perceptions of the drought among Mahameegaswewa farmers appeat
to be remarkably similar. The major chatacteristic of the drought as
perceived by the majotity of the respondents {95 per cent) was inade-
quate rainfall to undertake paddy cultivation duting the Maba season.
The inability to cultivate paddy or other seasonal crops duting the Yaiz
season was considered normal by all of them. The shortage of drinking
water (45 per cent of tespondents), lack of water and food for animals
plus inability to provide sufficient food for households (28 per cent)
were considered to be extreme conditions of a drought. The respon-
dents’ perception of the frequency of drought, on the basis of their past
expetiences, also indicated remarkable similarities. The majotity of the
farmers (73 per cent) indicated that drought occurred in a three-year
cycle. The others indicated drought as a more frequent phenomenon,
possibly due to the unusual length of the current drought.

The respondents were requested to name the most recent drought
yeats on the basis of severity (defined in terms of the magnitude of crop
losses, length of dry period and the reduction in the availability of food
reserves). Fotty per cent of the households (heads of household) con-
sidered the 1995-96 period as having had the most devastating effect on
the economy of households, while 60 per cent considered the effect of
drought was more severe on them during 1996-97. Overall, 88 per cent
of the houscholds indicated that they wete very vulnerable to the
drought and the recent drought had been particulatly sevete on them.
The remaining houscholds (12 per cent) stated that the effects on them
had been moderate. Household vulnerability to drought therefote
appears to have varied considerably depending on the economic stand-
ing of each household.

The effect of drought on land use patterns

As in many other village tank systems in the Dty Zone of Sti Lanka, the
main economic activities of the people living in Mahameegaswewa are
rainfed and irtigated farming along with maintaining a limited stock of
livestock. The different types of land owned by families interviewed are
given in Table 2.

According to Table 2, 12.5 per cent of the households did not own
any paddy lands. The majority of the households owned paddy allot-
ments of less than 0.5 hectares. The average holding size of paddy was
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0.47 hectares. All houscholds owned a highland homestead with an
average holding size of 0.46 hectates. Chena land was cultivated by
only 63 per cent of the houscholds, with the average holding size being
relatively large (0.57 hectares).

Paddy was cultivated in the low lying area below the Mahameegas-
wewa tank. The most recent successful year of paddy cultivation was the
1994/95 Maka season. The total area under paddy cultivation in that
season was 17 hectares and the average paddy yield tepotted was 4.22
mettic tons/hectare or 85 bushels/hectare (Hemakumata ef a/. undated).
Although paddy (5.71 hectates) and chillies (0.92 hectares) were culti-
vated with tank water duting the 1995 Yalz season, they were severely
affected by the lack of irtigation water at ctitical periods of crop growth,
The reported yield was vety low, amounting to only 1.43 metric tons/
hectare of paddy and 0.461 metric tons/hectate of chillies. The poot
water availability continued to affect the paddy crop in the 1995/96
Maba season: the average yield realized was only 2.7 mettic tons/hectare
for paddy. Although 48 per cent of the households cultivated their paddy
land during the 1996 Ya/s season, none of them was able to reap the
harvest. No crop had been cultivated under the Mahameegaswewa tank
either in the 1996/97 Maba or 1997 Yala seasons. Unless above-average
rainfall is received in the Maba season to fill the dried-up tank, it is
absolutely impossible to cultivate paddy duting the following Yalz
$eas01L.

The rainfall fluctuations have also affected average yields by leading to
the adoption by paddy farmers of poor management practices such as
dry sowing, poor weeding, low levels of fertilizer application and inade-
quate disease and pest control. The weather failures had discouraged
them from using costly inputs or adopting expensive management
practices.

Homesteads or home gardens can be defined as either a petmanent or
semi-permanent system of highland farming, Annual and semi-permanent
crops ot permanent tree crops dominate the homesteads which are
characterized by clearly demarcated land allotments with ‘live fences’
(of plants, bushes, trees) at the boundaties. All the farmers in the
sample possess homesteads and their dwellings are located in these
highlands. The most popular semi-permanent or permanent crops
grown in the homesteads of Mahameegaswewa are lime, mango, coco-
nut, drumstick (Morings Oleifera: a common tree crop grown in live
fences), jackfruit and some valuable timber species such as teak and
margosa (neem). Most of these tree crops are considered to be drought
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tolerant. The cropping practices found in home gardens are highly
disorganized except in a few homesteads where interventions have
been made under the SCOR project. Even in those cases farmers
have not been able to raise seasonal crops due to the depletion of
moisture levels in the wake of the prolonged drought. Hence, the
income that could be derived from tree crops in homegardens was
negligible at the time of crisis. As found elsewhere in areas served by
small tank systems in the district, farmers in the study area paid less
attention to their homesteads than to their other landholdings and left
the homestead in the care of their children and wives (Madduma
Bandara 1982: 53).

The fatmers in Mahameegaswewa were successful only in raising a
small area of crops on their chera lands during the 1996/97 Maba season,
as a number of subsidiary crops thrive under conditions of moisture
stress. The main crops cultivated by farmers in their chena lands included
mize, chilli cowpea, black gram, pumpkin and a variety of mixed
vegetable crops. Howevet, the uncertainty of rainfall prevented a sub-
stantial number of farmers from investing their meagre resources in the
risky cultivation of shena. As revealed in the field survey, only 63 per cent
(25 households) of the total sample households cultivated chena land
duting the 1996/97 Maba season despite the fact that there was no
limitation on the accessibility of chena land in the vicinity. Of the 25
households who did cultivate chena, 14 (56 per cent) reported partial crop
failures as a result of unfavourable weather, Their maize crop was
stunted due to lack of rainfall at critical stages of crop growth, resulting
in poor output. The chilli crop suffered not only from lack of water but
also from a slump in price in the open market.'" All categories of land
user therefore suffered from the prevailing drought conditions or other
external factors,

Ninety-five pet cent of the houscholds stated that their agricultural
income had fallen during the reference period and some 80 per cent
complained of increased indebtedness. The drought has also had 2 long-
lasting effect on nutritional deficiencies and related diseases and the
weakening of labour quality among household members. Thirty per cent

11 Chilli farmers wete not able to market their produce due to the flooding of the
local market by cheap imported chillies at the time of harvest. There was a series
of public protests and extensive media coverage of the government’s open doar
policy on imports of agticultural commodities that could be produced locally.
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of the households mentioned an increased incidence of family illness
during the 1996-97 drought.

Household coping strategies

Adjustments to the drought by Dry Zone communitics have been
analysed by several authors with reference to previous major droughts
in 197477 and 1981-82 (Madduma Bandara 1982; Tennakoon 1986a,
1986b). Madduma Bandara has analysed adjustment to the 1981 drought
among a sample of 483 families drawn from 49 pwrane (traditional)
villages in Mahapotana &orale.'* Tennakoon (1986a, 1986b) studied three
traditional villages and two colonization schemes (Wilachchiyva and
Rajangana) in Anuradhapura District with regard to household adjust-
ment to the 1974-77 drought. In a subsequent study he analysed
adjustment by settlers to the 1981-82 drought in system H of the
Mahaweli Development Area.

Based on his field studies, Tennakoon identifies two major types of
adjustment among drought-affected farmers;

1. adjustment which affects the basic cause of hazards
2. adjustments in the form of sharing and suffering,

Under the first type of adjustment, farmers turn towards supernatural
powers to avoid the occurrence of drought or to cutb it when it is in
progress. Actions include vowing to hold ceremonial alms-giving,
holding ceremonies and making offerings to please the guardian gods
of the village in anticipation of timely rain. However, none of the
farmers in Mahameegaswewa resorted to similar activities during the
recent drought period.

Adjustment in the form of shating and suffering was widely adopted
by the sample of farmets studied by both Tennakoon and Madduma
Bandara. Tennakoon (1986b) identified 26 adjustments, which can be
grouped under the following main headings:

food rations, relief payment and assistance
use of previous food teserves

botrowing

income from non-agricultural employment

c 0O 0.0

12 A korale, consisting of a large number of villages, was an administrative unit in the
colonial period.
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o reduce expenditure
o food gathering
o mortgage and sale,

During the coutse of our field survey in Mahameegaswewa, respondents
were asked to identify what remedial measures were taken by them to
overcome the hardships created by the drought. Table 3 summarizes the
range of strategies adopted by households. The rank given in the table
indicates the relative significance of commonly adopted strategies based
on the percentage of households adopting them. The sequential impot-
tance of the strategy is indicated by stage.

The purchase of foods on credit from traders was the most com-
monly adopted strategy (however, in most villages this seems to be
possible mainly for the more credit-worthy farmers). Food stamps
provided by the government constituted the most important source of
income for 85 pet cent of the households. The main strategy adopted by
the households studied by Madduma Bandara in Mahapotana kerale at
the time of the 1981 drought was cutting down on meals. Only 35 pet
cent of households in Mahameegaswewa cut down the number of meals
per day; but 75 per cent of the households reduced the variety and
quality of food consumed. It was revealed during the focus group
interviews that the majotity of households had not been able to consume
the average three meals of rice per day. The midday meal (if not skipped)
was substituted by corn, cowpea, yam ot bread. Cutting down on meals
may have been underestimated by respondents as there was general
reluctance to reveal to an outsider that they had to endure hunger at
times of ctisis. The only way of supplementing household income during
drought petiods was wage labouting within and outside the village —
including a vatiety of activities in production and services. Table 3 shows
a substantial number of houscholds supplementing their income in this
manner. :

As far as the stages of adopting various coping strategies are con-
cerned, it is important to note that the risk of food insecurity was
anticipated and household strategies were carefully planned accordingly.
The strategies listed under stage 1 in Table 3 were adopted at the early
stages of drought and those listed under stage 2 followed later, particu-
larly when the food crisis deepened.

The first stage strategies began by looking for alternative sources of
income which did not distutb the subsistence base of the household.
Later on duting the first stage, households introduced austerity measures
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Table 3. Coping strategies followed by sample households

% H/holds  Rank Stage

Food rations, relief payment and assistance — 1
o food stamps provided by the government 85 2
o dry rations received for working under the

Participatory Forestry Programme (PFP) 43 9
o remittances received from children in paid

employment 8 15
Use of reserves — 2
o reserves of seed paddy 63 7
o past cash savings 78 3
Borrowing/exchanges - 1
o exchange food with neighbours 73 5
o purchase foodstuff on credit from traders 20 1
o obtain credit at high interest rate from

traders/meney lenders 18 14
Income from off-farm activities — 1
o work as casual labourers within village 65 6
o work as casual labourers outside village 45 8
o engage in non-farm activities 23 12
Reduce expenditure — 1
o postponement of special functions

(marriages, engagement, etc.) 10 16
o celebration of important festivals with iess

entertainment 65 6
o reduction in variety and quality of foods

consumed 75 4
o reduction of number of meals per day 33 10
Mortgages and sales — 2
o mortgage personal effects (e.g. jewellery

and household goods) 30 11
o sale of personal effects, household

goods, implements 20 13
o sale of cattle 10 16
Change of cropping strategies — 1
o cultivate land outside the village 13 15
o cultivate land from wells/pumps 5 17
Migration — 1
o temporary migration to other areas for

employment 33 10
N =40

Source: Household Survey 1997,

41



such as reduction in the variety and quality of food or in the number of
meals per day. At the same time, increased reliance was placed on credit
and exchange of foods within and between households. Temporary
migration for employment took place in the latter part of this stage.

When all these avenues wete exhausted households turned to the
second stage, which involved disposal of productive assets by way of
sales or mortgage: this necessarily disturbed the capital base of the
household. In such citcumstances the household’s ability to generate
current or future income was severely weakened. Overall, fewer house-
holds adopted second stage strategies than first stage strategies. The
austerity measures were the most popular form of coping strategies
adopted by the majotity of the households in the sample.

As drought is a regular occurrence in the Dry Zone, the response of
resource-poor farming families is carefully structured. Our field survey
and observations show that individuals implement increasingly severe
austerity measurcs as drought progresses — ultimately disposing of
asscts.

Drought relief policies

The provision of drought relief goes back to the colonial period. The
usual practice has been for the Government Agent (District Secretary)
to send instructions to the Assistant Government Agents (Divisional
Secretaries) to select eligible families to receive relief on the recom-
mendation of the village-level officers (Grama Niladbari). The total
number of drought affected families in Sti Lanka and the total amount
of aid paid during 1981-97 is given in Table 4. These official figures
do not necessarily indicate the full extent of the problem. The previous
method of paying drought relief in the form of food stamps. and cash
payment was changed in 1996, According to the new government
circular N0.96/3 on drought relief payment, recipients should satisfy
the following conditions to be eligible to receive cash payments as
drought relief:

o the monthly income of the recipient family should be less than 2000
rupees and this should be derived from agriculture ot related activities

o cultivation of seasonal crops should have been disrupted or damaged
for at least two consecutive seasons due to drought

o lack of any alternative source of income for the family other than
agriculture or related activities
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o the agricultural crops of the recipient family should not be covered by
any insurance scheme

o the beneficiaries of the Samardbi programme are not included in the
drought relief programme, as the government pays them telief
through an alternative scheme.

During the period in receipt of relief, at least one membet of the
recipient family is required to wotk a minimum of 12 days pet month on
work sites initiated to create community assets such as roads, minot
irrigation tanks and channels, and conservation-related earthworks in
order to increase the productive capacity of dryland agriculture in sub-
sequent years, The amount of aid given is dependent upon the number
of members in the target families. For example, a single-membet family
is cligible to receive 50 rupees pet day with 2 maximum of 600 rupees
per month. A two-member family is eligible to receive a maximum of
1200 rupees per month.

However, none of the sample houscholds in Mahameegaswewa bene-
fited from the drought relief programme duting 1996-97. Ninety-five
per cent of the households are tecipients of Samurdhi benefits: therefore
they have not been included as beneficiaries of the drought relief
programme. Nevertheless, under the special direction of the President,

Table 4. Number of drought-affected families and drought relief
payments in Sri Lanka 1981-97

Year Number of Total Amount of Aid
Affected Families Paid {Rs.)
1981 204 211 42 654 647
1982 372 436 118 920 957
1983 435 926 87 929 636
1984 3008 209 842
1985 _ 20 498 4 886 513
1986 5303 480 845
1987 484 925 72 969 136
1988 652 363 28 553 911
1989 238 420 24 335 145
1990 203 794 6 721 942
1991 203 794 230 202 078
1996 ’ 155 006 424 855 387
1997 88 286 85 655 740

Note: No ralief payments were made during the period 1992-95
Source: Department of Social Services
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Samurdbi recipients in some areas in the district were given partial pay-
ment of drought relief in 1996-97.

The government’s drought relief programme has often been criticized
as liberal (ie. given to the undeserving) and ineffective. The pro-
gramme has also often been abused by the officials. Another criticism
leveled against the programme was that the type of work undertaken
has made a minimal contribution to minimizing the effect of drought
damage in the long run (Madduma Bandara 1982). The other comment
often made against this programme Is that relief policies directed at
protection of consumption are very often made operative only when
the farmers resort to disposal of productive assets. Therefore the relief
policies also appeat to ignore the sequence of farmers’ adjustment
mechanisms.

Alternative strategies promoted by the SCOR project
-in Mahameegaswewa

Mahameegaswewa was one of the sub-watersheds selected by the SCOR
project for implementation of a package of interventions aimed at
enhancing the capacity of households to resist natural calamities in
future. The package was formulated jointly by professionals and
tesource users in 1994, The range of intervention strategies followed
in the Mahameegaswewa sub-watershed can be summarized under the
following headings:

o stabilization of ¢hena and ‘encroached’ lands (government land occu-
pied without authorization)

o regeneration of the eco-system associated with the tanks (i.e. catch-
ment area, water/tank bed drainage system and the immediate set-
tlements) '

o integrated management of land and water resoutces
sharing resources for improving homesteads

o consolidation of fragmented land holdings below the minot tanks to
form viable economic units.

Following a patticipatory planning exercise, a ‘mini-project’ was formu-
lated for implementation with an investment of 1.2 million rupees
(US$ 24 000). This mini-project sought to enable changes in land and
water management strategies in the Mahameegaswewa area through
promotion of diversification of crops and introduction of improved
consetvation ptactices. Specific interventions include:
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o promotion of water-saving practices to enable more intensive
cropping

o introduction of fast-matuting commercial crops in the dry season

o cultivation of medicinal plants, fruits and drought-resistant timber
species in chena and homestead areas

o stabilized cropping systems in chesa lands and highlands'?

o improved highland cultivation practices including contour bunds,
mulching, water harvesting and green manuring

o improved livestock husbandry

o community forestty. (Wijayaratne 1996)

The SCOR interventions are designed to provide short-, medium- and
long-term benefits to the community. In the short term improved land
and water management should increase seasonal yields; in the medium
term tmprovement of soil conditions will increase resilience to droughts;
in the long term increased productivity of fruits and timber will further
reduce the communities’ reliance on seasonal crop production, However,
the severity of the 1996 drought has severely constrained the implemen-
tation of the proposed interventions and has testricted the benefits to
the local community.

Conclusion

Households faced with considerable threats to their food requirements
as a result of drought adopt a range of responses to minimize the
impact. The particular tesponse followed by households tends to have
a clear pattern which can be interpreted in terms of the economic
standing of each household. The sequence of responses followed by
them suggests that their primary concern is to avoid disturbing the
future income-earning capacity of the household. Hence, each house-
hold resorts to austerity measures that have the minimum impact on
its economic base.

The present state policies of bringing relief to the affected families
were found to be largely ineffective. It is imperative to ditect fututre
policies towards minimizing household vulnerability to drought rathes
than bringing relief to the houscholds once they are affected.

13 Shifting cultivation was common in the Dty Zone highlands in the past. In recent
years, the fallow petiod has been shortened due to greater demand for land {an
outcome of population growth), The establishment of stabilized cropping prac-
tices is a priority for agricultural planning in the Dry Zone.
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Adoption of more sustainable land use patterns giving due considera-
tion to incteasing production and protecting the environment has been
identified as a testable option which could minimize the impact of
drought. The diversification of houscholds’ income-earning opportu-
nities is a viable option which would lower the risk arising from their
sole dependency on fand.
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4. Coping with Climatic Disasters
in Isolated Hill Communities of
Nepal: the Case of Rampur
Village in Okhaldhunga
NGAMINDRA DAHAL

Introduction

PEOPLE LIVING IN the Himalayan region cope with the uncertain climate
and its extremes. Concentrated rain, hailstorms, thundegstorms and
drought are common. Such events often lead to landslides, floods,
famine or starvation and water scarcity. People have developed skills
to cope with such disasters. In many cases, communities affected by
disasters survive the hardships; they rehabilitate their houses, terraces
and natural resource base — a task which may continue for several yeats
after the disaster. In the course of rehabilitation and struggle for survi-
val, many cannot cope and are forced to abandon their ancestral homes.
Others continue as long as they are able to do so.

Cloudbursts and their impact

Cloudbursts' ate frequent in the region but forecasting them is beyond
current capacity, for economic and technical reasons.” A single cloudburst

1 A cloudburst is one of the three extreme rainfall events: the other two are
monsoon depression and tropical cyclone. Generally speaking, cloudbursts are
associated with thunderstorms and occur most often in desert and mountain
regions, and in the Intetiors of continents. The uprushing air currents of thunde:-
storms support a large amount of water (in the form of raindrops). If the air
currents are suddenly cut off, the mass of rain falls quickly over 2 small area. Some
meteorologists categorize cloudbursts as events with rainfall of 100 millimetres per
hour or more.

2 Forecasting is not impossible technically but it requires continuous menitoring of
surrounding climatic activities which include the rain-bearing natmre, movements
and thickness of clouds, wind and temperature profiles at surface and upper levels,
and topographical features of the area concerned. Such continuous monitoring is
possible only with the use of sophisticated insttuments such as radar and auto-
matic data tecording and processing computers. This technology, however, has yet
to be tested in mountain regions. Besides the installadon and operating costs,
forecasting extreme weather events such as cloudbursts is still a challenge because
of the shoet time span in which they occur,
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can become catastrophic when a community is hit, leading in some cases
to loss of life and property. In Nepal, high intensity rainfall triggers
floods (the local term is badhi) and landslides (pahirs) from the upper
slopes, btinging down boulders and debris flows.

Nepal is frequently affected by cloudbursts in the rainy monsoon
petiod (June to Septembet). People in the mountain region” are the
major sufferers,’ There is hardly any community in the hills which has
not had at least one person killed or maimed by landslides and floods in
living memoty. In some villages such events strike in an inevitable but
unpredictable fashion, leaving one or two decades of quiescence. In
othet villages, they are more frequent.

The main natural reasons for these disasters, in addition to the
torrential rain, are the tectonic instability of the region, the steepness
of the terrain and the fact that the Himalaya is a geologically young
mountain range which is still unstable (DPTC 1993}, In recent times
there has been an increase in human settlement and cultivation, even in

“hazard-prone zones. People displaced by earlier disasters also live in such
regions. As a result, mote and more people are vulnerable to natural
disaster. The annual loss of life and property from floods and landslides
is given in Table 1.

The cloudbursts in Nepal in 1993 were unusually powerful and
destructive. Thete were two majot events. One was a series of several
cloudbursts in the watershed zone of the Bagmati River, the major river
of central Nepal, from 19 to 22 July, which caused general destruction in
the mountain as well as in the Terai (plains) region. The eatlier event that
occurred in the first week of July was localized and hit villages in
Okhaldhunga District in the eastern hills. This chapter uses this earlier
evefit as a case-study.

Rampur village

Rampur is a village of about three square kilometres in atea in Baru-
neswot Village Development Committee (VDC) which comprises

3 Nepal is divided into three principal geographic-ecological zones: the southetn
plains (at varying heights between 60 and 1000 metres above sea level), the middle
hills (generally 400 to 3000 mettes above sea level) and the mouatains (from 2500
mettes to the high Himalayan peaks).

4 It has been estimated that the average rate of soil loss in Nepals mountains is 20 to
50 tons/hectare /year, but in severely eroded areas the rate can be as high as 200 to
500 tons/hectare/year (Laban 1978).
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Table 1. Loss of life and property caused by floods and landslides in
Nepal

Year Number of Number of Number of Affected land
deaths livesfock houses (hectares)
killed destroved or
damaged
1983 293 284 - -
1985 420 - 3056 4620 13 544
1987 391 1438 33721 188 597
1989 680 1512 6024 -
1990 307 314 3060 1132
1991 93 36 817 283
1992 71 179 88 135
1993 1336 25 424 17 113 5584
1994 49 284 569 392
1995 246 - 1935 5162 41 867

Sources: Deshantar 1993; DPTG 1996

several villages in in Okhaldhunga District.” It is one of 56 VDCs in the
district, which lies in the middle hill region of Nepal.

There are 5500 people living in Baruneswor VDC. The majotity of the
population is from the two uppet castes, Brabmin and Chhetri. The rest
are of (lower) occupational castes such as Damai, (tailot), Sarki (shoe-
maker) and Kami (blacksmith). There are more than 10 cluster settle-
ments at different places in the VDC. Tt is estimated that about 50 pet
cent of the VDC’s population live in Rampus,

A higher secondary school, health post, atea post office, two water
mills and a recently installed VHF (very high frequency) telephone set
are the few modern amenities in the village. Piped drinking water
systems have also been built. Sale depots for chemical fertilizers and
seeds and a forest nursery are run by the Sajha Co-operatives (a public
co-opetative programme promoted by the government, which raises
funds by selling shares to local farmers and entrepreneurs and investing
the funds in beneficial activities chosen by the shareholders). Itrigation is
based on farmer-built canals. A weekly market is another local feature.
There is no electricity; people use kerosene lamps for light in the
evening, ‘

Okhaldhunga District is not reached by any motorable toad. Rampur

5 The socio-economic information that follows was collected by the author from a

field survey. Population figures for Baruneswor VDC were supplied by the Central °

Burean of Statistics.
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is three hours walking distance (about eight kilometres) west from the
district headquarters. The nearest point linked by road is Katari Bazaar in
Udayapur District which is two days walking distance {about 100
kilometres) south of Rampur. There is an airport at Rumijatat, five
kilometres south-east of Okhaldhunga District headquarters, Sick people
are carriéd on the back of a porter to get to hospital.

Topographical features

The village is situated at a height of 1147 mettes above sea level on a flat
river terrace which is locally called a fan The far is a plateau-like land
form with a reddish soil on the surface tising to a height of 500 mettes
from the Molung River, a snow-fed tiver that flows along the west and
south sides of the village. The river that flanks the village to the east is
the Jhagarpur Kpola.’

Immediately to the north of the village tises a large hill or mountain that
is elongated in an east-west direction, rising in the west from the Molung
River and extending east of Rampur. From north to south it ranges
between 50 and 200 mettes in breadth. Its elevation (above sea level) is
1500 metres at its western end and 2000 metres at its peak some three
kifometres to the east: for these three kilometres it forms the northern
frontier of the village, after which it curves northwards. At the top it is
narrow and covered with pine trees and boulders of different sizes. It serves
as the source of drinking water, fodder and forest products for the villagers.
The mountain experiences small and moderate landslides. The Pokting
River — a major tributary of the Molung — flows along the bottom of the
northern side of the mountain. Rampur is therefore virtually surrounded
by large and small rivers in three directions: east, west and south.

The mountain is composed of carbonaceous fragmentary rocks. The
soil texture ranges from clay to gravel. Boulders of various sizes are also
found. The uplands soil is colluvial ot partly colluvial in character. The
unconsolidated mass of colluvial deposits is prone to failure, while
residual soils suffer from sutface erosion. Landslides occur frequently
in the terraced farmland downstream. The mountain of Rampur is
unstable at different sections due to its steep slope, unconsolidated
structure and destabilized old landslides.

Only the western part of Rampur is relatively safe from floods and

6 Khola is the usual Nepali term for river but tends to indicate relatively small or
seasonal tiver channels.
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landslides. This is so because, first, at this point the mountain to the
notth is relatively low; and second, the slope here is stable and covered
with forest.

The slope of the mountain north of the centre of the village (the
settlement zone and adjacent farmland) is formed by an old landslide.
Grassland and bushy forest have covered part of the slope, whereas the
test is wasteland. East of this there is no settlement. The upper section is
forested while the lower sections are cultivated in the form of bench
terraces. The west and south of Rampur 7zr is cultivated. The landscape
of the village is slightly tilted towards the Jhagarpur Kbolz in the east and
south-east,

The climate in Rampur is pleasant. Because of the rugged topography,

“which consists of deep river gorges and mountain chain, temperature
and other climatic factors vary within a short distance. There is no
climatic station in Rampur. The nearest one is at the district head-
quarters about eight kilometres away. There was no accurate measure-
ment of the cloudburst that led to the 1993 disaster. Okhaldhunga
District teceives 1960 millimetres of rainfall in a yeat, on average.

However, Rampur faces an acute shortage of water for drinking and
itrigation for seven months (November to May) every year. The
Jhagarpur Kbole that irrigates two-thirds of the village during the mon-
soon becomes dry in these months. The Molung River is not useful to
the village because it flows at a lower elevation than the Rampur #r and
is suitable only for the irrigation of the paddy field on its bank. Conse-
quently the village has a poot economic base despite its productive soil
and favourable climate.

A canal was built by the government but works only seasonally. It is
four kilometres long from Pokting River to Rampur, It was completed in
1987 after 10 years of construction. The canal, which was one of largest
projects in Okhaldhunga, collapsed within three weeks of coming into
operation. The government then abandoned it but later local people
themselves brought it back into operation after several months of
volunteer labour, using local construction materials (e.g. stone, brush-
wood and mud). About one kilometre of the canal passes through the
active landslide zone of the steep mountain slope.

Afrer each monscon, sections of the canal slide down the mountain-
side and the villagers rehabilitate the canal, with considerable effort, to
bring water to the village to cope with the acute shortage of water in the
dry months. However, in some years their efforts do not bear fruit
because of the severity of the damage. After the flood of July 1993 it
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was two yeats before they rehabilitated the canal, with the help of the
District Development Committee.

Features of the landslide zone

A map of geologically hazardous areas of Nepal prepared by Dikshit
(1990) shows Okhaldhunga Distsict to be in a ‘high landslide hazard
zone’, Of 75 districts in the countty, seven districts including Okhald-
hunga are categorized as “very poor’ in terms of watershed conditions. The
three kilometre long hill to the north of Rampur #zris geophysically fragile.

The slope from the centtal to the eastern part of the hill was shaped
by a major landslide in the past. Old people in Rampur who know
about its history tell the story about the fera salko badhi’ of 1856 when a
large chunk of land mass, about one kilometre long, slipped to the foot of
the mountain and changed the shape of the village into the present form.
Since that time, according to them, villagers have shifted to settle in the
western and southern part of the village. Today, the dense setidlement is
still in the west and has only gradually expanded to the east. After the
major landslide in 1856, there were slope falls in the central part while
the rest of the area turned into dense forest. People developed bench
terraces as fertile fields in the downstream area.

Each of the landslides that has occurred in Rampur has had its origin
at or near the top of the hill slope. During heavy precipitation, when a
moderate landslide is triggered in a flood gully on the upstream moun-
tain slope, the landslide and water current gradually increase and outn
into a debris flow. Trees, boulders and loose rocks along the bed are
washed down. The debris flow accelerates as it comes down. On the way
downstream some of the landslides split into two ot more branches.
Finally, most of them end at the Jhagarpur Khela at the east and south-
east of the village. Their lengths range between one and three kilometres,
and the maximum breadth is 500 metres.

Agricultural economy

The first or second major source of income of 99 per cent of the
population of Rampur is agriculture. The products ate mainly consumed
within the village and only a few families are able to export surplus food

7 Litesally, the “flood of the year 13’ — that is, the year 1913 in the Bikram Era or
1856 AD.
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regulatly,. A weekly haat bagaar (market fair) is the major event for
matketing their products. The majority of exchanges are still in materials,
although it has significantly changed from material to cash forms in the
last few vears.

The major items brought to the market for sale by villagers are rice,
millet, maize, vegetables, fruits and ghee. They buy clothes, kerosene,
salt, soap, sugar, utensils, etc. from the market. Katari Bazaar in Udaya-
pur District in the south is the nearest motorable road to Rampur. A
porter cartying loads takes three to four days to reach Rampur from
Katari. The price of each item brought from Katari is almost doubled in
Rampur. For example, one kilogram of salt costs four rupees at Katari
and seven to nine rupees at Rampur.

The gentle slope and flat landscape features of Rampur have made it
an attractive place for agriculture and settlement. This is one of the few
attractive locations in the entire hilly region, which is characterized by
“deep gorges of fivers, valleys and rugged mountains. However, owing to
the lack of irrigation, except in the monsoon, the place is no different in
its crop production from other villages in the surrounding hills.

Agticultural work (including animal husbandry) and household activ-
ities are heavily dependent on women. The majority of men are involved
at the time of paddy planting (July) and harvesting (November).

Table 2. Seasonal cropping pattern in Rampur

Months Climate Major types of crop

Season Characteristics  khet (terraces) bari (slopes}
June- Monsoon Abundant rainfall. Paddy. Maize Millet,
September Hot days in river ready to buckwheat,
valley (besi). harvest. cereals. Maize
ready to
harvest.
Qctober Post-monsoon  Usually no rain,  Paddy ready Millet, cereals,
calm and to harvest green
pleasant weather vegetables
November- Winter Cold, moderate  Wheat and Dry and bare of
February rain rice where crops; or
irrigation is mustard
available
March-May  Pre-monsoon  Intermitient Maize. Wheat  Maize
rainfall with ready to harvest
hailstorms, wind
thunderstorms
and dry for

several weeks
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Usually men and women engage in their duties as defined traditionally.
Women are required to look after all household chores such as cooking,
cleaning, grinding, collecting fodder and firewood and tegular monitor-
ing of faymland and the condition of crops. For this they get up as eatly
as four o’clock in the morning (before dawn) and go to bed late at night
after completing all the work, when their male pattners and children are
already asleep.

Men are ususally responsible for carrying out heavy work such as the
copstruction and maintenance of canals and terraces, climbing trees for
todder, carrying loads and ploughing fields (badi kams). Duting the ropain
(rice planting work), men prepare fields by ploughing, leveling, and
repairing terrace sides and canals for irrigating fields, while women plant
tice in them. Women receive lower wages than their male partners. The
difference varies depending on the nature of the work.

Non-agricultural economic activities

Although agticulture is the villagers’ major source of income, sale of
surplus food produce is not enough to purchase their basic needs (for
salt, kerosene oil, clothes, sugar, medicine, etc.). For this reason, people
are always looking for alternative source of income; long-standing debts
transferred from former generations, low productivity, and shortage of
food due to drought and flood are other factors behind this.

Agriculture, service, daily labour (&hefals), business, portering and
seasonal migration to the city ate among the major areas of employment
(see Table 3). One or mote members of each family may be involved in
any one or two of these fields, which generates cash income.

Land management in the monsoon

Farmers understand the importance of monsoon rains and conservation
of land rescurces. They use several techniques to mitigate the effects of
floods from the upstream mountains and at the same time they trap the
floods for irtigation and conserve water for the next dry season. If there
are no landslides, floods of water do not become a major problem.
Soil loss in the form of landslides and erosion is the major problem
faced in the mountains. Water {in the form of rain, surface flow and
underground flow) acts as the major agent In causing soil loss. In
Rampur, water is abundant only during the rainy days of the monsoon.
At other times water shortage is evident. In this context, villagers for
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Table 3. Alternative income sources for villagers

Source of employment

Type of work or
employment

Tvpe of person
employed

Teaching at schools

Business

khetala

hali

Portering

Government job

Lacal shop to sell
imported goods

Work on farmlands
(daily wages)

Ploughing fields by oxen
(annual contract basis)

Carrying loads; usually

High school graduate or
more educated person
{mainly mate)

Families that have
migrated to the village

Mainly women from
economically backward
or landless families

Males from backward or
landless families

Maijority are male

from Katari to Rampur
(seasonal)

Army service, helper or
guard of business
houses in India (/ahure)/
work of any kind

Assist villagers in need
and get fees

fahure*/migration to city Adult male/youth

Cthers (legal assistant, Male

religious work, etc.)

* In the past, many middle class youths usad to leave the village with the aim of joining
the British or Indian army and those who failed in this worked as helpers, guards, etc.
When they return home with money and goods, they are called /zhurs. At present this
does not happen in Rampur.

decades have taken measures to conserve monsoon water by making a
netwotk of ponds so that water from different sources flows into them;
water released from upstream passes to the next pond downstream.
Small outlets in between allow the flow of water into the vegetable
gardens of nearby households. These man-made ponds are useful for
three different purposes:

o run-off management
o water conservation
o soil/nutrients/organic matter conservation.

It is the general tendency of all farmers to convert their slope land (bar)
into level tetraces (&her). Every year the area of &bet is increasing, The
ptice of &ket land is much higher than bari. The principal benefit of the
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kbet is paddy cultivation. In bari only millet and maize types can be
grown; soil and fertilizer loss is also very high, Although the benefits
from #het are greater, it is highly labour consuming and expensive to
convett bari into kbet. Farmers ate equally aware of the fact that unless
there is irrigation or enough water during the petiod of paddy cultiva-
tion, there will be a disastrous effect on the land, along with the crops,
with the surface cracking into many pieces. Therefore, terrace leveling is
not possible everywhere.

Slopes are stabilized by employing different measures, including stone-
works, These types of measute are used mainly in canal protection and
terrace walls. Stoneworks are also built to make diversions and check
gully erosion. In Rampur, stone is the principal construction material for

' buildings, trails, walls, etc., where bricks are not available. About 80 per
cent of the roofs of houses in the village ate made of stone slabs.
Diversions, canal walls and tetrrace repait works are usually made with
stone and brushwood whereas mud and stone is used in house walls, and
stone slabs (slates) ate fixed to underlying wooden slabs in roof making,

To make the best use of all wasteland, grass and trees are planted.
Depending upon their suitability, grasses (such as amriso, citronella,
napiet ot babig) are planted. Bamboo is grown everywhere on slopes
and in gullies. Badar, a big fodder tree, is grown on both sides of main
trails like 2 greenbelt of a highway. Two religious trees — bar and peepal —
are planted a certain distance from the main trails. Usually, chautari —
places for rest — and ponds are built beside these trees.

All these activities have helped to keep the village green and to check
excessive erosion in the monsoon, The common-sense technique used in
all construction and resource management work in the village is to let
the flood out without much damage. For example, in &bef lands there are
enough outlets to pass watet to the next bench terrace.

The cloudburst of 6 July 1993

On 6 July 1993 unusually torrential rainfall hit the village. Since the
evening light rain had fallen continuously. Around midnight a heavy
downpour of rain and 2 thunderstorm woke the villagers up. According
to the villagers, the unprecedented rainfall, lasting for about two hours,
prevented them from seeing beyond a metre or hearing anything other
than the rainfall itself.

Eatly in the morning, they found a sea of debris deposited, along with
huge boulders, on about half of the village. Houses, sheds and trees wete
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Table 4. Loss of life and propetty in Okhaldhunga caused by the debris
flow of 6 July 1993

Name of Number of Number  Number of Number of Estimated

Village deaths serfously livestock  houses loss (in
injured lost damaged rupees)

Rampur far 18 9 72 * *

Lamidanda 8 5 5 * *

Harkapur 3 1 21 * *

Katunje 1 - 6 * *

Total 30 16 104 536 130 000 000

* Details of each place not available separately
Source: DPTC 1994,

either butied or swept away. Dead or sevetely injuted people and livestock
were lying around. The way out of the less affected area of the village was
cut off. The surrounding hill slopes wete severely scraped by the large
_extent of the landslides and debris flow. The slope to the north of the
village was heavily affected by innumetable landslides at different points,
while the downstream and plains areas wese flooded with debris flows
and boulders. A number of huge boulders and trees of large diameter
disappeared. There were other bouldess hanging on the upstream slope
of the mountain from where the landslides had started that night.

People were shocked and awkward. Everyone was puzzled. In fact,
the landscape and topography of the village had changed significantly
due to the cloudburst. Rampur o7 was changed overnight into a place of
hotror. It had been considered to be a rather safe region in the mid hills.
Dozens of landslides came down along the slope. However, only two of
them affected the settlement and these wetre smaller than those that
flooded the forest and agricultural lands. Of these two, the smaller one
that entered the dense settlement area killed 16 people, while the other
killed two people.

Long-term effects

The debris flow of 6 July 1993 seriously affected the central and eastern
part of the Vi].lage.8 Other parts of the village, including the dense

§ While discussing on the disaster-prone part of the village, it is important to note
that the severe earthquake of the year 1989 in eastern and central Nepal affected
most of the houses on the western side of the village, while the effect on those of

the central and eastern parts was minor. #
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settlement area of the west belt, were also affected by the flood of water,
but there were no serious losses except crops. About 50 per cent of the
agricultural land went under the debris deposit. The maize crop which
was ready for harvesting was also lost.

The disaster had setious effects. Reactivation of the once stabilized
landslides, loss of nutrients and organic matter from the washing away of
the topsoil, and the drying up of the springs and wells (sources of
drinking water) into a dry and waste land have been the major environ-
mental effects. BEach of these has had further impact, both on the
environment and human beings.

The mass of soil, debtis and boulders reached the Molung River, In
1994, the river also swept away thousands of hectares of &bes along its
t banks in the valley: the earlier deposits in the river contributed to the
tising water levels and to the tiver consequently changing its course.
Farmers say the riverbed has risen by several metres. During the 1994
monsoon, the slopes alteady destabilized in 1993 fell at certain points
although there were no major landslides and floods in the village that
year.

The loss of fertile land as a result of the events in 1993 and 1994
also created hardship for villagers. Loss of fertile topsoil in both years
was another major impact. Villagers complain of loss of production,
although the extent of this has not been scientifically validated. To
compensate, farmers are turning to chemical fertilizers whose use is on
the rise.

The mountain slope to the north of Rampur is moisture rich, gen-
erating springs and small streams from different points along its base
which are the only sources of drinking water outside the monsoon
months. The 1993 landslide disrupted a number of these and as a result
the sources of drinking water have declined — both in terms of the
number of sources and the quantity of water provided — with, conse-
quently, a great shortage in the dry months. All available water sources
are tapped for drinking water.

Similarly, the shortage of fuel wood is also high. The villagers rely on
the slopes to the north and downstream at the south and west of the
village for both fuel and building wood. These forests were already
under pressure, and thinning out, when the cloudburst occurred, and
the landslide caused significant damage. In addition, a number of trees
were cut down for timber for rebuilding houses after the disaster. The
forest users’ committee had to reduce the quota of fuel wood supplies,
leading to shortage. The poorest have suffered the most.
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The overall living standard in the village has fallen. The value of land
has declined. Many of those who lost lands to the debtis deposit have no
productive land in other areas. This means that for subsistence they have
to seek some other source of living, Some families lost breadwinners. An
increasing number of families survive on daily wages as the land cannot
sustain them. Dirop-out rates among school children, particularly gitls,
sharply increased in 1993 and 1994, Fifteen families have migrated and,
according to the villagers, a further 15 families migrated from Harkapur,
the neighbouring village, in 1995 after their farmlands were washed away
by the flood of the Molung River in 1994,

Response

Soon after a disaster both mountains and their people attempt to
manage. Bvery year, the rivers damage farmlands along their banks
but the affected communities repait the damage. Small and moderate
landslides are usually stabilized by local efforts. Natural regeneration of
the vegetation is also common. Villagers do not lock for outside help in
minor difficulties. As long as they ate able to face the odds, they do so.
Howevet, when people face one disaster after the other their skill,
resources and poverty do not allow them to recover immediately. Exter-
nal help is then necessary.

Villagers usually regard disaster as a regular feature of ‘supreme nature’,
There is 2 popular saying: Daibake kbel lai sabaile mannai parde vabechba
(‘there is no way out other than to obey the powerful gods acts’).
However, after the disaster, the villagers promptly started rescue and
tehabilitation activities. At the same time they attempted to identify the
possibility of further landslides. People were further threatened by the
continuous rainfall, with the possibility of mote slope failures. Several
large boulders were hanging on the steep slope above the dense settle-
ment. The fall of any of these boulders would mean not only damage to
dozens of houses and farm lands but could also start to bring down the
upper slope on which the boulders stood.

The major activities in the immediate response to the disasters were as
tollows.

Bereaved family members or theit kin, according to their culture,
petformed the 13-day-long death rites, living in temporary sheds.
Some of those who survived with injuries also performed the death
rites from hospital beds. Villagers assisted them in various ways to
complete the mourning period.
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Peoples next major concern after attending to the victims and the
dead was the loss of the maize crop which they were harvesting, and
delays in cultivating paddy, millet and other cereals. July is the peak
cropping season when harvesting maize, terrace reformation and main-
tenance, and rice planting work is performed. Thete is a proverb in the
village: “Stay at home in the month of A4shad (June/July) and face
starvation’. It was feared that more people would die the next year
due to starvation if they failed to cultivate their lands at this time.
From the third day the majotity of the villagers divided their time
between rehabilitating canals and farmlands, and managing the chaos
in their homes.

The unity of villagers during the rescue and relief work was exemplaty.
* Their social, cultural and political differences, which were significant, did
not reappear for a long time after the disaster. The backward (untouch-
able) community was greatly assisted by others in terms of matetials,
providing shelter and rehabilitating their lands.

At the local level, a committee under the chairmanship of the Chief
District Officer (CDO) was formed. The CDQ is the petson authotized
to undertake emergency relief operations in the district and co-otdinate
with the central government as well as other agencies wotking in the
disaster area. Following the information received from the villagers a
team of police and representatives of government line agencies in the
district was sent to the affected area on 7 July. The central government
hospital and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) working in the
district were informed. .

From the second day, about 50 police and army men joined with
villagers in digging out dead bodies, searching for lost people and
rescuing trapped and injured people. The district administration disttib-
uted 3000 rupees and 40 kilograms of tice to each family that had
suffered a death. Plastic tents and a set of cooking pots were distributed
to the homeless families. The District Red Cross Office, United Mission
Hospital of Okhaldhunga and Nepal Food Corporation Office played an
active role in providing relief to the affected families.

Villagers® perspective of natural disaster
2 persp

The people of Rampur worship many gods and goddesses and there is a
special god for each caste (and sometimes for families within castes), -
mainly to avoid ill fate and evil spirits that often appear in the form of
disasters. '
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Table 5. Organizations involved in assisting the affected families

Name of Organization

Status

Tvpe of assistance/activity

District Administration

Red Cross Society

United Mission to Nepal

District Development
Committee -

District Drinking Water

Office
District Irrigation Office

District Watershed
Conservation Office

Nepal Food Corporation

Nepal Police and Army

Government

District Office

Ihternational NGO

Local elected body

Government

Government

Government

Government

Government

Coordinated and supervized
the relief work, mobilized
police and army.

Distributed clothes, utensils
and provided primary
treatment.

Distributed clothes, food,
medicine and water purifying

tablets; provided emergency

treatment; supported
villagers financially in
dumping the dead bodies of
livestock; rehabilitated the
drinking water system.

Assisted to rehabilitate
canals and tracks around the
village.

Acquired information and
promised assistance.

Acquired information and
promised assistance for
canal rehabilitation work.

Acquired information and
located landslide-prone
areas and safe areas.

Distributed food as per
government guota.

Rescue work; injured
persons taken to hospital by
helicopter.

They mention three categoties of natural disaster: landslides/floods,
earthquake and famine (the last often caused by drought and crop dis-
eases). For most of the inhabitants of Rampur, a flood-induced disaster
usually means the loss of their &#ef in the deep river valley due to the
changing course of the river. Similarly, by the word ‘landslide’, they
remember the slope fall or debtis flow from the mountain to the north
ot from the steep slope around the edge of Rampur fzr that tises from the
tiver bed about 500 metres below. Small- to medium-scale landslides and
landslips are not seen as a Tloss’ as long as they do not damage a
settlement area or block the tiver, forcing it to change its usual course.
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Each year hundreds of scars of landslides appear on the surrounding
hill slopes in the rainy season. Most of them disappear in one ot two
months under vegetation cover. The process is a normal phenomenon.
Villagers pattly believe the suggestion that a landslide can be controlled
by vegetation or forest cover, but their experiences have taught them
that landslides cannot be controlled by the forest alone. There are many
examples of landslides in the forest area where numbers of trees were
uprooted and swept away. This was the case in the landslide of 1993
when major landslides in the forest areas destroyed hundreds of trees,
including big barand peepal trees. However, for agricultural and economic
teasons villagers grow bamboo and fodder trees where they find bare
land, both on public land and at the edge of their private lands. They are
usually gtown on the steep slopes at the edge of farming terraces and in
gullies where the chances of landslides are high; they are also grown on
matginal and waste lands.

Diffetent opinions ate expressed by the villagers regarding the cause
of the disaster of July 1993, They are outlined here under four main
headings.

Blasting

The landslide would not have been so damaging if excessive blasting
had not been used duting the construction of the canal for the
Rampur sar irrigation project. The blasting reactivated the old land-
slide-prone area and each year a huge chunk of land-mass falls into the
Pokting River.

The pine jorest

According to villagers, the District Forest Office encouraged them to
grow pine trees on the deforested area in the past. They soon realized
that pine forest cannot control landslide and erosion; instead it has the
reverse effect.” If there had been fotests of other tree species, the size of
the landslide and its effect would not have been of such a scale.

9 The roots of pines hold substantial amounts of water and dry out the soil round
about, If the land topography is steep, land adjacent to the tree becomes liable to
slide down. The pine lezves (needles) that fall are also acidic, which prevents the
growth of other plants neatby.
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Disrespect to Kuldevata

Some elders of the village blamed the calamity on disregard of a local
god by some people who had stayed away from the religious festival of
Kul Pogya when it is the social responsibility of each member of all the
Dabal families to attend the festival. Although different castes and
families have their own Aw#ldevata (kul means family; devats means god),
people of different communities gather to wosship others’ gods on
special occasions.

Rainfall cycle

‘There are also some pawndits or village intellectuals who suggest that
such disasters are inevitable over the course of time. Not only floods/
landslides, but earthquakes, drought and epidemics are sure to ocecur
eventually, They are parts of the natural evolution process. The rain of
that night was also a part of the process. They compare the present
disaster with the major floods/landslides that occurred in 1856 and
1932.

Effectiveness of outside help

Within two weeks of the incident there wete no agencies working in
Rampur any more. Some people from Okhaldhunga attempted to pres-
sure the government in Kathmandu for additional suppott to the flood-
affected areas. They also collected donations in the form of cash and
materials from the general public.

The rescue work lasted for a week. Agencies repeatedly assured the
people that affected families would be provided with enough suppott,
including assistance for rehabilitation of farmlands and implementation
of a watershed management programme for stabilizing the hill slope.
Assurances were given that loose, unstable and overhanging large
boulders would be removed from the slope. The assurances remain
unfulfilled.

According to the villagers, the United Mission to Nepal (UMN?3,
which runs a 20-bed hospital and implements a2 community develop-
ment programme in Okhaldhunga District, played the most effective
role during and after the emergency relief wotk. When government
agencies returned after a couple of days, villagers were mainly supported
by UMN as well as other social organizations. Additional beds were
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arranged in the hospital for the flood victims. A UMN mobile team of
health workers also served on the spot at different villages, including
Rampur.

A team from UMN provided food, clothes and medicines. It helped
to relocate displaced pipes and supplied water purifying chemicals for
the public water tank and individual households. It also provided finan-
cial support to dump hundreds of dead bodies of livestock which was
labout consuming and expensive work. UMN then assisted in rehabili-
tating the heavily dislocated drinking water system (which had been built
by UMN itself 10 yeats ago).

Local capacity

Various inferences can be drawn from the case of Rampur village.

Following the event of July 1993, Rampur has been regaining its value
and past glory. Since then, villagers have been working tirelessly for the
revival of their original village. The debtis-covered land has been rehab-
ilitated as agricultural land. The fragile hill slope to the north has been
developed into grassland and bushy fotest. There are a number of check
dams and erosion control measures. Livestock farming techniques have
also been changed. The traditional way of feeding livestock was to free
them in the jungle for the whole day. Now, they are kept and fed at
home. Rows of fodder trees are grown around homes, farmlands and
public land.

Economic and social contexts have also been changed over time.
Farming is changing from a traditional non-cash economy to a mar-
ket-oriented cash economy. These changes have mixed effects on the
living standards of the villagers. Families having a good labour force are
among the beneficiaries. The living standard of some socially and eco-
nomically backward families has also been improved.

The condition of ‘middle class’ families has declined. The term
‘middle class’ is used here to refer to villagers of average income,
mainly of the Brabmin and Chhetri castes, who have just enough land to
supply food for their families and do not need to work for others
(labouring for others is not thought to be respectable wotk; people
from higher castes with sufficient wealth avoid this for traditional
reasons; and ploughing is traditionally a job for the lower castes). Their
condition has declined for several reasons: loss of farmland to land-
slide and food, loss of grassland for livestock, declining forest
resources, lack of physically able labour within the family, the rising
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cost of hiring labour,'® having no sources of cash income, or being
unable to adapt to the transformation of economic activities from a
subsistence base to greater market osentation. If a crop is lost or
damaged, these farmers have to seek loans to pay labourers, obtain
food for their own families and purchase fertilizers for the next growing
season. Crop failure in two consecutive years can mean loss of livelihood
for many.

Changing coping strategy

Floods and landslides are not the only disasters facing Rampar. There are
other types of disaster that have been affecting the village for decades.
Drought or shortage of water is the most frequent problem, which in
some cases becomes severe. River ‘cutting’ (changing course and taking
away the land nearby) leads to loss of farmlands, which is a frequent
problem. Earthduakes, epidemics, crop diseases and forest fires are other
disastrous events. The villagers cope with each of these events differ-
ently. They change their strategy over time. The strategy is political,
economic and environmental in nature.

Conclusion

Extreme rainfall events in the mountains of Nepal usually end with
several deaths and heavy loss of propetty, severe damage to the local
environment and deformation of the existing landscape. The mountains
of Nepal expetience torrential rainfall every monsoon, accounting fot 80
per cent of the total annual rainfall. Soon after the monsoon tain
influences the entire hilly tegion, the region becomes saturated and
sensitive. Extreme climatic events such as cloudbursts can trigger big
landslides, floods and mass movement in these conditions.

Facing risks and coping with disasters are part of life for mountain
dwellers in Nepal. The early tesponse of the villagers to the disaster is
emotional and gradually they gather strength to re-manage the situation
with the means at their hands. Later, when they manage the situation,
their experiences become an additional strength to face the next risk.
However, the case is not always the same for all people in society. People
having some sort of economic, social ot physical strength can cope with

10 General demand for labourers is increasing rapidly, especially for construction
and load-carrying work.

66



the situation and regain their lost property. The fate of those less capable
is uncertain, They often lose the place, the economic status or position
(including property), that they hold.

Following the disaster, the affected communities receive token help
from outside, It is not much more than a condolence message. They are
in need of others” help for some time after to re-manage and organize
the basic necessities for subsistence,

The cutrent perspective of looking at vulnerability has failed to focus
on these people. They love and value their land resources. They suffer
when lives are lost but they may lose their hopes of survival if farmlands
are lost. They should be suppotted to reclaim the farmlands, restore
productivity and build their houses in a safe way. Supporting the affected
community also means support to the larger community in several ways.
In the mountain region, shortage of agricultural labourers in the crop-
ping season is acute. In this context, seeking volunteer labour in reha-
bilitation wotks (which is often labour consuming) is not pragmatic. The
usual way, of asking local people to volunteer their labour in the name of
‘people’s participation’ for all construction work in the village is not
beneficial to the villagers. Rather it exploits them. Providing financiat
and technical support, including alternative ways of coping with the
crisis situation, can be an effective way to help the affected community.
However, the assistance will not be helpful if the approach is not socially
sensitive.
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5. Can Vulnerability be Understood?'
MIHIR R BHATT

OvVER ANUMBER of years I have worked with disaster victims, as a planner
who has helped them and the non-governmental organizations (INGOs)
who work with them in mitigation, recovery, rehabilitation, prepatedness
and preventon. When planning disaster mitigation activities within the
Disaster Mitigation Institute (DMI) and with victim or vulnerable com-
munities, I found that most of the data that came in for use were not
from the victims but from those who worked with them, for them,
sometimes on them. Although the intentions of these workers” were
mostly noble and sensible, they differed from the views, ideas and
approaches of the victims, The workers did ask the victims, but it was
not enough, particularly for DMI, which sees itself as a ‘people’s insti-
tute’ making different people’s knowledge and practices mote widely
known.

I decided to develop a method that might change things. Instead of
our asking the victims what was the nature and extent of their loss, we
should let the victims say it on their own, in their own way, and in their
own voice, This was one change. Another similar change was that
instead of focusing on the disaster, the event, the point in time, we
decided to explore the life story of the victim. The victims set the ‘event’
in their life cycle. This changed the picture and made it more complex.
Now there was not only the immediate event, say a drought, to deal
with, but also the long-term and continued condition of vulnerability.
Moreover, the victim was now seen and known as a worker, mother,

1 T have benefited pgreatly from the ideas, thoughts, petspectives, writings and
insights of Rupa K. Jani (McMaster University, Canada}, Ann C. Carver’s ‘double
vision’ theory and writings, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s ideas on cultural politics,
Robin Skynner and John Cleese’s book Families and How to Survive Them, Nevelle
Symingtron’s writings on psychoanalytical process, and the Nirvanashtakan of Hindu
scriptures.

2 By ‘wotker’ we mean here relief worket, including workers involved in the endre
disaster response cycle.
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water uset, consumetr, votet, brother and so on. We thought that this
gave us a better understanding of the victims and their needs.

Over a period of time, the method became standard: hear of a disaster
(mostly minor or medium) and rush to the site, contact the victims, and
while doing selief wotk let them tell or write theit life stoties.” Writing on
their own, or with our help, they say what they want to say, in the way
that they choose. The life stories wete from the victims of floods,
droughts, riots, famine, fire and plague. What we studied was a different
disaster context in which all these victims’ life stories wete created.

A new wealth of information and insights came out. Mostly, these
pointed to the fact that the tendency to generalize about vulnerability
theories was of limited use, and that we obtained a far better view of the
differentiated impact of, and response to, disasters by listening to victims
and reading their wtitings. :

When we returned from the site of a disaster and the flutter of relief,
we used the life stoties to educate ourselves, and sometimes others who
had an interest in disaster mitigation, from the point of view of the
victims, We, as workers, tried to seek out matetial to interpret life stories
that originated in a situation vastly different from ours, and that neither
first-hand experience nor educational background had prepared us to
understand,

Through this experience, I learned more about the rewards and the
problems of working with life stories by victims whose ‘cultures’ as
victims arc so very different from those of outsiders. Breaking through
out (outsiders’) cultural perspectives in teading works by victim writers
(we call them now ‘works’, and “writers’) has long been tecognized as a
difficult — some would say impossible — challenge.* I have found that
simply reading and discussing such victims® material rarely modifies the
telief worker’s ways of seeing, which tend to assess others — the victims —
in terms of the worker’s own outlooks, e_}{perienccs and anticipations of
action. Some workers unfailingly read the need for better preparedness
while others find the hidden hand of a male-centred society. One of our
team members invariably finds useful slogans in such works, Such views
depend on how the workers see themselves — for example, whether it is

3 See the box “The life stoty method’ on pp. 70-71 for details.

4 A challenge made greater because of the difficulty project workers face i finding
time to read these works carefully within crowded schedules and limited project
budgets.
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as a professional in the service of the poor, a charity giver, an elder
brother, a link between the state and the citizens, and so on.

A typical response to such victim-material is along the lines of ‘how
interesting and/or strange, pitiful, moving, quaint, they are ... and
therefore infetior, vulnerable, less capable, because they are not like
me’ — a response that reinforces separation and implies a hierarchical
valuing of victims and their societies, and which is oftent accompanied by
a desire to ‘help’ or ‘support’ them, or in some cases “facilitate’ for them,
which in reality means: ‘Make them more like me (less vulnerable and
mote capable)’.

Another typical, but very different response is: ‘We are all people with
certain characteristics in common; therefore, we are all alike, and super-
ficial differences are of little importance.” This approach denies the real
difference between the ‘cultutes’ of victims and non-victims, and in
doing so, fails to respect the unique human being, a victim in her or
his vulnerable setting, the individual victim who is not ‘like me’”,

In both cases, the reader, the relief worker, is filtering what she or he
reads through the conceptual framework, assumptions, and values of her
ot his culture and, as a result, is creating false ‘stories’ that fit her or his
own expectations. How many times during the writing sessions, when a
facilitator is citing something from a victim’s life story to show a
patticular point, the victim has said, “That is not what I meant, that is
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not what I meant at all.” For example, if a victim desctibes her husband
collecting relief handouts of rice, it may be seen by the worker as male
dominance and not as a sign of a helpful hushand.

The style of writing itself also presents difficulties. Repetition of ideas,
we wotkets think, is poor composition, whereas to the writer it is
emphasizing a poiat ot fact.

The routine ease of creating false ‘stoties’ that fit the worker’s own
expectations has consequences. The wotker gains limited understanding
of the real victim or their culture. Inadvertently, the wotker perpetuates a
lie, more a distorted myth of reality, that validates the worker’s own
culture as the norm and defines all others as deviations. By recognizing
the problems of monpcultural vision, however, the worker may acquire
cross-cultural awarendss.

Three problems stand between the worker and such an awatreness.
These are:

o the illusion of homogeneity or sameness
o we/they thinking
o the need to explain.

The illusion of homogeneity is generated to some degree in many
cultures. It is particulatly charactetistic of relief wotkers whose educa-
tional systems have traditionally advocated belief in an inherently super-
ior, homogeneous, culture of the ‘capable’. Workets like us often fail to
recognize that within us, the ‘capables’, there are many cultures: religion,
sexual preference, age, gender, lifestyle, and so on. In fact, the standard
response of the dominant culture of the non-victims, the wotkers, to
victim-cultures has been to melt them forcibly into one; characteristics
that do not fit are devalued, pushed to the margins, or denied. The belief
in one superiof, ‘capable’ culture, with its prescribed characteristics, has
been expoited and imposed upon victim societies and victims every-
where. The resulting illusion of homogeneity in its ‘capable’ or “less
vulnerable’ manifestation has influenced us around the world.

This illusion of homogeneity and its denial of difference blinds relef
wotkers to the reality of multiplicity as the norm. There is no homo-
geneous ‘we’ to contrast to a homogeneous ‘they’. But the illusion creates
the we/they mode of thinking, with its assumed cultural supetiority or
inferiority. One of its distorting by-products is that even where the
worker does see himself ot hetself and members of his or her culture
as complex, active, subjects, the victims are still perceived as indistin-
guishable from one another, as controllable, homogeneous objects of
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study who can be reduced to generalized data and explained. If something
can be explained, it has been reduced and owned: 1 know it, it is mine.

Certainly, such an explanation is an illusion. It is a way of scanning a
diverse group of victims, distorting or even ignoring their variety and
their vulnerability, and recognizing only their similarities. The victims ate
thus reduced to consistent traits that fit an encompassing explanation.
This ‘production of theoretical explanation’ is so basic to non-vietim
thought and scholarship that the relief workers brought up on its tenets
think that everything, even anything new or different, can be explained,
articulated and understood.”

Can the relief or rehabilitation or disaster mitigation workers (who are
not victims) accept the premiss that victims different from themselves
_ can never be known, understood, or explained fully or completely — and
can they recognize that there is actually nothing wrong with their
inevitable inability to acquire such understanding? Is it possible to grant
to victims the status of subject in out thinking and study? Can we
identify the ways each of us non-victims deals with difference? If we
non-victims can become aware of the ways our cultures influence our
dealing with difference, this can provide a foundation for perceiving the
reality of the vulnerability of victims and their experiences in both
disaster and non-disaster situations.

If the non-victims can learn to see and accept the reality of the
vulnerability of the victims and their expetiences, and stop there, without
understanding or explaining them, this will be a great leap forward, By
seeing and accepting, one acknowledges a reality distinct in itself, and in
so doing one may gain a basis for representing that reality and the
victims who reside within it. Non-victims may also have gained a clearer
basis for recognizing similatities across the experience of victims, should
they exist. :

In theit professional disaster work, some non-victims do try to place
themselves in the subject’s position in otder to make sense of the
vulnerability expetience. But it is a more difficult and different process
altogether to place those who ate vulnerable or victims or both in that
centtal position as subject: in other words, whete the starting point as
well as the direction ate set by the victim and not the non-victim, When

5 Jii§t recently, a pioneering relief agency rejected 2 DMI proposal for the study of
local coping mechanisms against drought by stating that “we know enough about it
already’, even though their *knowing’ was based or lessons learned mostly from
Africa and not from South Asia.
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a non-victim or a relief worker reads a life story of an unfamiliar
expetience of vulnerability, only a very conscious act of will that thrusts
the character and the story into the centre of reality — without imposing
cultural norms from non-victims’ experience — will allow the process of
understanding vulnerability cross-culturally to begin.

Even so, this process is complex and difficult to achieve, for it
involves what I have learned to call a ‘triple vision’. A non-victim or a
non-vulnerable person can never step out of, or leave behind fully, their
own self and its seeing and interpreting aciivity, which is a function of
being a person, the subject of one’s own singular vision. For a non-
victim to leave the self behind entitrely, he or she would have to have
become possessed by ancther entity or character, that of the victim.
Hence, the non-victim must be conscious of the process by which
experience of vulnerability is filtered through his or her own perceptions,
and, at the same time, attempt to deliberately make someone else — the
victim in unfamiliar vulnerability — the centre of reality, recognizing his
‘or her own singular vision, If a non-victim achieves this, he or she may
expetience vulnerability as an impression of seeing through three sets of
eyes at once: of simultaneously looking, being looked at and being the
difference between the two. She or he will move between being subject
and object, will learn what it is to be both insider and outsider, or
neither, ot in-between.

To illustrate how a life profile reads and may be read using this ‘triple
vision’ I have included an example: ‘From water to water’ (see box on
pages 75-7). Reading from the perspective of 2 non-victim, a subject, we
can see systems and conditions as the cause of the woman’s pain and
vulnerability,

When reading this account many non-victims will find it difficult, if
not impossible, to keep the woman in the subject’s position even though
it is a first-person account, and to stay unwaveringly within that woman’s
point of view. The non-victim’s own cultural values will produce objec-
tions, insights, questions, value judgements, irritations and recommenda-
tions: these pull the non-victim away from the woman’s perspective,
even if only momentarily. Thus the challenge becomes one of holding
three perspectives in focus simultaneously or of shifting back and forth
between them while recognizing all. In this way, the non-vietim can
explore the limited nature of his or her understanding of the victim’s
vulnerability. The victim and the non-victim both function as subjects,
mutually acting upon each other, interacting, rather than either one being
relegated to- the position of passive object.
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The responses generated by this approach to understanding vulner-
ability include many ‘how?’ and ‘why?’ questions. For example, in the
case-study below one might ask why the woman mentions the dust on
her clothes and hair as well as her memory, or how she perceives the
value of the new roads to the village that stop flood water from escaping,
Such questions can also be valuable signposts to that which non-victims
recognize but do not understand. These questions remind the non-
victims that they need a larger cultural context to develop a fuller
interpretation of any story of vulnerability from outside their own
culture. Also, to undetstand the life stories better some knowledge of
the traditional family and images of woman as victim is essential.

Once the non-victims have seen the wall of differences between
+ themselves and the victims, they can at least begin to understand how
it separates the two. So, paradoxically, in order to see, link and under-
stand each other, we have to see that which does not allow us to see, that
separates, and remains un-understood: the wall. Only by recognizing the
wall can we see through it — at times, in parts, at an angle — though never
fully. Accepting the reality of this experience of limitation makes possible
the non-victim’s — our — acceptance of the reality of the life profile
expetience and the woman who wrote it and what she presents. And
through that acceptance of separation and limited understanding, we
learn to respect the woman, her culture and her vulnerability, We may
not have understood her vulnerability and even less reduced it, but by
refusing to rewrite or understand them in the mould of our own culture’s
assumptions of vulnerability, we have avoided discounting their reality.
Perhaps we shall also have come closer to tecognizing real connections
among victims of heterogeneous identities and a shared destiny on this
vulnerable sub-continent.
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6 A bindi is the red paste mark that a Hindu woman traditionally wears on her
forehead to indicate that she is married. In more lberal circles, such as cities or the
middle classes, many matried wormen have dropped this custom.

7 Term for government administrators who are too full of themselves to do any
good,

8 Le. great bores.

9 This remark could have several meanings: the most direct one is that the saplings
are as valuable as gold dust at a time of ctisis; but note the perhaps ironic use of
the word ‘dust’ here, which elsewhere in the natrative has negative connotations,
and there is something ironic, too, in earning money by maising saplings in a
drought-year.
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10 A measurement of earth dug: 100 cubic feer.

11 ie her ironic views can tutn bitter or poisonous, hurting othets on occasion.
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