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 “Effective Early Warning - use of hazard maps as a tool for effective risk communication among policy makers and communities “

Abstract of Presentation by Muhammad Saidur Rahman
The damaging effects of the cyclone of 1970, which killed nearly half a million people in Bangladesh, was the worst in the recorded history of the world. The devastating floods of 1988 submerged 70% of the landmass of Bangladesh for weeks causing sufferings to over 30 million people. The disadvantaged socio-economic conditions of the poor make them vulnerable not only by the major disasters but also by hazards of minor intensity.

Hazard mapping:

Appreciating hazard mapping as an effective tool for national level disaster management planning, particularly for dissemination of early warning, Bangladesh has been mapped for different types of hazards e.g. cyclone, flood, river-bank erosion, tornado and earthquake. The task was accomplished by highly professional experts from home and abroad, using advanced technology and modern equipments. But a very important element that was missing in the process was the consultation with the community at risk, which has a pool of local wisdom and culture of living with risks for hundreds of years.  

There are positive examples of hazard and resource mapping at the community level by the communities themselves. The map shows the vulnerabilities of each and every households, and their capacities to cope with the crises. It also identifies the private and public resources which could be used for the reduction of their risks. It forms an integral part of the local community disaster management plan.

Early warning dissemination:

The main cause for the huge loss of human lives in case of the cyclone of 1970 was attributed to the fact that the warnings prepared by the Storm Warning Center of the Meteorological Department were not disseminated to the people at threat. In order to address the problem today, there is a strong army of 33,000 volunteers spread over all the villages in the coastal belt and offshore islands who are responsible for dissemination of cyclone warning to each and every households in the vulnerable areas. They are trained, committed and charged with the responsibilities to provide with other services e.g. evacuation, rescue, shelter and post-cyclone relief and rehabilitation operations.

For dissemination of early warning against floods, we have a long way to go. The Flood Forecasting and Warning Center (EEWC) is equipped with modern gadgets contributed by development partners (mainly Japan and Denmark). Regular receipt of data from field stations, collection of information from the neighboring countries satellite etc. help them to make high level of accurateness in the prediction of apprehended floods. But the warnings issued through national electronic and print media neither reaches the majority of the people at risks nor could be related to specific village contexts by those who receive them.

Appreciating the problem FFWC piloted “People-oriented Flood Warning Dissemination Procedure”. In a flood-prone sub-district, village flood management committees were formed and the members trained. They prepared hazard maps, fixed the danger levels, arranged to receive the warnings issued from FFWC through central and local government structures, and relate them to village contexts. Flood warning messages were developed to suit the local specific context and disseminated in local colloquial dialects by the trusted Change Agents such as leaders of mosques, teachers of schools, traditional birth attendants, folk singers, traditional healers and others. Apart from inter-personal communications (IPC), the media, that is most effective in rural areas (e.g. microphone of the mosque, beating of drums, etc.) were used in the dissemination of flood warnings. There is a need for replication of the pilot project in a wider scale

The experience of Bangladesh has proved that full participation and ownership of the community at risks in planning, designing and implementation is a MUST to ensure effectiveness and sustainability of any disaster risk reduction program, particularly hazard mapping and early warning dissemination.

