Piecing life together
By Zofeen T. Ebrahim


 The reconstruction and rehabilitation work that started after the Oct 8 earthquake leaves much to be desired. There are many snags that need to be removed before the quake-affected people are ‘rehabilitated’ in the true sense of the term
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THE first recollection of the Oct 8, 2005 earthquake that many people still have is of a terrible stench, a sickening smell that they say will stay with them forever. They no more talk of “a shroud of dust” enveloping valleys for days or of “smoke-emitting angry mountains”. Many misty-eyed people still talk about their loved ones’ limbs and dead bodies strewn about, coagulated blood, roads parched open, of how innocence was swallowed in a maelstrom of death in just a few minutes.

On the face of it, life seems to have moved on with survivors grappling with bringing about normalcy into their lives. Yet it will take time before the pain goes away. “Just getting the children back into school, in a classroom was tough,” says Tahira Kaukab, a teacher who is teaching in a school for those who are still living in camps. She, too, is trying to piece her life together having lost her brother in the earthquake and feels working with children is in itself a healing process. “Many children had forgotten everything. Their minds were like clean slates,” agrees Rizwana Aziz, her colleague.

Measuring 7.6 on the Richter Scale, the catastrophic earthquake struck parts of the North West Frontier Province and the Pakistan-administered Kashmir valley, claiming over 73,000 lives, severely wounding 70,000 people and rendering over 3.5 million people homeless. And yet, a year on, sitting at a distance, the very images of pain, grief, destruction and chaos that tugged at your soul last year are getting blurred.

It is time now to take stock of the situation and look at the report card of successes and challenges. Many aid and relief organisations are doing just that.

For Kilian Kleinschmidt, Senior Emergency Coordinator, UNHCR Emergency Response to South Asia Earthquake, the biggest success that he can look back a year on and say with pride is saving lives. “You can measure the success of our activities by what was averted — there were no outbreaks of epidemics in the camps, no casualties over the course of last winter.”

Terje Thodessen, Principal Officer Emergency, Unicef, joins in: “No starvation, most received warm clothing and medical facilities were put in place, schools and health facilities that were destroyed were replaced by temporary structures.”

The UNCHR, which was supporting the government and NGOs in more than 170 temporary relief camps housing over 200,000 people, closed its offices in the quake-affected areas and handed full responsibility “for the management of relief camps to the local authorities” on September 1 this year. This, he terms, is “probably the most responsible handover any organisation has ever done in the earthquake operation.”
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For the phase-out, the UNHCR has developed a fundable capacity-building project for the local administration to assist them to manage and monitor relief camp operations, returns, re-integration and population movements. “The UNHCR will contribute financially to this structure until the end of 2006, together with donors, NGOs and other UN agencies,” explains Kleinschimdt.

“This is part of a comprehensive capacity building plan of government counterparts at the federal, provincial and district levels and relevant partners, with clear linkages to the United Nations Country Team (UNCT)’s Recovery Cluster strategy. This plan will also dovetail with the objectives of the Pakistan government’s Earthquake Reconstruction and Rehabilitation Authority (ERRA),” he adds.

Unicef’s initial response was providing survivors with shelter, food and clothing. “It is in the second phase of reconstruction that empowerment has been possible. As important now as physical building is capacity building and training people to be self-reliant,” emphasises Terje Thodessen, Principal Officer Emergency, Unicef.

Sustained recovery is the key, says Thodessen. He believes in making the local people become self reliant. “Unicef wants to leave behind water systems, schools and health facilities that are better than before the earthquake.”

Unicef is to construct 500 permanent schools, 20 Rural Health Centres and 50 Basic Health Units under the government’s Early Recovery Plan which aims to build back better. Phase One of the plan will see the tendering of a batch of 125 schools, 35 Basic Health Units and 5 Regional Health Centres by the end of 2007.

Almost a year into the post-relief phase and winter fast setting in, survivors are far from settled. Reconstruction and rebuilding remain the greatest challenge for both the government and its partner organisations. What is causing the delay?

“What delay? The crisis management and journey towards rehabilitation seen during this time is exemplary for the world and is acknowledged worldwide,” says Amena Kamal, UNDP’s PI/Communications Officer.

“The sheer magnitude of the October 8 earthquake means that reconstruction will necessarily be a process, not something that occurs over night,” responds Kleinschimdt.

While the UNHCR’s recent relief camps handover was satisfactory, it was not without challenges. The challenges faced include “upgrading and maintaining standards of camps before handover by various NGOs/UN agencies; empowering CMO (camp management offices) for more expeditious ‘phase in’ to be able to manage and coordinate all camp management activities for the next 1-2 years; operational planning for winter seasons, particularly where potential for population movements down into residual camps may exist; contingency planning for worse case scenarios and planning for transitional shelter.”

But among all the challenges, it is these anticipated risks that is worrying most humanitarian agencies. Along with contingency planning, mitigation and disaster prevention remain paramount. “This is the most challenging task, requiring a high level of coordination,” says Kleinschimdt.
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He feels that while the need for winterisation of the camps has been largely identified and addressed, the situation in villages is a little more complex. “In high-altitudes it is more difficult to assess the situation and coverage as regards provision of assistance and services varies significantly,” he explains.

Foreign donors and countries had pledged over $6 billion for the rehabilitation and reconstruction in the affected region. At a recent press conference Jan Vandemoortele, UN Resident Coordinator, said the United Nations had received $14 million out of the $40 million requested when it announced its one-year Early Recovery Plan in May.

The ERRA-UN Early Recovery Plan, explains Kleinschimdt, offers a platform for the government and partners to integrate planning, implementation, and monitoring of activities at the field level. However, he adds, it is essential to translate the strategy into real action so as to sustain effective interventions. “Some of the major challenges foreseen in the coming months are landslides due to monsoons, the rebuilding of roads and bridges, ensuring of necessary provisions for the residual caseload and contingency planning for the next winter. There is also an urgent need to address issues such as rubble removal and urban/ rural planning. Getting the transition right will be essential for successful reconstruction.”

According to him the major challenge for the authorities has been the “lack of an institutional capacity for rapid response”.

Regarding the fact whether there is a need for a new wave of aid, the UNHCR representative is more than satisfied with the generous support. “We are grateful to the donor community which contributed almost US $35 millions at the height of the emergency operation. The UNHCR does not require further funding for the commitments it has made to the SAEQ response operation.”

Even Unicef believes “it can carry out the projects it has planned with the $205 million target funding. Unicef has, so far, received $141 million, of which $92 million have been obligated. It is continuing to fund raise until it achieves $205 million by 2008.

While agreeing that donors have kept their promises, UNDP’s Kamal adds: “Money is never enough in an area that needed development even before the earthquake.”

With the government stretched beyond its limit, it also showed that the decentralised system has not really evolved and local authorities have been sidelined by the federal and provincial governments.

“The line departments are overstretched and the resources provided to them are simply not enough. There is a lot of focus on ERRA, SERRA and PERRA structures. Equal emphasis needs to be extended to the local/provincial structures,” agrees Kleinschimdt.

With reconstruction and rehabilitation not quite finished, people have begun to question whether relief agencies ensured sustained recovery. “In any emergency with this type of magnitude it will be by default a challenge to ensure a smooth transition between relief and early recovery, reconstruction. That being said, and in view of the sheer magnitude of the October 8 earthquake, I absolutely think it was well achieved. There is no comparison between the joint response one year on and say the situation post-Katrina one year on.”

“The focus now really needs to be on ensuring a sustainable way forward and carefully navigating the challenges ahead, while bridging the gaps,” says the UNHCR representative.

While the coordination among relief agencies and local NGOs had its ups and downs with it having dropped during early spring with dissolution of the clusters, it is reshaping again. “If there was insufficient interaction between local and international NGOs at the beginning, interaction now is certainly better. The common theme for all of us now is winter contingency planning,” is how Kleinschmidt puts it.

And how have the local NGOs fared in all this? “They have played a significant role and have given their heart and soul into this,” says Kamal.

