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The Asian tsunami and Kashmir earthquake clearly demonstrated that while the hazards themselves do not discriminate between the various cleavages in society, the severity of impacts, and the speed of recovery of various individuals and groups differs vastly. These variations in impact and recovery are easily traced back to existing vulnerabilities and capacities. –– ‘Tackling the Tides and Tremors’, South Asia Disaster Report 2005’

INDEED, discrimination has its seeds in the structures and systems of our society. However, it becomes more pronounced and visible in times of calamities and emergencies. A closer look at the processes and procedures of earthquake relief, recovery and reconstruction would suggest that existing patterns of discrimination were accentuated by the October 2005 earthquake.

In hindsight, these lessons can be taken as a baseline for the future to avoid or minimise rampant discrimination in post-disaster deliveries.

In the first place, local power relationships at the community level played a crucial role in cultivating discrimination in the wake of earthquake disaster. In tribal and semi-tribal localities in the NWFP, local khans (lords) were reported to be influencing the decision-making process of relief distribution.

For example, the water and sanitation team working with the International Federation of the Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC) was not allowed to talk to communities in Allai without the presence and permission of the local khan.

Elected representatives and the non-elected local ‘elite’ became self-appointed interlocutors between affected communities and the government and non-government relief administration. Nazims and other local influentials were reported to have intercepted relief trucks and hoarded relief supplies for their own kith, kin and constituencies.

Widows, the elderly, the disabled and tenant women had to undergo multiple discrimination in terms of access to information, relief assistance and reconstruction subsidies. A majority of such women could not pursue their claims for different reasons.At the procedural level, particularly in the cases of tenant women, they could not provide documentary evidence to confirm their identity and ‘eligibility’ to prove their claims. Mukhtar Bibi known in the community as Taro Masi of Garhi Habibullah is one such case. Her parents bought the land from the local khan (lord), but the Property Transfer Order (PTO) was not handed over to her parents.

After the earthquake, she was asked to pay 50 per cent of the reconstruction subsidy to the khan if she wanted a PTO to register her claim with the Earthquake Reconstruction and Rehabilitation Authority (Erra). However, she could not manage the required money to pay.

In the Pashtun-dominated areas of Mansehra, Abbottabad, Battagram, Kohistan and Shangla districts of the NWFP, women were strictly not allowed to articulate their demands or negotiate with the relief and recovery administration.

On the contrary, in the Hindko-speaking areas of the NWFP and Azad Kashmir, women were found to be relatively assertive and mobile in accessing resources and subsidies provided by the Pakistani government and other organisations.

Ghulzar Khan of Kaghan valley asserted that ‘a woman cannot be the head of the family; the security of a woman is the responsibility of her family’. This attitude discriminated against women-headed households in the quake-hit areas where male members of the family had been killed in the earthquake.

The relief machinery was led by men, and the access to relief and recovery packages was denied or made difficult for such women who could not participate in the public sphere because of religious and ethnic customs. Therefore, the elderly and single women were forced to undergo multiple discrimination owing to their inability to assert their rightful demands for relief and reconstruction.

Fatima Jan, a widow whose husband was injured in the earthquake and died after 10 months of medical treatment, is now living in a camp in Hafizabad near Balakot. Her damaged house was not assessed as she was attending to her wounded husband in Abbottabad hospital during the survey process. ‘We got only one tent and a cheque of Rs25,000. Most of the money was spent on the medical treatment of my husband who died later,’ Fatima said.

Geographical location was another factor contributing to discrimination. In the aftermath of the earthquake, the base camps of medical services and other relief assistance were largely established in urban centres down the valley. It was difficult for the people living in high-altitude areas to carry patients down for emergency medical treatment. To address this problem, mobile medical units were established in high-altitude areas by some organisations.

In another example, the cost of carrying material to the high-altitude areas went up by double the price of the commodity itself.

Communities located in areas above 5,000 feet in the Kahorhi Union Council of Neelum Valley said that bajri (crushed stones) worth Rs200 incurred a cost of Rs800 because of transportation while sand worth Rs700 incurred a cost of Rs1,800, being transported from the nearest construction material hub established by Erra.

The areas close to the Line of Control suffered on account of their ‘strategic disadvantage’. Union Council Khalana was one such case. It is located about 64 kilometres from Muzaffarabad on the Muzaffarabad-Chakothi-Srinagar road. Because of its location in a high-security zone to which normal access is restricted, the Khalana Union Council remained neglected by government organisations and NGOs

In some cases, the caste issue also influenced the distribution of aid. This was noted by a joint research report launched in March 2007 by ActionAid and Shirkatgah stating that the Sawati castes were discriminated against by the Sayeds, who received the bulk of relief material in the Charan Gada village of Muzaffarabad district.

A group discussion with residents of Ratta Chanja of Kaghan valley revealed that about 66 households were not given corrugated galvanised iron sheets because of their political affiliations. Syed Qasim Shah, an IFRC field officer in Chakothi sector, observed that sectarian affiliations also played a discriminatory role in the relief distribution at Shot and Meera villages of the Chakothi sector in Azad Kashmir.A report jointly conducted by the Church World Service Pakistan/Afghanistan and Duryog Nivaran observed the case of religion-based discrimination in the wake of the earthquake. It reported that about 37 Christian families were living in Muzaffarabad. During the relief and recovery phase, these families were discriminated against as they were not allowed to share their shelters with Muslim survivors.

Despite the fact that these families had been living there for 25 years, they had not been registered as citizens and voters or issued national identity cards. They faced problems in burying their dead as no place had been specified as a graveyard for the Christian communities. The earthquake, in this case, compounded the discrimination suffered by the religious minority.

