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A Date with Disaster 
(New Approach in Managing Disasters) 

 
Dr Manas Pratim Das 

 
(It’s raining hard. It’s a hilly area somewhere in the Eastern Himalayas. People are 
running for shelter. Three people had already taken shelter in a small unfinished building 
at the roadside. A man of around 55 comes rushing and squeezes himself in.) 
 
Verma: Eh....I am almost drenched. No forecast of rain....it’s such an unexpected 

shower....and it’s raining so heavily...... 
 
Suman: These days the showers come like this.....look, you can’t see the other side 

of the road even.....it’s raining so hard........ 
 
Rafiq: I am not sure....is this what they call cloud burst? It wreaked havoc in 

Ladakh and Uttarakhand..... 
 
Sonam: Please don’t.....I mean.......I am sorry......but please don’t remind me of 

that episode.......so many of our village huts were washed away....... 
 
Verma: Washed away or buried under mud and silt? 
 
Sonam: Right....you are absolutely right......mud and silt (murmurs).......are you 

from that part Sir? 
 
Verma: Not at all, I am from Bangalore. I am called Verma. You are certainly 

from Ladakh, that I can understand. 
 
Sonam: Yes Sir, you guessed correctly.  
 
Rafiq: You shuddered at the mention of cloud burst. I read it from newspapers 

only. Tell me what was it like... (Looking out) The rain shows no sign of 
letting up.... 

 
Sonam: It was a nightmare. The storm lasted an hour -- sustained rain and hail and 

lightning with no let up at all. The sound was of a hundred million ball 
bearings falling on metal, and lightning ripped across the sky like constant 
static along a black wool quilt. It was quite a storm.  

 
Rafiq: That sounds terrible.... 
 
Sonam: Tourists came to understand the scale of devastation next morning only. 

The bus station was gone. A vast river of mud and rock had torn through 
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central Leh, ripping apart houses, demolishing shops, flattening structures 
to the ground. Buses were tossed about like toys, slammed up against 
buildings, wedged under trucks, flattened and twisted in incomprehensible 
shapes.  

 
Verma: We saw it on the media. There were enough photographs on tv and in 

newspapers but your description adds a chill to the story. 
 
Sonam: Leh was, well, utterly ruined. I saw a schoolyard buried under 8 feet of 

mud, its basketball hoops just managing to peer over the top of the slide. I 
saw bloated cows tossed about, and one lonely, dazed donkey, wandering 
through the wreckage, covered in dried mud and bleating sadly, perhaps 
just to hear the sound of his own voice. And yes, I saw bodies. 

 
 
Rafiq: What about those who were wounded from these accidents? 
 
Sonam: Leh hospital was quickly lined with them. Bulldozers lifted splayed-

limbed victims out of heaps and heaps of mud. 
 
Suman: But we did not have a hospital to look after us. The nearest was also 

gone.... 
 
Verma: Gone means what? Were you also a victim of cloud burst? 
 
Suman: It was the ground under our feet that burst.....it was so horrifying. 

Everything happened in a minute’s time! All was lost in a wink..... 
 
Rafiq: Lost means? Do you mean your family.... 
 
Suman: (starts sobbing) Everything suddenly started shaking. It wasn't too severe 

at first and we all managed to get out of the building, then when we were 
in the yard outside everything started shaking very strongly and we were 
all bending down on the ground to stop from falling over, and keeping as 
far away from the walls as possible. (Sobbing becomes louder) 

 
Verma: That is the right strategy but why are you crying? 
 
Suman: My younger son (bursts out in a wail).....he could not get out of the house 

(crying continues).......there he lay under the debris....Mother Nature was 
so cruel to us..... 

 
Rafiq: He is true. Earthquakes cannot be predicted. But where are you from? 

Which place are you talking about? 
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Suman: I am from Nepal. We continue to live in Kathmandu very near to where 
our house was. You can call me Suman. 

 
Rafiq: I see. By the way, I am Rafiq from Hooghly. It is a district in West Bengal, 

not very far from the state capital Kolkata. 
 
Verma: It seems all of us has a story to tell. What is your story Rafiq? 
 
Rafiq: (Melancholy in his voice) My story...well.... 
 
Verma: Please don’t misunderstand me. Listening to these stories I felt that you 

also might have one to tell. It could be of a less severe nature...I don’t 
know... 

 
Rafiq: It’s ok Sir. The rain is still strong outside and it seems we shall have to 

stay here for quite some time. So there is no harm in sharing our stories. 
Mine is one of flood and it was very severe. 

 
Verma: When did it happen? 
 
Rafiq: This was a couple of years back. For three days it rained incessantly and 

mercilessly. At the end of that period we had all evacuated our home and 
taken shelter in a school building. That was my and my family’s first such 
experience. 

 
Verma: I know ....I know how difficult it is to adjust oneself to such a shelter 

especially if it is your first time. No food, very little water for drinking, no 
medicine and the fear of snakes and other insects. 

 
Rafiq: Exactly so. The moment darkness descended a peculiar fear gripped us. 

We could not sleep at night. Added to all this was the scarcity of food, 
drinking water, medicine etc as you said. My old father could not bear it. 
It was our third day in the school and he was coughing since morning. I 
couldn’t do anything. There was not a single boat to carry him to some 
medical centre. By the afternoon he started sinking and....(heaves a deep 
sigh) and he left us before it was dark.  

 
Verma: This is how natural disasters rob us of our belongings and also our dear 

ones....we all are victims! 
 
(Verma’s cellphone rings. He picks up the phone. Listeners will be able to hear his part of 

the telephonic conversation only.) 
 
Verma: Hello....hello....can’t hear you....could you speak a little louder 

please......yeah, its raining heavily here and the signal is pretty 
feeble....right ...now I can hear you Sumangala....yeah the programme for 
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tomorrow stands...right, no change....at 11am in the library hall of the 
college......yeah of course Sumangala, our members will be there ....you 
please bring the chart along.......right....we have all the posters ready......I 
am expecting good attendance....ok bye...see you at the college....good 
night.... 

 
(Verma puts the phone back in his pocket) 
 
Rafiq: Are you a professor? 
 
Verma: Ummm....not one in the traditional sense of the term but yes I do teach 

people. 
 
Suman: People! You mean it’s an adult education centre? 
 
Verma: It could be anyone of any age. But well....I think I am confusing you. Let 

me explain. In fact I am from an NGO that works in the field of disaster 
preparedness. 

 
Rafiq: Preparedness? I don’t understand. Can you prepare beforehand for a 

flood? 
 
Sonam: Or a cloud burst? 
 
Suman: Or earthquake? 
 
Verma: Wait, wait! I can understand that the injuries are still fresh in your mind. 

But believe me, you can be much better off if you can prepare yourself 
beforehand to face such disasters. 

 
Suman: NGOs did a lot for us after the earthquake took place. They gave us food, 

tarpaulin, medicine, took the ill to the hospital. We are indebted to them. 
We shall remain so all our life. But that is all they can do. 

 
Rafiq:  Right! How can they prepare us for a calamity like the ones we are 

discussing? If it is flood then the best you could do is construct some tall 
buildings where affected people can take shelter. In fact, there was some 
discussion at the government level some years back about putting up such 
a building in every block of the state. But...well....no coordinated action 
was taken. 

 
Verma: There you are! Coordination! That is what is lacking in our approach. We 

can achieve a lot if we coordinate properly among the different levels of 
administration on one hand and the citizens on the other. 

 
Sonam: The rain seems to be letting up.  
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Verma: Yeah but before we part ways can I have a word from you all? Could you 

please come to the Metropolitan College library tomorrow at 11am? All 
three of you. 

 
Suman; Tomorrow....in the morning......well...I have to go to.... 
 
Verma: No...please shelve your responsibilities for half a day. I beg of you all. 

There is something we all share.  
 
Rafiq: What is that? 
 
Verma: We need to prepare in earnest. We shall have to shift from disaster 

response to disaster preparedness. And what is more, we need to realize 
that we can prevent disaster or at least lessen the severity. Yes we can! 
So....please come. 

 
Rafiq: I shall try. 
 
Sonam & Suman: I shall also try.... 
 
(All of them comes out of the building and goes away in different directions.) 
 
(Change music followed by effects representing an indoor meeting.) 
 
Verma; Bhaskar, we are getting late. Ask our announcer to start the 

programme.....(notices Rafiq) Hey Rafiq, I’m so glad that you could come. 
 
Rafiq: Not only me, all three of us. Sonam and Suman is there in the corner... 

vsiting the poster exhibition. 
 
Verma: Have you had a look at the posters? 
 
Rafiq: Yes of course. By the way, what is this Yokohama strategy....I found 

mention of it in several posters. 
 
Verma: Yes, Yokohama strategy (announcement from the stage is heard, “May I 

have your attention please. I shall request you to kindly take your seats.’ 
Verma is stopped in the middle of his conversation.)...Rafiq you better 
bring Sonam and Suman here and take your seats. The programme has 
already started. I shall have to look after a few things now. Please make 
yourself comfortable, ok? 

 
Rafiq: Its perfectly ok. You take care of the proceedings. We shall take our seats. 
 
(Verma departs. The programme starts.) 
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Announcer: As you know, we have an interaction session here. There will be no 

speeches. Chairperson Surinder-ji, deputy magistrate Mohan sir and 
professor Nandini will take your questions and try to answer them in a 
satisfactory manner. The first question will be from the first row....yes you 
madam... 

 
Lady: Thanks for giving this opportunity. I would like to ask one simple question 

– Can we really have some preparedness against disasters like earthquakes 
and tsunamis? 

 
Nandini: I shall take that. You are pretty aware that earthquakes are frequent in 

Japan. About 1,500 earthquakes strike the island nation every year. But 
they have developed anti-quake construction. In Japan, a real-time 
Earthquake Early Warning (EEW) is in operation. 

 
Lady: (Interrupting) You mean to say that earthquake can be predicted? But all 

these years we have heard.... 
 
Nandini: I am not saying that it can be forecast 48 years ago. If a quake is in the sea, 

the speed of an earthquake wave is about 8 km per second, which is 
slower than an electric signal. If the epicentre is away from one’s location, 
an electric signal reaches faster than the shake that gives the lead time 
before the quake arrives. You still have some time to prepare or be safe. 

 
Lady: I see....that is quite interesting. Tell us about the Japanese buildings also. I 

have heard that those are very costly. 
 
Nandini: The Japanese believe and agree that anti-disaster investments are 

lifesavers. Japanese anti-quake construction technology places a premium 
on high performance. So, naturally the costs are high. But again, that is 
what has saved them all these years. 

 
Announcer; There is one hand raised at the last row. Yes gentleman, please go ahead 

with your question. 
 
Rafiq: My question is simple. What is Yokohama strategy? I saw a lot of mention 

of it in your poster exhibition. 
 
Surinder: Thank you gentleman for your question. In fact that is one fault in the 

exhibition that I have also noticed. We should have explained the terms 
properly. Anyway may I request Mohan-ji to kindly answer this question? 

 
Mohan: Thank you Surinder-ji. Its actually an action plan for tackling disasters. I 

mean, there is no denying the fact that the impact of natural disasters in 
terms of human and economic losses has risen in recent years, and society 
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in general has become more vulnerable to natural disasters. Those who are 
usually most affected by natural and other disasters are the poor and 
socially disadvantaged groups in developing countries. This is because 
they are least equipped to cope with those.  

 
Rafiq: Right Sir, this is common knowledge but I wanted to know about this 

particular Yokohama thing. 
 
Surinder: (Intervening) Please do not be impatient. You will certainly get your 

answer. Mohan-ji is preparing the ground for that. Sorry Mohan-ji, please 
continue. 

 
Mohan:  You need not be sorry Surinder-ji. I can see that our friend is very eager to 

know the facts. Well, I shall go straight into the matter. Disaster 
prevention, mitigation and preparedness are better than having disasters 
strike flat on your face. Hope you agree gentleman? 

 
Rafiq: Of course I do Sir. 
 
Mohan: Now with this theme the member states of the United Nations met at the 

World Conference on Natural Disaster Reduction, in the city of 
Yokohama, Japan, from 23rd to 27th May 1994. There was participation 
from non-governmental organizations, international organizations, the 
scientific community, business, industry and the media. 

 
Nandini: As far I can remember Mohan-ji the conference laid ample stress on 

community involvement. 
 
Mohan: You are absolutely correct. They said that the knowledge acquired by each 

community over the centuries is necessary to reduce the damage caused by 
disasters. Finally the conference adopted Yokohama Strategy and related 
Plan of Action for the rest of the decade and beyond.  

 
Surinder: I believe a few salient points of the plan can be highlighted so that our 

audience can have a grip on the idea. 
 
Mohan: Sure. The plan is a lengthy one but a few points can of course be 

highlighted. For example, the conference said that the least developed 
counties, small island developing states and land-locked countries are the 
most vulnerable countries, as they are the least equipped to mitigate 
disasters. Developing countries affected by desertification, drought and 
other types of natural disasters are also equally vulnerable. These 
countries are insufficiently equipped to mitigate natural disasters. The 
conference also insisted on developing international cooperation to combat 
disasters. 
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Rafiq: I see, there is nothing for ordinary men like us. It sounds pretty academic. 
 
Announcer: I am afraid your evaluation of the strategy is not correct. The idea was to 

activate the international community which involves all of us and you also, 
my friend! 

 
Mohan: I shall give you an example my friend. Last year a number of houses in 

rural areas under my jurisdiction crumbled after heavy rains. As a routine 
measure we distributed relief materials. But I knew that this could happen 
again. The affected people would naturally rebuild their houses but the 
structures would be faulty as usual. 

 
Nandini: So did you build proper houses for them?  
 
Mohan: No, that would have required more funds and I did not have the same at 

my disposal at that time. I devised something new. A cultural troupe from 
Meghalaya was on a tour to our area. They were performing in the central 
auditorium in the district headquarters. I was present on the inaugural day 
and somehow I overheard two members of the troupe discussing the 
collapse of the houses. They were also boasting of the superior design of 
their own houses. 

 
Nandini: And you invited them to discuss house building? 
 
Mohan: Exactly Madam. I organized a meeting with the affected villagers. One 

senior professor from the local engineering college was present and of 
course the knowledgeable members of the cultural troupe. It was exciting 
to say the least. We could learn so much and the houses were rebuilt in a 
new way. I hope these will be able to stand the next bout of heavy rains. 

 
Surinder: That is what we call an innovative measure as far as disasters are 

concerned. But we must keep a record of all these measures. At the same 
time we must have a register for recording every detail of a disaster. That 
can act as a useful aid for planning some action, say even a decade later. 
By the way, has anyone here heard about such a register? 

 
(Murmur in the audience.) 
 
Mohan: You have drawn our attention to a very important aspect Surinder-ji. In 

fact this is included in the Yokohama strategy as well. Unfortunately we 
have not paid enough attention to this aspect. 

 
Announcer: We shall have a tea break now. Mohan-ji will be leaving as he has two 

more functions to attend. We thank him for taking time out and attending 
this session. 
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Mohan: I thank the organizers for this initiative. And before I leave I want to say 
that the coordination among the different sections of the administration as 
well as NGOs and individual citizens has to be impeccable. Without that it 
will be very difficult to tackle disasters in the coming days. Thanks for 
inviting me. I wish you success. 

 
Announcer: Friends, please join us for a cup of tea. We shall reassemble after fifteen 

minutes. 
 
(The audience heads towards the tea corner. Murmur, pouring of tea may be added as 

sound effects. Sonam approaches Verma.)  
 
Sonam: Do you have any plan to travel to Leh? We can organize a meeting there. 

Our folks will be very eager to listen to your suggestions. We can take 
care of the local hospitality. 

 
Verma: That is fine. But we shall have to see when we can find time. A number of 

such interactive meetings are scheduled in different parts of the country in 
the coming days. 

 
Sonam: I am not asking you to do it very early. You can come whenever the time 

suits you. 
 
Verma: I appreciate your eagerness. We shall definitely explore the possibility. By 

the way, I have asked Surinder-ji to discuss this cloud burst problem and 
with particular emphasis on Leh....and also the earthquake in Nepal. 
Where is Suman........ 

 
Suman: I am standing right behind you Sir! I shall want to listen to the advice of 

the experts. 
 
Verma: Right. Finish your tea and come back soon. Have you tasted the pakora? 

It’s a delicacy here. Go-go, have one more. Let me attend to the other 
guests..... 

 
(Music and sound effects. After a few seconds the voice of the announcer is heard again.) 
 
Announcer: Ladies and gentlemen, may I request you to come back to your seats. We 

have important discussion left. I request Surinder-ji to resume the 
proceedings. 

 
Surinder: In this part we are going to take up the cloud burst case in Leh that 

occurred in 2010 and the recent Nepal earthquake. Verma has informed 
me that we have one guest from Leh. I believe he is Sonam. 

 
(Sonam stands up in the middle of the audience.) 
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Sonam: I am Sonam. We experienced the fury of Nature. There was large scale 

devastation. Please tell us what to do if such a deluge again hits us. 
 
Surinder: I am sorry, you cannot do much once it hits you. You have to prepare 

beforehand. That is what should be our aim. 
 
Announcer: With your permission chairman sir, I shall present some facts related to 

that disaster. Within a short span of about 2 hours, Leh recorded a rainfall 
of 14 inches. There were flash floods, and the Indus River and its 
tributaries and waterways were overflowing. As many as 234 people were 
killed, 800 were injured, and many went missing, perhaps washed away 
with the gorging rivers and waterways. There was vast destruction all 
around. Over 1000 houses collapsed. Men, women, and children were 
buried under the debris. The local communication networks and transport 
services were severely affected. 

 
(Murmur in the crowd.) 
 
Nandini: Just look at the scale of devastation. Terrible! 
 
Surinder: It was the Army’s quick response that made search and relief possible in 

the valley. The Army had disaster and emergency preparedness plans and 
protocols in place; stocks of relief supplies and medicines as per standard 
lists were available. Hence the disaster response could be immediately 
activated. 

 
Nandini: And of course regular drill and training of the army personnel was 

undertaken. The medical corps was also kept in fine tune. That helped in 
relief work. 

 
Sonam: Do you mean to say madam that we all have to train as the army men do? 
 
Nandini: Well, I want to repeat that disasters are taking place more frequently these 

days. They are lashing at us with more vehemence. So there is no other 
way left but to prepare. 

Surinder: There is an important lesson to be learnt by the civil administration and 
the public health system to have disaster preparedness plans in readiness 
with material and designated rescue officers and workers. 

Nandini: In fact, we are not alone in the world in planning such an early 
preparedness. Governments around the world have committed to take 
action to reduce disaster risk, and have adopted a guideline to reduce 
vulnerabilities to natural hazards. This is called the Hyogo Framework for 
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Action. The framework helps to cope better with the hazards that threaten 
our development gains. 

Suman: Hyogo? You mean Japan again? 

Announcer: Sir, please allow me to clarify this issue. My friend, the World 
Conference on Disaster Risk Reduction is a series of United 
Nations conferences focusing on disaster and climate risk management in 
the context of sustainable development. The World Conference has been 
convened three times, with each edition to date having been hosted 
by Japan. In Yokohama in 1994, in Kobe in 2005 and in Sendai in 2015. 

Nandini: And my friend, the Hyogo Framework for Action was an outcome of the 
2005 conference. Its proposed period for action was for 2005 to 2015. 

Suman: I believe it has something on earthquakes also. I mean, I am from Nepal 
and you all know that we have been devastated by earthquakes. We keep 
experiencing small quakes. We have received a lot of help from India but 
we are still afraid of the uncertain future. What should we do? 

Surinder: A lot can be done. To start with, certain modules can be introduced in 
school and university curriculum. I shall tell you what have been done in 
our country. In keeping with the demand of the Hyogo framework Central 
Board of Secondary Education has introduced Disaster Management as a 
separate curriculum for standard VIII from the academic year 2003-2004. 

Nandini: University Grants Commission has issued circular to all the universities 
accredited by it to introduce courses on Disaster Management. Already 
several universities have started professional courses on Disaster 
Management. 

Suman: There are such provisions in our country too.... 

Nandini: Yes and that has to be enhanced. I must tell you about the Sendai 
Framework that aims at a fifteen year period starting from 2015. It says 
and wait....I have a copy of the document.....(searches in her file) here it 
is....and right, it says, please note my friend.....it says, substantially 
enhance international cooperation among developing countries through 
adequate and sustainable support to complement their national actions for 
implementation of the framework by 2030. 

Surinder: There you are. International cooperation for building resilience is very 
important. India and Nepal are neighbours. Naturally there is a lot of 
scope for building capacity through cooperation. 
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Announcer: Sir, I regret to say that the duration for which this library hall has been 
provided to us is almost over. So we would like to thank Nandini-ji and 
members of the audience for their active participation. 

Nandini: I really welcome your initiative. See, how engrossed we were in our 
discussion that we failed to notice the time. It shows that we really need 
such platforms to plan our safety measures.  

Surinder: You are right Nandini-ji. But before we part ways there is time for one 
more cup of tea. Why dear announcer? 

Announcer: Of course sir. I am sorry, I forgot to mention that. Please help yourself my 
dear friends. 

Surinder: Long live our cooperation! 

(The audience echoes his slogan and then breaks for tea.) 

 

 

 

 
 
   
 
  
 
 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


