Tuesday 16 June 2009
Cyclone Aila, Bangladesh.
Field visit by Consultants Bill Flinn and Peter Beresford on 16th June 2009

Although Cyclone Aila (25 May 2009) was given little media coverage, very significant humanitarian suffering was caused by breaches in the embankments and widespread flooding. Although wind speeds were not dangerously high, there was a significant tidal surge and very extensive damage caused by flooding. The area we visited (stretching over five unions in Shatkhira district) is the most severely affected. The entire population (estimated at 35,000 households in this area alone) has been made destitute and has received very little assistance to date. The government of Bangladesh has so far not invited offers of international help on a large scale. During our visit it was evident that plastic sheeting had been distributed, and the Bangladeshi Army were coordinating the distribution of drinking water and dried food.
The embankments were breached in several places on both sides of the river, as the tidal surge reached 15 feet or more. This not only caused widespread immediate damage, but has meant that the families have been unable to return to their lands or the remains of their houses, and the flood water returns with each tide. This situation will remain until the breaches in the embankment are repaired. In Chaukbara we were told that the army were expected to start repairs the next day; in Durgabati the people were repairing it themselves. However apart from the breaches, the entire embankment is seriously eroded and in need of maintenance. Any repair work now will only be a stop-gap – however that stopgap is necessary to allow people to return to a semblance of normality.
Shelter

The majority of the population (a small percentage has migrated to Khulna and nearly towns) are living in cramped conditions in makeshift shacks along the embankment and in the few remaining buildings. We understand that 90% of houses in the affected villages were destroyed, displacing the vast majority of the population. Families are living in the cyclone shelter (Durgabati), which is also in a state of near collapse, and many are living in make-shift shacks along the damaged embankment. Living conditions are frighteningly inadequate for the heat and the impending monsoon.
If the monsoon rains further erode the embankment then this will reduce further the available land.

Traditional houses in the area are built of bamboo plastered with mud and thatched with straw or palm. Some have cgi roofs. There are very few concrete or brick buildings, but the few we saw have mostly survived Aila.

Water and sanitation and public health
The ponds (their only source of water) were flooded and will have to be rebuilt. There are no functioning wells and the population is entirely dependent on the relief effort for drinking water. At the moment this is being provided, although villagers often have to travel by boat to distribution points. Repair to the ponds cannot start until the embankments have been repaired and the land drained.

Virtually all latrines have been destroyed. The cramped and muddy conditions, the extreme heat, the likelihood of long term displacement, the shortage of potable water and the lack of sanitation create dangerous conditions for the spread of disease. The village of Durgabati reported many cases of diarrhoea and no medical assistance.

Livelihoods
The population is universally poor. The men are mainly day labourers and shrimp farmers. The Sundarban forest also provides sporadic income. Agricultural land – poor quality at the best of times because of the salinity – is now flooded with salt water. The shrimp farms are entirely destroyed.

Essentially people’s livelihoods have been entirely destroyed. The Government is paying for some infrastructure repair work and this provides a small income for some people.
The GoB has promised TK5,000 to 10,000 per family towards reconstruction of their homes, although the homeless themselves estimate they need TK30,000 per house. Some said they had received Tk3,000 so far.

Conclusion

The plight of 35,000 families in these five Unions depends on a number of factors:

1. Repair of the embankments. There is no hope that the communities will be able to return to their lands and rebuild their lives until the embankments are repaired.

2. Continuing distribution of aid. Potable water is the absolute priority. Continued food supplies will also be vital.

3. The effect of the monsoon rains. If the rains further erode the embankment then the pressure on land could force many families to seek refuge elsewhere.
4. Public health. The total lack of sanitation, the shortage of potable water, and the cramped and muddy living conditions will result in serious spread of disease if not addressed very quickly.
The situation needs immediate action and careful monitoring. There is an immediate humanitarian crisis affecting approximately 35,000 families (in this area alone).This could develop into a long-term crisis if the embankments are not repaired allowing a reconstruction phase to begin. If the situation becomes untenable, then thousands of families could seek refuge elsewhere.
Further details of field visits by boat. 
1.
Chaukbara and Khulisabunia villages, 

Gabura Union

Shatkhira District, Khulna

The combined population of the two villages is 6,000 families. 90% of the houses have been totally destroyed by the floods. All building materials have been lost. They have received water, rice, dry foods, fuel and tarps. 
If the embankment were repaired, they could start rebuilding within a month. No one has committed anything for shelter.

The people are day labourers, making ends meet from shrimp farming, fishing and collecting honey from the Sundarbans.

2.
Durgabati village (divided into East and West)

Boni Gualani Union

There are 475 families (unsure if this is East, West or combined). 300 houses were completely destroyed. The profile of this village is very similar to Chaukbara and Khulisabunia; the people are very poor, relying mainly on day labouring. The community was in the process of repairing the breach in the embankment under their own initiative, but it is not clear if this is likely to be effective or lasting. We met with some other villagers in the cyclone shelter (built in 1995 and now in a dangerous condition of disrepair). This is a Hindu community.
We visited three villages in two unions (Gaburna and Boni Gualini) but were told that the same distressing conditions could be found in three other unions, all in the same locality: Koikhali, Padma Pukur and Atulia.
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1. makeshift shelters on the embankment


2. breached embankment


3.rebuilding the embankment

















