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Note: This profile was prepared when Mihir Bhatt was elected to the Ashoka Fellowship . 

Through his work in disaster mitigation, Mihir Bhatt is introducing the component of long-term social security among vulnerable poor communities who are subject to repeated disasters - natural and man-made. Addressing the issue from the victim's point of view, Mihir's aim is to integrate disaster mitigation with social development at the conceptual, policy and implementation level of programs.

The New Idea 
Disasters cost money and retard the process of development. Yet disaster mitigation is not on the agenda of the national development policy. The genesis of Mihir's idea, that of disaster risk management and mitigation, lies in the government's and other stakeholders' propensity to treat disasters as isolated aberrations which need to be 'overcome' so that work can revert to 'normal'. The emphasis is on the event - floods, earthquakes, accidents or riots– and not on the link to society in normal times. Thus relief measures are far removed from social security or development plans and schemes.

Beginning in Gujarat, a state which has been subject to repeated disasters like earthquakes, floods and communal riots, Mihir efforts have been to promote community-based, people-centric disaster risk mitigation, bottom up, and reduce short-term dependence on the so-called 'relief measures'. His focus is on helping the poor in disaster-prone areas to create secure mechanisms and institutions as part of a comprehensive approach to disaster preparedness and quick recovery. Mihir then works towards aligning the government, NGOs and other national and international stakeholders and agencies around these community institutions.

"Nowhere in the world are such large populations affected and so repeatedly," says Mihir. "There was a big gap between the charity work being done by individuals and the big relief measures (government). I moved into that gap." Disasters, he says, must be analyzed from the long-term effect it has on the community, and that "mitigation is not a separate stage after relief. It must be present in every stage of the disaster cycle." He is therefore changing the dominance of the existing paradigm of keeping disaster mitigation and social security separate by making a case for the integrative perspective and putting it on the national agenda. 

So far, Mihir has risen successfully to the challenge of at least three droughts, three floods, two cyclones, an earthquake and a riot. The pioneering program concentrates on four key securities - food, water, habitat and livelihood - the answer to building 'human security' and, at the micro-level, links disaster response with sustainable development of the vulnerable poor. He is now making rapid inroads into other disaster-prone states of India like Orissa, Assam and Jammu & Kashmir.

Mihir is working through his organization Disaster Mitigation Institute, an action-learning center, incorporating best practices evolved by different government and non-government agencies and donors, and most importantly, the local communities. As Mihir observes: "Communities know how to reduce risks. They learn from their losses but cannot always use this knowledge effectively. We facilitate such learning…. try to make these insights available from one community to another; from one humanitarian effort to the next, or from one disaster to another." The people are treated as 'partners' in disaster mitigation and social security and the emphasis is on solutions that change relationships and structures in society and, hence, pave the way for social transformation.

The Problem 
Mihir best sums up the inherent flaws in society's approach to disasters. While volunteering as a student in Gujarat's drought-affected areas, he observed that, year after year, one of the government's pet schemes to provide work to affected people was to employ them to dig earth as daily wagers. "I found such daily digging of earth a meaningless measure." And to what end, was Mihir's question. 

Especially so, when India is among the most disaster-prone countries in the world with 22 of its 31 states subject to repeated natural devastation every year in the form of floods, cyclones and droughts, further compounded by unprecedented calamities like earthquakes and communal riots. The absence of a comprehensive disaster risk-management strategy and the continuous exposure to risks affects at least one-fifth of the poor in India each year. About one-fourth of agricultural land is destroyed annually, and an estimated 10 per cent of the poor cannot break out of the vicious cycle of poverty caused by such repeated upheavals. 

Yet, India has one of the largest and also one of the most poorly managed relief systems in the world. There is no single central ministry addressing disaster issues. For example, the Ministry of Home Affairs coordinates sudden disasters while drought is the responsibility of the Ministry of Agriculture. The government's National Calamity Relief Fund allocations of Rs 1,200 crore for five years is used up in a year due to heavy demands from the states. But the same story is played out year after year - misappropriation of funds, delayed relief, poor reconstruction and almost never-finished long-term recovery.

Points out Mihir: "The problem is addressed in a top-down, intellectually-driven, event-specific and high-cost manner". Communities have no say in drought and flood situations. Even if six districts face consecutive droughts for three years, the government does not declare it as a famine-struck and drought-affected area if there are no deaths.

Moreover, relief measures are designed and developed by 'theorists and experts', far removed from field realities. The NGO-government coordination is rare and the cost of delivery, monitoring and management is high. Victims, mostly the very poor communities, spend all their savings and fall into debt. When private investment in disaster relief is added to public spending in reconstruction, the costs are monumental. It has been argued that more money is spent on disasters than on development. Hardly any effort is made to find more meaningful work than 'digging earth' and never an attempt to find out why, for instance, certain areas face repeated disasters and what relief measures can do to avoid or reduce the impact. 

Also, disasters do not affect everyone equally. Yet the government and NGO response is to offer the same relief and rehabilitation package, every year without fail. The need for reducing the vulnerability and building the capacity of disaster victims has not been recognized by most policy-makers, donors, disaster relief or development related agencies. As a result, the security needs of the victims are not reflected in disaster response or in social security policies. Certainly, the victims of disasters, who should be central to any disaster response, are not consulted in expanding social security or redesigning it.

Most importantly, what is overlooked is that the affected poor populations have their own coping mechanisms and the widest range and depth of experience in mitigating disaster risks. Their sequencing and selection of strategy is astute. The crux of the problem lies therefore in the failure to increase capacity through participatory methods of intervention, where all social categories are involved at every stage of design and implementation of mitigation strategies. As one DMI study sums up, 'social security and disaster mitigation systems are most effective if they are owned and controlled by the community'.

The Strategy 
"Local people can take small steps to make a big difference in reducing their vulnerabilities," believes Mihir. Therefore he has adopted a bottom-up, participatory approach, documenting traditional knowledge and then creating strategies that are based on the communities' experience that take into account the cultural, social and economic sensitivities of the people and the area. It is an ongoing process that enriches and equips the program and the community for the future.

Built up as a multi-level, multi-disciplinary professional and community workers team, Mihir's is a framework organization of sector programs and activity centers. Typically therefore, while they are quick to move in with relief work during a disaster, the major part of their work is carried out, post-disaster, with the focus on prevention and designing sustainable livelihood options for prevention.

Mihir runs four pioneering sector programs - food security, water security, habitat security and livelihood security and 11 Activity Centers. The Activity Centers form the hub of the sector programs, coordinating projects like the Livelihood Relief Fund (LRF), the Emergency Food Security Network, Emergency Health Unit, Water Security Program, resource management, reconstruction work, monitoring, building peace and protection and in areas of research, collaborations, networking and promoting cross-agency learning.

In most of the above, the communities are equal stakeholders comprising 50-60 per cent of the organization's membership and are engaged in doing their own vulnerability mapping and planning. Programs like the LRF and Water Security Program engage in providing sustainable livelihood options for poor victims and stepping up water supply resources through building of rainwater harvesting structures and sharing of community experiences. Pani Panchayats (local water commitees) monitor water security in respective villages while Pani Yatras (water rallies) are experience-sharing activities for Indian and international participants in rainwater harvesting techniques, drought proofing and desertification. 

LRF is not a standard relief package. It is demand driven and assistance is tailor-made to cater to the needs of the most vulnerable members of communities like women, dalits, tribals, home-based workers and daily wage earners. In the majority of the cases, beneficiaries receive assistance to help them restart livelihood activity that they were involved in before the disaster. There is ongoing monitoring and evaluation of projects to ensure that the relief fund is positively used. So far LRF has benefited more than 11,000 people. 

The Bhuj Reconstruction Project, apart from organizing 2,000 slum dwellers in 14 slums of earthquake-devastated Bhuj recover their small-scale businesses, also helps shelterless residents demand and gain access to education and health services from the town authorities. 

The Emergency Food Security Network is a strategic network of national and international stakeholders researching new methods to evolve food security systems and sharing of food relief data in all states. According to Mihir, the new methods will monitor the relief process by providing continuous feedback from the affected communities without which the quality of food relief cannot be improved. 

The more innovative and entrepreneurial programs like the Chamber of Commerce and Industries for Small Businesses (CCISB) encapsulate Mihir's belief in micro-mitigation. The CCIB is run and owned by the community itself. By providing capacity-building training in commercial and business skills, market development tools, as well as formal business networks, the CCIB strives to create an enabling environment for small disaster-stricken businesses -- street vegetable vendors, handcart retailers, cobblers, roadside garage mechanics and others -- which have neither social nor economic standing. It combines all the necessary ingredients of a successful venture: entrepreneurship, empowerment, ownership and a focus on livelihood. Hence all small traders and businessmen collectively have better bargaining power and are able to get into partnerships with the local authorities, wholesalers and big businesses to establish their foothold in the local markets. 

The focus of CCIB therefore is on micro-credit and affordable financial instruments designed to cater to specific needs and promotion of savings and; micro-insurance of property and health, also being done now through the Regional Risk Transfer Initiative, which will soon be launched simultaneously in other South Asian countries.

The LRF is linked to the CCIB in order to make it sustainable and financially viable. On the basis of applicants and their business plans, a grant is provided by LRF and then if the venture goes well, a second infusion is granted, after which the CCIB provides access to a revolving fund, which is replenished by community contributions and returns on loans. The CCISB's Business Development Service provides inputs on to how to deal with disaster a second-time round. The Best Businessmen of the Year awards started by CCIB among slum dwellers promotes sharing of learning. Trade missions are sent out to other disaster-torn areas, be they earthquake or riot The most recent of Mihir's programs is the Emergency Health Unit, which has pioneered the triage method in India and provides first response training to communities. It involves training in prioritisation of medical treatment during disasters, preparedness of hospitals and medical units, introducing the concept of emergency medicine, which does not really exist in India, and resolving issues of disaster-struck HIV patients alongside the others.

Mihir's other programs extend to, as mentioned earlier, evaluations and process mapping, reconstruction and peace building processes for riot affected and earthquake victims, networking with corporates to involve them in rehabilitation and relief programs, learning resource centers to build bridges between vulnerable communities and government agencies, NGOs and policy makers. His Organisational Resource Center promotes institution building such as the CCISB while the Sphere Resource Center works towards setting minimum standards in relief and rehabilitation.

Over and above this, Mihir strongly believes that education is a very crucial component of long-term recovery, especially for riot victims. DMI has therefore launched a program in riot-affected slum areas by setting up Community Learning Centers attended by students from both communities - Hindu and Muslim. Working with just three at the moment, the centers function on a participatory basis with 50 percent of the money contributed by DMI and the rest by the communities. Along with peace and protection studies, mainstream education in the form of computer training etc are also offered. 

Since disaster is a state subject, Mihir works closely with the state and central governments as he does with other national and international stakeholders, corporates and donors. His entire model works through a labyrinthine network with the communities at the core. A recent World Bank study has identified DMI as a unique learning organization among disaster agencies. He has recently been invited by the government to start a central Disaster Mitigation office in New Delhi. Talks are also on with the Indian army to start work in Ladakh. 

Mihir's plans for the immediate future stretch to consolidating the experiences and gains of the work done in mitigation and launch initiatives to upscale his activities to the national level, apart from the three other states he is already working in. He is now collaborating with agencies abroad to fine-tune his development of Geographical Information Systems (GIS) on urban risks. Incorporating ICTs to facilitate networking is also part of his plans.

The Person 
Born into an extraordinary family of among the best-known social entrepreneurs in India today, Mihir was named after the first Indian to swim the English Channel. In retrospect, it seems that Mihir was destined to swim against the tide in his quest to find innovative solutions to problems that most regard as inevitable.

Brought up with Gandhian values, Mihir, unlike most of his milieu in those times, went to a vernacular medium school, co-founded by Madame Montessori herself. Instead of examinations, the school followed a self-evaluating system which taught Mihir to introspect and self-motivate. The curriculum incorporated tours to the other states of India and initiated year-long projects on the visited communities. At the end of his schooling, Mihir had had a glimpse of the true India. This, coupled with his participation in the national campaign of Youth against Famine, where he pitched in to dig earth at a relief site, planted the seed of his future activities in the social sphere.

As an undergraduate and post-graduate student of architecture, Mihir's consistently chose to work on projects such as redesigning street markets for vendors and hawkers, day-care centers for children of rural laborers, innovative watershed management designs or building a new township for a tension-torn town in Punjab. A gold medallist in urban design, Mihir received a scholarship to MIT (USA) in Urban Studies, after which he worked for a prestigious US firm. However, student loans forced him to look for other avenues of income and in late 1987, he teamed up with two others and started a business enterprise, Global View Inc., to promote international television programming. The enterprise grew, was soon bought over, Mihir paid up his loans and returned to India.

Working with the Institute for Habitat and Environment in Pune, he turned around the ailing but promising organization, infusing new direction and focus in the form of projects in urban governance funded by the World Bank. However, his vision brought him back to his hometown of Ahmedabad, where he started DMI in 1990 with three fellow workers, three chairs, two tables and one computer.

A recipient of the Russel E. Twain Fellowship as well as the Eisenhower Fellowship 2000, Mihir is the founding member and on the board of a number of development and disaster mitigation initiatives. He lives in Ahmedabad with his wife, a former IAS officer who gave up her job to work full time in the development sector, and their two sons. 

