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]13 and activities of pre-, during and post-

disaster. In my opinion, disaster response requires quick evacuation, supply of relief
materials, disposal of casualties and clearance of lines of communication immediately
after the occurrence of disaster to enable victims to overcome the psychological fear of
becoming destitute, regardless of their pre-disaster economic status.

Z.A. KHAN

n E have lost
everything we
worked for during

our lives, We do not know when and
where to start again" was what [
heard from most of the people of the
devastated areas that I visited last
week: Manikhall, Betaki and Amtali
are the three places that [ along with
a few others visited after the
ravaging cyclone Sidr, which razed
everything on the fateful night of
November 15.

Most of the people who had to
bear the brunt of the gusty 220 km
perhourwindstorm associated with
30-foot high tidal-bore were the
poor people who occupied the most
dangerous locations like flood

plains, riverbanks and reclaimed
land (char). It is often said that
disasters seek out poor people and
ensure that they stay poor. What an
irony!

We knowthat natural vagaries are
"fait accompli,” but efficient disas-
ter management is very much inour
hands, Vulnerability reduction is
time consuming, but timeliness of
response to disasters depends on
detailed planning and committed
implementation. Flawed planning
exacerbates these factors and, thus,
exposes more and more people to
disasters.

Disaster management encom-
passes planning and activities of
pre-, during and post-disaster. In
my opinion, disaster response
requires quick evacuation, supply of

relief materials, disposal of casual-
ties and clearance of lines of com-
munication immediately after the
occurrence of disaster to enable
victims to overcomne the psychologi-
cal fear of becoming destitute,
regardless of their pre-disaster
economic status.

When we reached Manikkhali
under Burirchar union of Borguna
upazila, we were awestruck at the
sight of a plain piece of land beside
Peara River, which we were told was
a cluster village. It was quite a diffi-
cult journey as the road on the
barrier embankment (Beri Bund)
had suffered topsoil erosion, creat-
ingcraterafter crater.

Soon after, we stopped at a desig-
nated point, which had not been

Houses had been razed to the
ground, large trees were uprooted,
and cattle and people were swept
away. Thanks Almighty, only a few
lives were lost. People were wailing
for the loss of means of livelihood,
and some were shivering because of
the trauma, which was still persist-
ing:

On enquiry, we found that even
though nobody had visited them on
the spot, most of the victims were
taken to relief distribution points
and were given adequate relief
materials. They felt that they needed
money and construction material
more than anything else. They also
told us that the medical support
they received was negligible. Their
need for pure drinking water merits
mention here. Taltali of Amtali
upazila and Betaki upazila of
Borguna had a similar saga to nar-
rate. Their suggestion for post
cyclone Sidr disaster management
isnodifferent.

Some elderly people of the areas
we visited complained that not
enough workers were available to
lend their helping hands to recon-
struct the houses, When questioned
about the reason, the reply was that
so much food had been received
that a part of the same was being
sold to meet other household
requirements, therefore, they did
not feel the necessity of working on
dailywages basis.

We met fairly large segment of
cyclone stricken people who con-
fided in us that they would not be
able to pay their installments
against the loans taken under
microcredit scheme run by a few
NGO's, and they did not hesitate to
tell me that their experience per-
taining to default in payment of
installmentwas not pleasant.

We saw a few burials of cattle. The
owners told us that some of them
had stayed back in their huts to save
their cattle, but their efforts ended
in futility as the 20'-30' tidal bore
simply swept those cattle away, and
they themselves were lucky enough
to be able to hold onto the branches

and trunks of trees or swim to safety.
Some even told us that there were
not enough cyclone shelters to
house the people and cattle in the
area. So they preferred to stay home
and save as much of their belong-
ings as was possible.

Although Bangladesh is known in
the world as a success story in
cyclone preparedness and post
cyclone rehabilitation, our experi-
ence this time reveals that commu-
nity response was not forthcoming.
This brings to the fore the necessity
ofvolunteerism on alargescale.

We met some young people, fairly
well attired, in the makeshift tea
stalls, who told us that they were yet
to be marshaled to be assigned
tasks. This statement is good
enough to tell us that they were not
imbibed with the spirit of
volunteerism (maybe due to the
lack of inspiring local leadership).

We held a few opinion exchange
meetings at Borguna and Betaki,
where we gathered that they were
happy about the prompt response of
the government but were not quite

* sure about long-term commitment

of both the government and other

relevant agencies. Some even sug-

gested the creation of a coastal affairs
division on the lines of the existing

Hill Tract Affairs Division, so that it

can prepare the nation over months

and years to ensure risk reduction
andefficient disaster management.

Keeping the findings in mind, I have

the following recommendations:

e Larger areas should be brought
under disaster preparedness
and mitigation programs.

e Local coping strategies should
be worked out keeping in mind
resources availablelocally.

e More multipurpose shelters are
needed in the coastal areas of
southern Bangladesh for both
human beings and cattle.

+ Self financed micro credit
schemes should be undertaken
within a certain radius around
the shelters, Service charge for
the borrowings should be
minimum. A borrower would
lose membership of the

scheme ifhe failed to return the
loaned money within the
stipulated time, and this deci-
sion would be announced in an
open meeting of the people of
the catchments area so that it
shamed the defaulters.

= A large volunteer force should
be raised. Students from sec-
ondary grade to Baccalaureate
should be allowed to graduate
only after they produce certifi-
cate of attendance in the first
aid and evacuation programs.

« Capacity building for rehabilita-
tion should be ensured. This is
possible by training able-

" bodied people in masonry,
carpentry, tube-well sinking
and road repairing using the
local resources. This should in

help sustainability and growth, |

« Coordination bodies should be
formed at each union in the
coastal area, and they should
meet from time to time at the
union council office even if
there is no cyclone, so that
esprit-de-corps is promoted
and leadership is established
and recognised by the commu-
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desﬁ\should be held up as a model for poorer

countries worldwide that will suffer from worsening global conditions. If this country
can do it, with a massive poverty-stricken population, widespread corruption and a
history of intermittent political instability, then surely any can.

DOUGLAS BRODERICK

UT in the ravaged fields,
O days after Cyclone Sidr hit

Bangladesh, the devasta-
tion was everywhere, Flattened
houses, crops, trees, dead livestock
and, sadly, also people. Yet even
more evident was the resilient
Bangladeshi spirit.

Traders had already started
selling rice with little or no increase
in price; villagers were salvaging
what they could and rebuilding
their fragile homes while children

dried textbooks, unsure of when
schools would restart. There before
my eyes was the intriguing
Bangladesh, resilient and vulnera-
ble, secure and insecure, develop-
ing and retrogressing, all at the
same time.

The Bangladesh puzzle has two
distinct dimensions. One goes back
to a remark by Henry Kissinger in
1971, in response to an assertion
that "Bangladesh would be a bas-
ket case.” His reply that it would
“not necessarily be our basket
case” still sums up many people's

views of the country and can be
heard quite often, whether in
expatriate clubs in Dhaka or even
among policy circles in OECD
countries.

The recent macroeconomic
trends of creeping inflation, rising
inequality and the sluggish econ-
omy, topped by the two neck-to-
neck disasters give these
Cassandra-like voices more cre-
dence.

The other is the one provided in
recent analysis, including that by
Amartya Sen, that the country has

reduced social poverty better than
some of the regional giants like
India. The 2005 UNDP Human
Development Report catapulted
the country from the low develop-
ment group to the one with
medium development indicators.

Bangladesh has been dealt body
blows several times throughout the
last century.

Cyclones, floods and famine
have killed millions. In recent years
the incidence of serious disaster
has increased. The November
cyclone follows massive flooding in
July, Near-famine situations in the
north are a perennial problem.
2004 saw almost fifty percent of
land submerged for more than two
months.

The future may hold more of the
same, with poorly planned con-
struction and urbanisation clog-
ging the natural drainage systergs

and aggravating the localised
droughts in the north and the
north-west -- exacerbating existing
problems and adding new, such as
expected subsidence in Dhaka due
to the lowering of the water table.

Even without projected sea level
rises, predicted to displace 30
million within the next 40 years,
Bangladesh has severe natural
phenomena to conquer., The
expected impacts from climate
change worsen all of the above,
affecting the basic food security
and hunger status of a country that
has struggled hard to attain near
self-sufficiency in food production.

Things going wrong in
Bangladesh should and would be
of concern for all of us, as a country
of almost 150 million people can-
notbe ignored.

But wait. Bangladesh has weath-
ered every storm, reduced poverty,
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improved life expectancy and
living standards and is performing
well on many of the Millennium
Development Goals. The fre-
quency of disaster is increasing but
the cost in lives is nowhere as high.
Disaster preparedness and early
warning has worked. Food security
has improved. This cyclone has
killed thousands. If it had hit thirty
years ago it would have killed hun-
dreds of thousands,

Far from being a basket case,
Bangladesh should be held up as a
model for poorer countries world-
wide that will suffer from worsen-
ing global conditions. If this coun-
try can do it, with a massive pov-
erty-stricken population, wide-
spread corruption and a history of
intermittent political instability,
thensurely anycan.

But again it stands at the cross-
roads and needs more friends,

:

nityinthe neighbourhood.

¢ Empowerment of women
should receive priority by
providing funds to raise cattle
and poultry, so that they can
sustain themselves in the event
of their male bread earner
becoming a casualty (dead or
incapacitated)

e Arrange advocacy to encourage
volunteerism,

+ Develop sense of dignity among
the vulnerable through local
participation.

» Contingency planning focusing
on the ways and means of
launching the relief and reha-
bilitation scheme should be
prepared, and rehearsals
should be conducted at least
once every year to implement
the contingency plans.

o Tracing teams comprising of
locals should be organised to
report about missing people,
and also to help families to re-
unite.

« Local leaders should be trained
to prepare assessment reports
of the damage caused. This
assessment should be commu-
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especially those who are long term
and will assist the country to deal
with the challenges of geography,
changing climate and human
mistakes.

The methods and practices for
effective disaster preparedness
and disaster risk reduction are
Known and in part put into great
effect. But erratic commitmentand
present-day needs mean that it is
always at the bottom of pressing
priorities like importing food
grains and fuel, supplying electric-
ity or expanding education. That
future needs to be secured through
planned, external assistance.

Seeing the damage, | realise that
we in the humanitarian commu-
nity have a hard road ahead. At the
World Food Program, we are well
known for providing emergency
food assistance in the aftermath of
emergencies. What is less well

Forget war with Iran
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ely, if mere journalists were hearing it,

America's intelligence analysts and top officials were getting wind of this consensus as
well. So what changed? Simple: the politics surrounding a war with Iran, the departure
of ideologues who habitually bent facts to fit prefixed views, and the chastening of a
president who, until now, has let them do it.

MICHAEL HIRSH

RESIDENT Bush, in his
pews conference this week,
said "nothing's changed"
about the U.S. approach to Iran. On
the contrary, everything has. What
the U.S. president failed to acknowl-
edge was that there had been an
earthquake in Washington, which
came in the form of this week's new
National Intelligence Estimate (NIE)
on Iran. The most immediate impact
is that the NIE resolved the big ques-
tion hanging over the last 12 months
of Bush's troubled tenure as presi-
dent: will he attack Iran? The answer
now is almost certainly no. The
sreport also means that a host of
international actors who are not
necessarily friendly to America --
from Iranian President Mahmoud
Ahmadinejad to Russia’s Vladimir
Putin to Mohamed ElBaradei, the
controversial head of the
International Atomic Energy Agency
- come out looking like winners.
America's reputation in the world is
thebiggestloser,
Most importantly, the new NIE

means that the case against Tehran
that Bush was busily building up as
recently as October 17, when he
warned that Iran could start "World
War [11" if it obtained the bomb, will
now be resolved through slow and
subtle diplomacy, not war. (That's
assuming the Israelis don't act on
their own.) In 2005 America's 16
intelligence agencies allowed Bush
to keep that "option on the table” by
concluding with "high confidence”
that Iran was "determined to build a
nuclear weapon." Now the spy
agencies have concluded with the
same "high confidence" that Tehran
halted its nuclear weapons program
-- to the extent it had one -- back in
2003.

While the president said yet
again Tuesday that "all options”
remain open to him, the new NIE's
conclusion suggests that another
war would be not only foolish but
probably an impeachable offense.
In addition, the president will not
now be able 1o marshal the public
support he needs for another con-
flict. Al of this may be just the result
Bush was looking for, since he knew

he would be facing a full-scale
rebellion in the Pentagon if he
undertook such an action, possibly
even the mass resignations of his
defense secretary, CENTCOM
commander, and director of
national intelligence.

The second, and less noted,
effect of the new NIE is that the
already tattered credibility of this
administration over its assessment
of dangers abroad is now shredded -
- simply gone with the wind.
Whether Bush's earlier assertions
about Iran's nuclear program were
based on hype or bad information
doesn't really matter; all that mat-
ters is that Washington has once
again demonstrated to the world
that it doesn't have the evidence it
said it did. And it will be years before
future American presidents rebuild
that credibility -- before they can
again lay claim to the kind of trust-
worthiness that, say, John FE
Kennedy had in 1962 when France's
Charles de Gaulle declined to exam-
ine Washington's photographic
evidence of Soviet missile sites in
Cuba, declaring that the president's

word alone was good enough. "The
president's actions have made it far
more difficult to get other countries
to work with us on Iran or to believe
us about anything else," said Sen.
Joseph Biden, chairman of the
Foreign Relations Committee. "It's
hard to think of a more serious and
sell-inflicted wound to our national
security.”

The problem we have created for
ourselves is not so much with the
new NIE, which seems sober and
sound -- if sometimes self-
contradictory. (How can it assert so
confidently that Iran has halted its
weapons program when Tehran is
still enriching uranium and, the
report concludes, "Iranian entities
are continuing to develop a range of
technical capabilities that could be
applied to nuclear weapons?") The
real question is what possessed
Bush and other senior administra-
tion officials -- and the writers of the
2005 NIE -- to be so confident of
their earlier conclusions that lran
was pursuing a weapon? Because
now we know that the intelligence
theywere citing was, at best, mixed.

We should not be fooled by the
spin out of the White House that
"new" intelligence alone prompted
the reassessment. What has
changed at least as much as the
intelligence is the cast of characters,
and the political anumosphere. Gone
are ideologues like John Bolton and
Scooter Libby, unremitting hardlin-

ers like Bob Joseph, the State
Department's counter-
proliferation chief after Bolton, and
politically driven officials like for-
mer CIA director George Tenet;
newly arrived are pros and pragma-
tists like Robert Gates, CIA Director
Michael Hayden and Director of
National Intelligence Michael
McConnell, who have successfully
de-politicised intelligence assess-
ments, as they're supposed to be.
‘The 2005 NIE, by contrast, waslikely
to have been politically influenced.
Over the past several years, while
administration officials asserted
confidently that Iran was pursuing a
bomb, both outside experts -- chief
among them IAEA head Mohamed
ElBaradei -- and Iranian officials have
consistently told reporters that there
was little hard evidence of this. On the
contrary, there was ample evidence
that a real debate was underway in
Tehran about whether pursuing a
nuclear weaponwas wise in the face of
international isolation and oppro-
brium -- and this was pretty much the
conclusionofthenewNIEyesterday,
"We don't see a strategic need for
a nuclear weapon right now," a
senior Iranian official told me two
years ago. "That would change, of
course, if America attacked. Then
we would need one." Or as S.M.H.
Adeli, Iran's moderate former
ambassador to London, said when |
visited Iran in June: "Iran would like
to have the technology, and that is

enough for deterrence.” Other
reporters heard similar things.
Surely, if mere journalists were
hearing it, America’s intelligence
analysts and top officials were
getting wind of this consensus as
well. So what changed? Simple: the
politics surroundingawarwith Iran,
the departure of ideologues who
habitually bent facts to fit prefixed
views, and the chastening of a presi-
dent who, until now, has let them do
it.

What of the fallout? And the
winners and losers? The administra
tion has handed a huge propaganda

victory to the Iranians at a time
when they are less compromising
than ever on their "right” to enrich.
ElBaradei, winner of the Nobel
Peace Prize, has won another wind-
fall in credibility, and may bring
more countries over to his view that
Iran should be permitted to keep
some enrichment capability as long
as it comes under strict interna-
tional monitoring. Putin, coming off
a questionable election victory,
looks positively statesmanlike.
Losers may include the Mideast
peace process, which was energised
by a common sense among the Arab
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nity based, and will subse-

quently be verified by govern-

mentagencies,
It is indeed a gigantic task to cover
every detail in the brief expanse of
this article. It is the author's convic-
tion that if these suggestions are
followed many lives will be saved
and damage to property will be
controlled. Last but not least is the
necessity of good governance,
which can be ensured by social
cohesion and solidarity that can be
achieved through self-help and
citizen based social participation at
communitylevel,

Trust among the authorites and
civil soclety, investment in human
development, investment in social
capital, institutional capital, transpar-
ency, attention o vulnerable groups,
political commitment to risk reduc-
ton, effective risk communication
systemn and attention to lifeline infra-
structure are a few key points that
should be ensured to mitigate human
suffering indisasters,

Z.A. Khan is a former Chalrman of Bangladesh
Red Crescent Soclety and @ farmer Senior Amy
Dfficer

Hladid! Jihhing |

known is the fact that we are work-
ing to expand programmes to help
the population become less vul-
nerable to shocks and to start vital
public works projects to secure
both the short-term and the long-
term prospects of these people as
we have successfully done in the
past.

But more is needed, Bangladesh
has always had to improve on what
existgd before, it must swim
quickly just to stay afloat. Like
anything, this requires commit-
ment and support, History shows
that neither are squandered when
given to Bangladesh -- and the
benefits could spread across the
region and the world asa whole.

Douglas Brodenck is he Represantative in
Bangladesh of the United Nations World Food
Programme; his previous job was WFP
Representative in Ching,

states thal they needed to align with
the United States and Israel against
Iran. Another loser may be Hillary
Clinton, whose alignment with
hardliners on Iran looks even less
perspicacious today, and whose
rivals for the Demoeratic presiden-
tial nomination piled on her again
today in lowa. Finally, Washington's
moral authority in the world is as
low as it has been in memory. Sdll, if
itall goes to preventing an unneces-
sary war, perhaps it's worth the
price.
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