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It was indeed a challenge of a gigantic magnitude for Pakistan. Over 7 million dead, about 84 per cent of the houses in Azad Kashmir and 36 per cent of the buildings in earthquake stricken parts of the NWFP damaged or destroyed sending millions of people out in the open to face a harsh winter, it could not have been worse than the October 8 earthquake. However, looking back into the last nearly 9 months of equally gigantic efforts put in by the people, the government, the army and local and international organisations, one must acknowledge that the country has managed to overcome another almost impossible situation. 

This does not mean that the challenge is over, it is there and it will require longer term and sustained effort to rehabilitate the survivors, but we must acknowledge the courage with which the survivors have thus far managed to cope with the aftermath, and more so the way people in the country and people from across the world who responded to the challenge by rushing in with aid and assistance to implement what the UN termed as the most difficult humanitarian assistance ever delivered. 

According to an international relief worker, one has not seen a local response to a calamity the way Pakistanis reacted during the relief phase. Volunteers and relief goods poured in from all directions, people showered each village with truckloads of cloth, food items, shelter, medical care and other utility goods, rich and poor both contributed according to her or his means, it was an incredible demonstration of a philanthropic spirit at the societal level. Friends and relatives of the victims came forward to provide refuge to the affected people with open arms. Many people, particularly in Azad Kashmir, have relatives or extended family members living in Europe and elsewhere who have been an important source of strength during this difficult period, these relations are playing an important part in the rehabilitation process with generous assistance to their dear ones. 

One must also acknowledge that given the problems Pakistan has been facing in Balochistan, Waziristan and elsewhere the government and the army did well to provide prompt relief to the people in trying circumstances. The government established a Federal Relief Commission (FRC) and mounted rescue and relief operation. Later on, the Earthquake Rehabilitation and Reconstruction Authority (ERRA) was established to support the longer term rebuilding process. Since then the entity has functioned as a central coordinating agency facilitating lending institutions, international relief and development NGOs, and local actors. Contribution of religious institutions and networks has also been documented. Contribution of NGOs cannot be overlooked, who played a vital role in providing transitional shelters, medicines and food commodities. The American Chinooks were admired for their relentless relief and rescue operations. The United Nation's and other international organisations systemically carried relief and recovery operations throughout the region, all of this went a long way in averting a further humanitarian disaster during the winter. 

The reconstruction plan developed in coordination with lending organisations seems to have given due emphasis to private sector involvement and a market driven process. The government's decision to pay cash as compensation for houses destroyed or damaged has been received well among the people, as it allows the survivors to rebuild with the freedom of time, material and choice. However, there have been complaints about the late disbursement of funds which can prove costly for people who would like to construct their houses during the summer. There is also a need to address the financial needs of families who did not own a house when the calamity struck and those folks who were living in rented houses should also be brought within the funding net.

Price control in the affected areas is another major concern. Prices of construction material has been steadily rising, and as the reconstruction activities gather pace in the latter part of summer, prices are likely to shoot up. Other than putting in place necessary safeguards against the price hike, the government needs to regulate the availability of construction material including cement and steel through imports and subsidies etc.

Construction of community infrastructure like schools and hospitals should be expedited. It's good that the NWFP Government in the recent budget has allocated funds for construction of the educational infrastructure; necessary allocation has also been made for rebuilding of irrigation channels and other agricultural infrastructures. Reconstruction of irrigation and agricultural infrastructure will be critical to restore livelihood opportunities. Most of the earthquake hit areas were rural where horticulture and cattle raising were also important means of livelihood thus those who lost these sources need to be compensated. According to the World Food Programme (WFP), the earthquake has exacerbated existing poverty: six out of nine quake-affected districts were already those parts of the country that were suffering from acute food shortage. In addition, the quake has created new vulnerable groups, including thousands of orphans, disabled and single parent families. 

One important prerequisite for effective rehabilitation is involvement of the local communities in the decision making processes. Rehabilitation should be based on scientific knowledge as much as local wisdom. Villagers who are more comfortable in building their houses with clay and local material instead of cement should be allowed to use their traditional sagacity. Instead of imposing solutions, the development organisations should inform the public about basic parameters, standards and impart skills to internalise those principals. 

A good example of public participation is in the decision making for rehabilitation which is the People's Assembly in the earthquake-hit areas of NWFP organized by the Omar Asghar Khan Development Foundation (a local NGO dedicated to late Omar Asghar Khan, a former federal minister who died under mysterious circumstances on June 25, 2002). The People's Assembly has been providing a platform for public debate enabling citizens, particularly the more marginalised ones, to express their priorities and perceptions about rehabilitation assistance. Since October 8, 2005 the foundation has organised 12 such assemblies, in which more than 10,500 women and men boldly expressed their views and concerns about the relief and rehabilitation activities, they identified constraints and suggested priority areas for action. The assemblies have turned out to be an extremely useful forum to broker constructive dialogue between citizens and the different departments entrusted with the work of rehabilitation, which in turn will help with the grounding of rehabilitation work towards local needs and priorities. 
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