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While ERRA decided to place checks in the hands of poor sharecroppers who had lost their homes, many landlords have compelled their tenants to give them a share of the housing compensation grants

Some days ago marked the second year anniversary of the massive earthquake which jolted the northern areas of our country. Three million people living across 30,000 square kilometres of land, in nine districts of the NWFP and large parts of Azad Jammu & Kashmir, were overwhelmed by the ensuing destruction. Nearly 75,000 lives were lost. The meagre existing basic amenities infrastructure in these remote areas was severely damaged, countless livestock perished, and almost 500,000 homes were either destroyed or damaged. 

Soon after the relief work in the disaster hit area commenced, it was realised that a major proportion of fatalities was caused due to the collapse of poorly constructed public and private buildings. Among numerous issues that are vital from the perspective of rehabilitating the earthquake-hit areas is housing or the specific effort to rebuild and repair homes of affectees, which has posed itself as an enormous challenge. 

When funds for rehabilitation began pouring in due to generous international and national contributions, there was an accompanying pressure to provide visible and immediate relief to people left without shelter due to the natural calamity. Such expediency pressures have evidently led to the adoption of typically supply-driven solutions in many other instances. 

However, retrospect indicates that housing reconstruction undertaken in a hurried and non-participatory manner creates too many problems over time. Thus, the army-led Emergency Relief and Rehabilitation Authority, which was placed singularly in charge of the earthquake rehabilitation process, was convinced by international development agencies to instead adopt an owner driven approach to housing reconstruction. Subsequent to provision of temporary shelters to ease the risk of escalating casualties over the harsh winters, ERRA decided to provide standardised cash grants directly to people whose homes had been partially or completely destroyed. It further decided to release these rebuilding grants in instalments to ensure compliance with specified multiple structural design options for reconstructing seismic resistant houses. Placing homeowners in charge of rebuilding their own homes was meant to promote a culture of voluntary seismic compliance in what is an extremely high seismic risk zone. 

Reconstruction of homes has begun and is at various stages of completion. According to ERRA itself, more than 75 percent of the 450,000 rural housing reconstruction grant beneficiaries have started to rebuild their homes. Over 92,000 quake-resistant houses have been completed and another 250,000 are in various stages of completion. ERRA estimates that all earthquake survivors living in makeshift shelters should have a house within the next six months, following recommended seismic resistant construction standards. The first year progress of housing reconstruction in Pakistan is said to be six to eight times higher than schemes initiated after the Southeast Asian Tsunami. 

Achieving these impressive results has not been easy. It has required convincing and training scattered communities in remote locations to reconstruct their homes quite differently then they were used to. Enormous funds were spent on training and sensitising more than 200,000 beneficiaries and construction artisans. Despite this evident progress however, ensuring judicious use of housing grants and managing conflicts and grievances over their disbursal has not been easy. 

Before getting into the specifics of housing grants, however, let us note that many other stakeholders remain sceptical about the monopoly of rehabilitation efforts by an entity like ERRA. For example, the Omar Asghar Khan Development Foundation has just published a report ‘Living on the Fault-line’, which points out how distribution of relief funds has remained skewed despite promises of judicious use of funds. It backs this assertion by citing allocation of the largest share of the Abbottabad district rehabilitation funds to six union councils despite the relatively low damage caused there. This report reinforces cited allegations by numerous earthquake affectees that the government’s allocation of expenditure does not necessarily match requirements and needs of those hardest hit by the disaster. Even the damage assessment surveys, which aimed to ensure universal coverage, supposedly ignored many deserving affectees due to either survey design flaws, or due to logistical difficulties in accessing remote areas. 

ERRA’s one roof-one compensation package policy is particularly blamed for denying housing compensation to many deserving people. If limited resources were an issue, ERRA could have bypassed reconstruction support to the more affluent, instead of limiting the level of support provided to poorer families. It is common for most people in the disaster-hit areas to reside with their own nuclear families, under contiguous roofs shared with their brothers and parents. But despite the fact that several households lived under a contiguous roof, ERRA compensation was made payable for rebuilding one home only. This myopic policy decision is said to have given rise to serious tensions, where brothers are fighting each other over the reconstruction grants. 

The ongoing housing reconstruction effort also needed to have paid special attention to ensuring women home ownership rights, as well as to those sharecropping tenants who have been residing since generations in homes built on the property of powerful landlords. While ERRA decided to place checks in the hands of poor sharecroppers who had lost their homes, many landlords have compelled their tenants to give them a share of the housing compensation grants. Conversely, many tenants have reportedly run away after receiving the first instalment of the compensation, as there is hardly an incentive for them to toil and rebuild a house on a piece of land which does not even belong to them. 

Given such lingering complications, it is evident that the simplified accomplishment indicators quoted by ERRA or other prominent development agencies do not entirely reflect the existing ground realities. ERRA has announced that a survey focusing particularly on vulnerable groups is now underway. It remains to be seen whether this survey results will be more discerning than the findings of the initial damage survey. There are also plans to operationalise legal aid cells at the tehsil level to provide free legal assistance to poor people. But securing legal justice in a country like Pakistan is hardly without contention either. 

It is disappointing that NGOs have also not been able to come forth in providing more innovative tailor-made solutions for people who feel slighted by the authorities, or by their local power dynamics, within the larger context of the ongoing rehabilitation effort. 

The writer is a researcher. He can be contacted at ali@policy.hu
VIEW: Rehousing earthquake affectees —Syed Mohammad Ali
While ERRA decided to place checks in the hands of poor sharecroppers who had lost their homes, many landlords have compelled their tenants to give them a share of the housing compensation grants

Some days ago marked the second year anniversary of the massive earthquake which jolted the northern areas of our country. Three million people living across 30,000 square kilometres of land, in nine districts of the NWFP and large parts of Azad Jammu & Kashmir, were overwhelmed by the ensuing destruction. Nearly 75,000 lives were lost. The meagre existing basic amenities infrastructure in these remote areas was severely damaged, countless livestock perished, and almost 500,000 homes were either destroyed or damaged. 

Soon after the relief work in the disaster hit area commenced, it was realised that a major proportion of fatalities was caused due to the collapse of poorly constructed public and private buildings. Among numerous issues that are vital from the perspective of rehabilitating the earthquake-hit areas is housing or the specific effort to rebuild and repair homes of affectees, which has posed itself as an enormous challenge. 

When funds for rehabilitation began pouring in due to generous international and national contributions, there was an accompanying pressure to provide visible and immediate relief to people left without shelter due to the natural calamity. Such expediency pressures have evidently led to the adoption of typically supply-driven solutions in many other instances. 

However, retrospect indicates that housing reconstruction undertaken in a hurried and non-participatory manner creates too many problems over time. Thus, the army-led Emergency Relief and Rehabilitation Authority, which was placed singularly in charge of the earthquake rehabilitation process, was convinced by international development agencies to instead adopt an owner driven approach to housing reconstruction. Subsequent to provision of temporary shelters to ease the risk of escalating casualties over the harsh winters, ERRA decided to provide standardised cash grants directly to people whose homes had been partially or completely destroyed. It further decided to release these rebuilding grants in instalments to ensure compliance with specified multiple structural design options for reconstructing seismic resistant houses. Placing homeowners in charge of rebuilding their own homes was meant to promote a culture of voluntary seismic compliance in what is an extremely high seismic risk zone. 

Reconstruction of homes has begun and is at various stages of completion. According to ERRA itself, more than 75 percent of the 450,000 rural housing reconstruction grant beneficiaries have started to rebuild their homes. Over 92,000 quake-resistant houses have been completed and another 250,000 are in various stages of completion. ERRA estimates that all earthquake survivors living in makeshift shelters should have a house within the next six months, following recommended seismic resistant construction standards. The first year progress of housing reconstruction in Pakistan is said to be six to eight times higher than schemes initiated after the Southeast Asian Tsunami. 

Achieving these impressive results has not been easy. It has required convincing and training scattered communities in remote locations to reconstruct their homes quite differently then they were used to. Enormous funds were spent on training and sensitising more than 200,000 beneficiaries and construction artisans. Despite this evident progress however, ensuring judicious use of housing grants and managing conflicts and grievances over their disbursal has not been easy. 

Before getting into the specifics of housing grants, however, let us note that many other stakeholders remain sceptical about the monopoly of rehabilitation efforts by an entity like ERRA. For example, the Omar Asghar Khan Development Foundation has just published a report ‘Living on the Fault-line’, which points out how distribution of relief funds has remained skewed despite promises of judicious use of funds. It backs this assertion by citing allocation of the largest share of the Abbottabad district rehabilitation funds to six union councils despite the relatively low damage caused there. This report reinforces cited allegations by numerous earthquake affectees that the government’s allocation of expenditure does not necessarily match requirements and needs of those hardest hit by the disaster. Even the damage assessment surveys, which aimed to ensure universal coverage, supposedly ignored many deserving affectees due to either survey design flaws, or due to logistical difficulties in accessing remote areas. 

ERRA’s one roof-one compensation package policy is particularly blamed for denying housing compensation to many deserving people. If limited resources were an issue, ERRA could have bypassed reconstruction support to the more affluent, instead of limiting the level of support provided to poorer families. It is common for most people in the disaster-hit areas to reside with their own nuclear families, under contiguous roofs shared with their brothers and parents. But despite the fact that several households lived under a contiguous roof, ERRA compensation was made payable for rebuilding one home only. This myopic policy decision is said to have given rise to serious tensions, where brothers are fighting each other over the reconstruction grants. 

The ongoing housing reconstruction effort also needed to have paid special attention to ensuring women home ownership rights, as well as to those sharecropping tenants who have been residing since generations in homes built on the property of powerful landlords. While ERRA decided to place checks in the hands of poor sharecroppers who had lost their homes, many landlords have compelled their tenants to give them a share of the housing compensation grants. Conversely, many tenants have reportedly run away after receiving the first instalment of the compensation, as there is hardly an incentive for them to toil and rebuild a house on a piece of land which does not even belong to them. 

Given such lingering complications, it is evident that the simplified accomplishment indicators quoted by ERRA or other prominent development agencies do not entirely reflect the existing ground realities. ERRA has announced that a survey focusing particularly on vulnerable groups is now underway. It remains to be seen whether this survey results will be more discerning than the findings of the initial damage survey. There are also plans to operationalise legal aid cells at the tehsil level to provide free legal assistance to poor people. But securing legal justice in a country like Pakistan is hardly without contention either. 

It is disappointing that NGOs have also not been able to come forth in providing more innovative tailor-made solutions for people who feel slighted by the authorities, or by their local power dynamics, within the larger context of the ongoing rehabilitation effort. 

The writer is a researcher. He can be contacted at ali@policy.hu
