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IN the midst of the current political turmoil, it is unlikely that the media or the general public will have much time to remember the second anniversary of the earthquake which shook large parts of northern Pakistan on Oct 8, 2005, and took a toll of more than 70,000 lives and made about half a million people homeless.

With the presidential election held just two days before its second anniversary, it is unlikely that the people in high offices have had any time to remind themselves of the horrific events of that fateful day or recall the promises they made to those most affected by them.

In the United States, two recent catastrophes — 9/11 and Katrina, one man-made, the other natural — continue to be recalled and focused on not only with solemnity but also with intensive debate about the failure to prevent them and the inadequacies of the measures taken to erase their adverse effects.

The haunting images of the 2005 earthquake in Pakistan, with children in school uniforms being buried alive under collapsing school buildings and dozens of villages being swept away and buried under the rocks, and disfigured and dismembered bodies lying around, helplessly watched by distraught relatives, should have left a deep imprint on the human consciousness.

It seems that more devastating has been the sight of falling skyscrapers engulfed in smoke and people scurrying around in lower Manhattan on 9/11 or of human beings being flown over like autumn leaves or huddled in shelters or rooftops of houses surrounded by rising tidal waves.

But the world seems to suffer from emotional apartheid, which places the woes of the poor and disempowered on a much lower pedestal than the sublime human tragedies of the rich and the powerful. This has, to some extent, been assuaged by the work of humanitarian initiatives by a number of national and international organisations.

However, these efforts are hardly adequate to shift the balance of power towards the vulnerable groups to enable them to command their own destinies, especially in Pakistan, where the dice has eternally been loaded against them and where mechanisms for the articulation of their grievances are dominated by elite groups, who use them for furthering their own interests.

Two years after the powerful earthquake, it is not yet easy to comprehend or analyse the causes and consequences of the colossal tragedy. The numbers are mind-boggling. The earthquake destroyed or damaged around 585,000 rural homes and some 40,000 urban homes. Around 73,000 people were killed and 70,000 people were severely injured or disabled. Three million people were left homeless in the immediate aftermath. Nearly half of those killed on Oct 8, 2005, were children. Around 6,300 schools and colleges were damaged or destroyed in the earthquake.

A large number of those in areas directly affected by the earthquake, and which have been a breeding ground for religious fundamentalism since the 1980s, were persuaded to believe that it was divine retribution. The colossal loss of human lives and destruction of public infrastructure, especially schools and hospitals, however, pointed to more earthly causes.

It also served as a wake-up call to public authorities for enforcing building codes and for not awarding construction jobs to unscrupulous contractors — a major source of rent-seeking in Pakistan — as well as for greater institutional preparedness in facing natural disasters.

Unfortunately, the government has failed to be awakened to address these basic issues. As is well-known, the area lies on a tectonic fault-line, which is one of the most dangerous in the world and could become reactivated without warning.

Along with this physical fault-line, the 2005 earthquake also unravelled a number of other fault-lines that deserve attention.

In the Sept 2007 issue of the National Geographic, Don Belt also identifies it (somewhat inaccurately as pointed out by columnist Irfan Husain) as the fault-line between the forces of moderate and fundamentalist Islam, although the protagonists of the latter played an active part in the relief work after the earthquake, to the discomfiture of both the government and the western countries.

Among other fault-lines that emerged were the civil-military divide and the NGO-government and the local vs foreign NGOs tension in the management and implementation of the relief and reconstruction programmes, which considerably reduced the effectiveness of those programmes.

On the occasion of the first anniversary of the earthquake, most assessments of the national and international efforts to overcome its aftermath found considerable fault with and shortfalls in the progress achieved in the implementation of the programmes for which the government had amassed pledges of six billion dollars against a loss of five billion dollars estimated at the beginning of the disaster.

One of the main weaknesses of the implementation of the programme was the ineptness with which the transition from the relief phase to the rehabilitation and reconstruction phase took place, which was executed predominantly in a military and bureaucratic style, with minimum — and largely passive — involvement and participation of the local population and NGOs.

A year ago, Oxfam estimated that, out of the approximately four million rendered homeless ‘at least 1.8 million people have not begun rebuilding their homes; most of them are in makeshift shelters that offer limited protection against the coming cold’.

During the last one year, the Earthquake Reconstruction and Rehabilitation Authority (Erra) has distributed about half a billion rupees in three tranches for the reconstruction of houses (in addition to the first tranche of Rs25,000 per household distributed to all affectees). The number of beneficiaries has, however, rapidly declined with each tranche, from about 600,000 for the first, to 543,000 for the second, 236,000 for the third, and just 26,659 (or less than five per cent of the affected households) for the fourth or last tranche.

On an average, the beneficiaries have received Rs150,000 per household, while the majority has received less than Rs100,000 for rebuilding the houses which would cost Rs500,000, if Erra’s specifications were to be followed. Thus it would appear that a great majority of the households have not been enabled to follow the much-heralded “build back better” strategy which has totally failed, leaving the affected households largely to their own devices, with some help from the more well-heeled NGOs and individuals.

There are many other flaws in the implementation of the Pakistan earthquake which can’t be discussed for reasons of space. However, a few pertinent observations seem in order.

First, by keeping the earthquake relief and rehabilitation programme under the military’s overall supervision and direction, the government has reduced it to a routine mission losing the opportunity for turning it into an innovative social and economic programme.

Second, the huge amounts of funds that have been mobilised have yet not been spent in a transparent and effective manner.

Third, the economy of the affected region has yet to be revived through employment generation schemes which would reduce the dependency syndrome that has been a byproduct of the relief programmes.

Fourth, most NGOs have become passive partners of the government and have abandoned their advocacy role for vulnerable groups and have not mobilised participatory structures to articulate the needs of these groups and to enable access to their entitlements from the government and other agencies.

