Radio communication saves lives in Tajikistan

European Commission Humanitarian Aid Office (ECHO), Belgium
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Seasonal flooding, regular debris flows and avalanches make the Bartang Valley

in Gorno Badakshan, (adjoining Afghanistan) one of the most disaster prone areas in Tajikistan. The valley also lies directly below Lake Sarez, a 500 metre deep and 60 kilometre long lake that was formed in 1911 when an earthquake created a natural dam. 

Should the dam break, 30,000 villagers in the downstream villages will have to be evacuated very quickly.  The geography of the area makes regular radio communication unreliable.  As part of a larger mitigation a n d preparedness initiative, Focus Humanitarian Assistance used ECHO funds to install a communications system. Strategically positioned high frequency radios and repeaters mean that villages and vehicles in the valley can maintain reliable contact and can trigger disaster management responses such as evacuation, mobilisation of stockpiles and deployment of search and rescue teams.

There have been no major disasters in the valley since the communication system was installed.  However, a recent car accident on a remote road illustrated the system’s benefits. It would previously have taken several days for the emergency services to be alerted and to respond. But the high frequency radio system meant medical staff arrived within hours, saving lives.

Tajikistan’s Ministry of Emergency Services has welcomed the communication system and wants to introduce it to other parts of the country. The system has increased the level of disaster preparedness in the Bartang Valley. But this is not the only benefit. According to Mirali, a local village elder, “The radio system will enable us to cope better with the natural disasters that often affect the valley. It is also helping strengthen the links between the different villages in the valley.” These are small but important developments in this remote part of the world.
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