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Facing the Flood

BDRCS Rushes to the Rescue

'With a major calamity like the present flood gripping the Bangladesh delta, where boats
are seen plying in roads of the capital city Dhaka, one wonders if a charitable organisation
like the Bangladesh Red Crescent Society is aware of the grave situation, and if it is func-
tioning adequately. Fayza Haq speaks to three persons of authority in the organisation viz.
Major Ali Hassan Quoreshi, the secretary general, Bjorn Eder, the head of the IRC
delegation, now visiting the country, and Julian Francis; a disaster preparedness

delegate.

The Daily Star (DS): What is
the size of your aid?

Major A H Quoreshi: We have
not yet completed giving the
aid, it is an on going process. It
is very difficult to assess it at
this moment. Aid is being given
all over the country, in all the
districts, plus the four
metropolitan cities. We are op-
erating in 68 different places
but centrally, so far, we have
concentrated in two phases of
relief operations. The first one
is the random distribution of
prepared food, mostly chira and
gur, which covered 100,000 gcoo-

le, ultimately covering 20,
amilies. That was done in 37
districts and in the city of
Dhaka.

DS: What else have you given
apart from - ‘

Major A H Quoreshi: We dis-
tribute various items like
household goods, children's
clothing, but not lungis or saris,
but we'll probably doing it
later on. For us clothes is in-
significant: at present we are
concentrating on the distribu-
tion of food. The random dis-
tribution began at the end of
July and went on till the middle
of August. We then distributed
rice and pulses at the scale of 30
kgs of rice and 5 kgs of pulses

er family, assumin each
amily comprised 5 individuals.
This is being done in the most
flood affected areas in "25
districts including the Ganges
and Brahmaputra basins, and

the Dhaka citg. _
?Tn many tases people are

flocking around the cameras,
and various relief teams have
to move on to another area
where the next lot of needy peo-

le have collected. Our relief,

owever, is more systematic.
The people we reach are either
in a relief camps or stranded in
their homes. Our Red Crescent
teams visit those places. Suffer-
n;% people need food and medi-
cal assistance. In some cases we
do not preselect or take the ad-
dresses of the beneficiaries. We
give instant assistance so that
the hungry ones can eat. In the
others, beneficiaries are se-
lected, keeping certain consid-
erations in view such as is the
family in great need? From a
hundred families. say, we select
the most vulnerable ones. We
try not to duplicate the work of
other relief organisations. We
atternpt to select disabled indi-
viduals, women and old ple
as well as physically weak peo-
ple, who cannot reach the other
relief teams. Considering vari-
ous factors, we make a priority
list, and we attempt to help
those in genuine need. This list
may not all inclusive. There
mag' be 200 families in an area,
and out of them we select 30 or
40 of them. We don't want to
give relief for only a day — we
want the relief to be substan-
tial. The family that gets our
relief is contented for about 10
days. This is being done for
80,000 families to ultimately
cover about 400,000 people. By
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Major Ali Hassan Quogeshi

the time this phase ends we will

end up covering 400,000 more

g:nplc. by the middle of
ptember.

DS: What is your plan of dis-
tribution ?

Major A H Quoreshi: We have
our district units. In each dis-
trict in a metropolitan city, we
have an elected committee and
Red Crescent members. They
carry out the survey for the
number of beneficiaries; prese-
lect the areas; and then there
are relief goods like food which
is prepacked. People either
come to us or we go to them.
This is done everyday.

DS: Were you not prepared
for the flood?

Major A H Quoreshi: We are
always J}ﬂ:pared for the flood,

id not know if it would
be Ms Rehana or Mr Rahim who
would be affected. We are well
aware that floods will continue
to deluge our lands. We have our
teams ready, we have a system
laid down. The disaster relief
manual states the rules and
drills. But we have to reach an
area which is presently affected
by the flood.

DS: What is the cost of deliv-
ery — why is foreign aid needed?

Major A H Quoreshi: The sit-
uation was so terrible that to
cope with it was beyond our
means. As for international as-
sistance, which is a normal
case for charity through our in-
ternational federation based in
Geneva, we make an interna-
tional appeal; next Geneva asks
all the sister RC societies to as-
sist. This time we asked for
Taka 8 crore 55 lakh to combat
the present situation. As the
money is being raised, it is be-
ing spent. The statistics or re-
quirement is changing. The full
amount that is required is yet to

be learnt. The European Union
is also assisting us. Most of our

appeal is expected to be fulfilled
very soon. The money is with
the donors and the full amount
has not been raised as yet. We
have received 85 per cent of our
appeal amount.

There are various channels
of sending the money. The
donor organisation gives aid

Bjorn Eder

the Red Crescent or Red Cross
Society of the country via the
HQ of Cross in Geneva. The
HQ sends the money to the fed-
eration office. This does not
necessarily take a long time. If
the money is placed today, in
say the Netherlands, this
money may be in Bangladesh
tomorrow.

DS: How much longer will it
take for all the water to recede
according to your guess?

Major A H Quoreshi: It is
unusual that the flood water is
standing for so lunF‘ In ‘88 the
flood water stood lor only two
weeks at the maximum. Proba-
bly the water will stand for two
weeks more. Until that time
there will be the need for relief,
Once people return to their
homes there will be more relief
requirement.

DS: What is the cost of your
delivery; How many vehicles
and deﬁuery people do you em-
ploy?

Major A H Quoreshi: It is an
ongoing dynamic operation. We
have to hire transport: it is dil-
ficult to give the exact figure of
the transport. In an operation
of this nature, our own trans-
ports are not enough to carry
the necessary thousands of tons
of food. We have a large number
of light vehicles, trucks, and

ick-up vans. Incidentally, a
arge number of women are
employed in our organisation
including in our hospitals and
at the HQ. We employ about 600
people working in various relief
projects in Bangladesh. In our
pay roll we have 2.000 people in
all. Relief is not our only opera-
tion. We have other ongoing
pruﬂet:ts throughout the country
and we are modifying the pro-
jects depending on the situa-
tions. We will expand and en-
large if the intensity of the
flood continues. We hope to help
half a million families. We've
just had a meeting with our
chairman and the head of dele-
gation. The final plan of action
will be sent to Geneva and ulu-

maltlg' BDRCS will benefit.
DS: Unlike in the past. there

has been little remarkable civil
involvement in flood relief op-

For Some Discos as Usual as Flood
Swamps the Country

some people despite the
urrent flood disaster, with
discos and holiday spots doing
good business Ashulia over the
weekend. The floods have been
a boon for others charging extra
for dry rooms and consumer
goods, ferry service and sale of
new boats, the most popular
mode of transport now across
the country. Music from food
vending vehicles filled the air
as people jammed this favourite
location known as "lovers
paradise” just outside Dhaka.
Police constables struggled
to keep traffic on track and ve-
hicles properly parked as the
road through this once sleepy
village rises over Dhaka's flood
]l::rutecliﬂn embankment.
roops along with civil offi-
cials worked to keep the em-

I IFE has hardly changed for

bankment from getting dam-
aged from surging fl waters
or unconcerned visitors. "They

don't understand the situation
... if this embankment is dam-
aged many areas will just sub-
merge,” ?aid nmi_ ﬂai?ﬂa] direct-
in e pla of s bags.
gHungrcgggnf ute bags were
being filled with sand day
workers as trucks unloaded
them on the road side. The offi-
cial complained the embank-
ment was d ed when boats
ferrying holiday crowd hit the
sides to drop or take in new
sengers, "It is great fun and the
water is great,” teenager Ashik
said after a dip into the water
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from a boat. He said he and his
friends hired a boat for the
whole day for 500 Taka and has
been enjoying the stagnant
flood water. They strung on the
%ultar and shouted popular
engali songs, many off tune.
"Sajna” and Yummy, Yummy”
— two popular mobile fast food
restaurants — found it difficult
to cope with business. "It is an
extraordinary day ... I can't sto
for a moment, but it is goo
business,” said one staff.

Ferry operators charged ex-
tra seeing the rush, while saw
mill owners said the floods
were a windfall as they sold
boats made of wood they would
normally sell at a throwaway
price. "Say A.B.C ..." the popular
American band song blasted
from loudspeakers as multi-
coloured lights flicked at a
disco. Locals joined expatriates
for a sumptuous food and dance
custing at least 600 Taka for
each. "I feel bad, what can | do,”
one client responded when
asked what he had done for the
flood victims.

Another said: "I contributed
to my company fund and
calamity does not mean we all
have to go into a depressive
mood.” Disco owners said they
had more guests since the floods
hit Dhaka's upmarket areas.
Knee- to waist-deep floodwaters

shed across roads, lawns and

apped around up-market
homes in the Gulshan and
Baridhara districts in north

Dhaka where most foreign
diplomatic missions and resi-

dences are located. witnesses

said.

The total death toll now
stands at 444, with more than
30 million people homeless and
vast tracts of agricultural land
destroyed.

An advertisement in local
dailies announcing a "Steak
Week" at Dhaka Sheraton Hotel
drew sharp criticism from a
section of press, which asked
how the management could
promote luxury when thou-
sands scrambled for food.
Some travel agents reported a
rush for tickets anywhere out-
side Bangladesh by the local
rich tired or scared of floods.
The Coca-Cola beverage com-
pany Saturday announced that
15 poisa from each bottle sold
until September 23 would go in
aid of the flood victims, so "join
in and stand by the people in
this crisis moment."

Up to two million people
have lost their homes in and
around Dhaka alone. The
floods, ‘the longest-lasting on
record in the country, have
submerged two-thirds of this
deltaic South Asian country
forcing Bangladesh to appeal
for international emergency
help. Prime Minister Sheikh
Hasina cancelled a visit to next
week's Non-Aligned summit in
South Africa to oversee disaster
relief.

— AFP Feature
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erations, as seen in '88. How do
you feel about this phe-
nomenon?

Major A H Quoreshi: The
Prime Minister has made her
appeal and she has called upon
everyone — the public at large
and the vulunlari; organisa-
tions. People will gradually
come forward. All the volun-

tary organisations of
Bangladesh, big or small, in
are in-

one shape or another,
volved. Fnediwduals are not be-
ing seen coming out of the
houses as the families them-
selves are affected. There is no
dearth of goodwill. I'm sure the
spontaneous reaction of ‘88 will

be repeated.
: What are the present and
post rehabilitation pro-

grammes that you have i(n

mind?
Bjorn Eder: We have not yet

decidtd what to do in the post.

flood situation, but in the first
appeal that was sent out in the
end of July for international
assistance, we only dealt with
the immediate situation. Now
we are considering the flood as
a phenomenon more severe
than what was predicted a
month ago, and we hope to do
some post-flood work as well.
We are preparing, as the secre-
tary general has said, one more
appeal to Geneva. There we
hope a response of a bigger
emergency relief. The Red Cross
and Eﬂdczrfﬂfﬂl are an emer-
gency organisations. However,
we may see to vegetable seed dis-
tribution and possibly some
consiruction materials. We do
not envisage that the BDRCS
will be deeply involved in the
post-floo rehabilitation
phase.

DS: Are the priorities of aid
given in the right places — what
about bedding, sheets etc.?

Bjorn Eder: We don't deal
with that. We have a limited
amount of money and people.
We have to choose our priorities
on what is most essential. Right
now it is clearly food. We have a
situation to deal with 20 mil-
lion people. The food crisis is
the worst and we have to con-
centrate on that, We have set up

22 medical teams, and in the
lan we have 60 medical teams.
ey each comprise a doctor,
paramedics, a male and a fe-
male volunteer. '
DS: Were you ﬁ:& ared for
the magnitude of t ?
Ellﬁm Eder: To some degree, |
would say: yes. There is a flood
in Bangladesh every year, as
people know. Uaualgl the people
are able to cope with the flood.
However, we were not mentally
prepared for a flood of this
magnitude. But the BDRCS has
disaster preparedness pro-
grammes over the most disaster

prone districts, which are sup- .

ported by Geneva. .
DS:bYWnuld you elaborate

more on who are the people who
have donated money to the
sh Red Crescent?
. :Bjorn Eder: At present there
are 164 Red Crescent and Red
Cross Societies in the world.
Many of them are in developing
countries and have no finan-
cial resources of their own
themselves. The procedure is
that the BDRCS appeal to the
federation. The federation

sends out the appeals on behalf
of the BDRCS.

From our HQ in Geneva our
appeal goes to other organisa-

great satisfaction by itself.

DS: Are you awware that there
are reports that the drinking
water and sewerage water are
getting mixed at places in
Bangladesh? Do you know that
due to fear of Iaci of food there
is hoarding of fish and meat in
homes in Dhaka? Are you
aware that prices of food and
:;'wuns nrt?hnue gone up during

Bjorn Eder: | am aware of the
price hike. The rest I'lmn unaware
of. 1 know only what the news-

papers print.
DS: Is the BDRCS doing ade-

quate work?

Bjorn Eder: In some places it
is doing excellent work such as
the cyclone preparedness in
coastal areas where, the RC has
150 shelters. The important
thing is that there are 32,000
volunteers in this area, who are
trained and equipped in every
union to deal with cyclone
warning and relief. The flood
awareness programme, how-
ever, Is quite new. It has not es-
tablished itself yet.

DS: Do you think that this
flood situation will get worse?

Bjorn Eder: With the inter-
national support only marginal

)
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tions belonging to the federa-
tion. In this case e g., the Amer-
icans, the Netherlanders, the
British, the Austrians. the Ko-
reans, the Icelanders, the Dan-
ish, the Swedes, the Japanese
and the Germans have already
donated via the RC. The Euro-
pean Union has also aided.

DS: How do you find the sit-
uation in Bangladesh — does it
give you headaches or night-
mares?

Hg::m Eder: In Asia, | think
the BDRCS is well organised.
This flood is an impossible task
for the BDRCS to handle the
immediate need of the poor.
However we are here not to
solve the poverty situation but
to alleviate it in case of emer-
gency. In the 10 years l've
worked with the RC. the advan-
tage that is counterbalancing
the nightmares and headaches
is that this is one place, where
you are not just an onlooker,
but doing something positive
and practical yourself to deal
with acute emergency. That is a

Relief goods being distributed by BDRCS.,

help can be given to the people.
We are talking about 20 million
aflected people. The RC work is
only auxiliary to what others
are doing. The RC is however a
big channel for international
emergency relief.

DS: Is not the foreign aid
through the BDRCS inadequate
for the large number of people
affected?

Bjorn Eder: External relief
will always be small portion of
the response to the cry for aid.
In China alone 200 million
people are recently affected. The
government receives supporl
through UN agencies. There is
also direct government to gov-
ernment aid. The resources for
the disaster area will have to
come from the country itself.
The affected people have to take
refuge and fend for themselves.
The affluent and the middle-
class in Bangladesh must also
have to make their contribu-
tions. The foreign aid is tax-
paiﬁ:rs' money, and sometimes
collected from the old and

Jject — what is your bac

school-going children. They are
sparin not only for
Bangladesh but also for man

other countries in the world,
where there are many disasters
and where people are badly af-
fected, as in Korea, Nepal, Su-
dan and India, South America,
Afghanistan. I still believe that
the well-to-do in Bangladesh
should help, if only with their
old saris and lungis, old cook-

ing utensils, spare food etc.

DS: It s reported that some-
times foreign aid brings in
something like gents’ suits —
who can use such items in
Bangladesh?

Bjorn Eder: The common
people in Europe and America
are not aware that here people
wear lungis and saris. They
send what they think is good
and useful. ey are trying
their best. That is better than
giving nothing which is what
the affluent in Bangladesh are
doing. Heeps by the well-off in"
Bangladesh is being done only
to some degree. This has to be
organised and done in an effi-
cilent manner.

DS: How long will the effect
of the flood last — you are a dis-
aster expert aren’t you?

Bjorn Eder: The effect of the

T
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flood will go on till the end of
October, even when the floods
recede. The medical situation
will then be there to be handled.

DS: What makes you inter-
ested in this Red Crescent Pro-
kground?

Bjorn Eder: | started as a
volunteer in India in 1976. 1
was a board member of a volun-
tary organisation called "The
Swallows", in Sweden. From
1988 | was a director of the Dis-,
aster and Reliel Response in
Sweden, Asia, America and Eu-
rope. | was in-charge of delegate
training and recruitment. In
1995 | came to Bangladesh as
the head of the delegation.

DS: What is the partnership
of the BDRCS with the govern-
ment and the NGOs in terms of
relief operation?

Julian Francis: The BDRCS
is auxiliary to the government
of Bangladesh and assists the
government in humanitarian
disasters. and the international
federation of Red Cross societies
assists societies like BDRCS.

Long-term development work as
well as in the emergency relief
operations get involved in from
time to time. We certainly have
informal links with the NGOs.
The BDRCS units are in touch
with the NGOs that are in the
both at the districts and capital
level, e.g. The Disaster Forum,
which meets to discuss different
aspects of work in connection
with disaster. We have very
formal links with the govern-
ment e.g. the government re-
quested the international fed-
eration of the BDRCS to get in-
volved in the rehabilitation

rogramme in the Dhittafﬁnna%

ill Tracts. That was an offici
invitation and the President of

the n‘:v::n.mtrazl ag oints the
chairman of the BDRCS.
We work alo ide the NGOs

and make sure that our work is
not duplicated. In the district
level, we will not be distributing
relief materials e.g. to those
who have received similar relief
from other organisations.

DS: oes BDRCS only
distribute chira, gur, rice and
daal — what about biscuits and
tinned fish?

Julian Francis: In July we

~ had anticipated that the floods |

would recede, as in the past
years, and people would be go-*
ing back to their own homes. We
felt what we were %ﬂn was
more appropriate. is hasn't
been the case, and so we are in
the process of revising our
plans. We will be distributing
ready-made food such as bis-
cuits. It is possible that we will
be distributing clothes too in
the next phase, but that depends
on the success our interna-

. tional appeal.

DS: When do you expect the

to recede?

Julian Francis: From our
own experience and what we are
monitoring from the govern-
ment authorities, and the vari-
ous bulletins put out by the
flood forecasting, we don't ex-

t the floods to recede before a
ortnight. The flood might re-
cede by September, but unfortu-
nately it will have adverse effect
on the health of the population
in two-thirds of the country.
The monsoon crop of rice will
be severely destroyed so that
although there should be a good
winter crop, because of the soil
fertility and high moisture the
main rice crop of Bangladesh
will be severely decimated.

DS: Why is it that par-
ently the less-well off in Euro
and USA care so much for

affected in Bangladesh?

Julian Francis: In compari-
son, the poor are the most gen-
erous, because the poor in the
west, as even here. have experi-
enced poverty and are willing to
give.

DS: What is %ﬂur background
Jor handling a BDRCS job like
yours?

Julian Francis: | have had
30 years of reliefl and develop-
ment experience in the Indian
subcontinent, and have experi-
enced many man-made and
natural disasters in this part of
the world. I've seen at least 10
floods, 4 cyclones, 5 draughts
and one or two earthquakes.

One believes, after speakin
to the BDRC authorities, if !Fﬁ
to the people of Bangladesh
alone, calamities such as the
present flood can never be ef-
fectivelly combatted.

MPOWERMENT of women
E has, in recent years, come

to be regarded as an
essential step to promote all
round progress of any society.
In India also. this matter has
received attention though in.
many fields of social and public
walks of life much remains to
be done. Adequate measures
through enactment of a number
of laws have been sought to be
enforced to prevent harassment
to women. both at home and at
places of work.

The Supreme Court of India
has given detailed guidelines to
increasing number of women
have taken to jobs which in the
none too distant a past, were
considered the bastion and ex-
clusive preservation of men.
While women joined the police
in the various parts of India,
including the IPS, since many
years the Central Reserve Police
Force threw its doors open to
them only in the 1980s.

It has only lately-in-the
1990s-that women have been
taken into the Defence Services
as combatants and pilots. Going
b{ the ever increasing number
of women seeking enlistment in
the ranks of the Uniformed
Forces — whether Police or the
Defence — one is tempted to
conclude that women have
found the working atmosphere
in the Uniformed Services quite
acceptable and they have not
been subjected to any sexual ha-
rassment. The same cannot
perhaps be said of the experi-

. ence of similarly placed women

in some of the so-called 'ad-
vanced' countries,

Women and Armed Forces

T Ananthachari writes from New Delhi

Recent exposures of sexual harassment of women enlistees in the Canadian Army have
brought to surface a malady, particularly in the traditionally disciplined wings of
public administration, which can only highlight the mental attitude of men even if it is
not among all of them, towards women.

Recent exposures of sexual
harassment of women enlistees
in the Canadian Army have
brought to surface a malady.
particularly in the tradition-
ally disciplined wings of public
administration, which can
onl hithght the mental atti-
tude of men even if it is not
among all of them, towards
women. The latest reports brin
out continued practice of 'sexu
assaults at gun point and a
widespread acceptance of crude
behaviour towards women in
the military.’

In 1994 Canadian Peace
keepers in Somalia were in the
thick of a scandal leading to the
death of a Somali teen-age girl.
As in many other instances,
media exposure in May this
year about the travails of a girl
who was alleged raped by two
officers right in the first week
of her basic training. What is
more disturbing in a case of this
kind is the fact that soon after
the unsavoury incident 'her su-
periors had confined her to bar-
racks and ordered her no to re-
port the attack to the military
police, whose office is in an-
other section of the base’'.

While, according to media

reports 'the army is trying to
undermine her credibility,’
many soldiers have said ‘they
were not surprised that such
abuses occurred because of offi-
cers' pervasive indifference to
such concerns'. The serious im-
pact of this development on the
Army can be gauged from the
fact that the Army top brass
have ‘recognised the existence
of such attitudes and lashed out
at those who see such harass-
ment as an inevitable conse-
quence of having women in the
armed forces.’

It is worthwhile mentioning
that women account for 10.8 per
cent of the regular Canadian
military and 18.7 per cent of the
Reserves. According to media
reports the military police is
said to be investigating as many
as 80 sexual assault com-
plaints. It has also been re-
ported that most Canadians do
not trust the military to pursue
the allegations fully. This issue
has assumed such serious pro-
portions that Chief of Staff
General Maurice Baril has gone
on record to say that he would
not "allow the Canadian Forces
to become a refuge or training
ground for thugs and brutes”.

From now on every one in
the Canadian Armed Forces
will be required to go through
‘training’ to 'Prevent sexual ha-
rassment'. The Canadian
episode has also come as a
timely reminder of what has
happened in other countries
like the US and the UK. Not long
ago there was a raging debate in
the US if there should be mea-
sures to segregate women in
uniform from the men, particu-
larly at the time of initial entry
into the Forces and training. In
the US a formal Committee was
set up to study the problem in
depth and offer viable sugges-
tions. In the UK soldiers have
been prosecuted for sexual ha-
rassment complaints.

Interestingly enough, there
is yet another matter relating to
sexual conduct of members of
the military personnel in the
US has come up for review. Offi-
cials at Pentagon, the head-

uarters of the American De-
ence Establishment, have pro-
posed "downgrading the crime
of adultery in the military’'s jus-
tice system’.

This, it is said will help in
looking at the military not very

differently from the civilians.
The change proposed envisages
that while adu teréy would re-
main a crime under the Uni-
form Code of Military Justice, it
would clarify the circumstances
in which adultery should be
prosecuted. The suggested modi-
fication would imply that
charges would be filed only
when adultery 'has disrupted
the morale or smooth function-
ing of a military unit.

However, it is being said that
‘the changes would be more or
less like reducing adultery from

a felony to a misdemeanor in
the military's docket of mis-
conduct.”

Gone are the days when the
military establishments used to
be segregated and located far
away from the main civilian
habitations. Thanks to ever
growing limits of urban and
city jurisdictions, many of the
cantonment areas have by now
are right in the middle of large
civilian population. At least in
India, thanks to large scale and
repeated deployment of Army
units to assist civilian authori-
ties, there is a growing scope for

reater contact and mutual in-

uence between uniformed per-
sonnel and civilian population.
Perhaps what is being witnessed
in Canada and elsewhere is an
outcome of similar devel-
opments which may be taking
place in their own environ-
ment.

The writer is a _former Direc-
tor General of Indian Border
Security Force,

By Hanna-Barbera

N FLEMMNG'S
James Bond }




