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Abstract

Introduction

This paper explores learning within communities and institutions based on previous experiences
of disasters and underlines the value in preparedness to build resilience to future disasters. In
order to reflect upon the experience of disasters from the past to inform and study its relevance
in the face of a disaster in the present this paper proposes using the case of Odisha and cyclones.

Methods

Empirical evidence was gathered through participant observation as a humanitarian practitioner
deployed in response programme after Phailin with an INGO in 2013. Participatory rural appraisal
techniques such as focus groups, interviews with authorities and local leaders were conducted
from October 2013 -March 2014.

Context

Odisha has a history of cyclones, heavy rains and floods. In October 1999, two cyclones within a
period of 2 weeks, killed 10,000 people, and caused socio-economic devastation (Ray-Bennett
2009). In 2013, Cyclone Phailin made landfall in Ganjam leaving 44 people dead, and damaging
256,633 houses (World Bank 2013). A comparison of institutional and community response
provides insight into the learning amongst communities and understanding how changes
manifest during recovery.

Results

The Government of Odisha (GoO) was applauded for their success in preparedness and
evacuation in 2013. This was achieved by construction of cyclone shelters along the coast, raised
water sources and prepositioning of boats and other relief stocks through disaster preparedness
measures after 1999. The NGOs were prepared with contingency stocks, boats and deployment
of volunteers and trained persons for disinfection of tubewells, running community kitchens and
relying upon pre-disaster preparedness networks. The World Bank funded the Odisha Disaster
Recovery project building on resilience and experiences from previous reconstruction project.

Conclusions
Odisha provides a rich experience of learning from previous disasters and influencing policy and
action. The institutionalization of disaster recovery within the management cycle, and easy
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transition between preparedness, mitigation, response and recovery activities prove a poignant

example for influencing policies at the national level to address challenges in linking relief,
recovery, and resilience to future disasters.
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