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Action at the Frontline, Odisha, India 

SUMMARY: 
 

This case study depicts the impact of disasters on the people living below poverty line in the 
coastal region of Odisha and how a simple solution for combating disaster and being 
prepared has saved the livelihood of a poor Dalit (scheduled caste) person. This has also 
impacted others in the nearby village to understand the need for disaster preparedness and 
wider acceptance of the innovative mitigation tool. The present case study is a depiction of a 
challenge in terms of community mind-set and their resistance to disaster mitigating tools 
and finally adopting after getting visible impact of the tool on their life and livelihood. 
 

The AFL project was taken up in Astaranga Block of Puri District. The village presented in 
the case study is an extremely coastal village flanked by two rivers ‘Sisua’ and ‘Prachi’. 
These rivers bring heavy damage to the village by bringing in seasonal flood almost every 
year. The coastal location of the village also hinders in easy drainage of the flood water, 

worsening the flood situation further. 
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INTRODUCTION: 
 

The village and the community were prone to regular floods and inundation for months 
during the rainy season which would jeopardize the life and livelihood of the poor. The 
absence of knowledge about certain disaster mitigation tools would worsen the situation 
further. 
 
OSVSWA has registered its presence in the district more than 10 years now and was familiar 
with the nature of issues relating to disasters. OSVSWA had a good volunteer base in the said 
Block which came handy while implementing the AFL project. 
 
The selection of the said village was done for the reasons that the village is a coastal one with 
history of facing recurrent disasters more than 50% people are vulnerable to disaster due to 
their disposition, poverty, and low level of awareness. Most people having difficulty to deal 
with risks or recover from everyday disasters and readiness to engage in risk reduction are 
weak. 
 

The village related to the case study is a caste divided one with more than 50% fisher folks 
belonging to the Dalits (untouchables), socially they are placed at the bottom of the strata and 
economically these communities come under Below Poverty line (BPL). The other castes in 
the village are a mix of non Dalits but the economic standard of these persons are not better 
than the Dalit fisher folks. They are mostly engaged in petty business and tertiary service 
sectors.  
 

Over 25 people of the village udayakani participated in the meeting to identify the risks and 
the hazards faced by them. OSVSWA volunteers facilitated the whole process. The key 
identified risks identified were: 
 

1. Floods: The floods happen almost every year and sometimes more than once in a 

single year. The flooding leads to loss of crops and livestock in the village at one end 

and instrumental for disease outbreak among human and domestic animals at the 

other. 

2. Waterlogging: Due to the low lying plains situated close to the sea, the village and its 

vicinity gets inundated during rainy season even if there is no flood it creates a mirage 
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of flooding. The waterlogging causes extensive damage to the crops, road 

communication and drinking water. 

During the last two quarters, OSVSWA has focused in identification of the causes of the 
distress in the locality and finding possible solutions. For both the above mentioned risks the 
community has now realized that due to their geographical positioning and their low level of 
awareness they are vulnerable to floods and waterlogging. They have also realized that there 
are several tools for disaster mitigation and preparedness which can be applied and adopted 
wisely to withstand the economic losses. 
 
Key actors of this case study are: 
 

1. Dinabandhu Kandi, the poor villager who endeavoured to adopt insurance as a disaster 
mitigation tool.  

2. Sarpanch of the Sisua Gram Panchayat (elected representative) who actually 
motivated the villagers to adopt the tool.  

3. Field coordinator of OSVSWA (AFL Project): Who would coordinate the project 
activities and was instrumental in ensuring Dinabandhu getting the benefit from the 
Insurance agency in the wake of damage. 

4. Community Members: Shared their experience.  
 
 

OVERCOMING CHALLENGES: 
 

The Udayakani village of Astaranga Block in Puri District was taken up by OSVSWA as a 
project village under the AFL program due to its typical ethnic and caste composition along 
with its severe vulnerability to disasters such as Flood, Cyclone, Water logging and Saline 
ingress etc. Dinabandhu Kandi, in the Udayakani village is a poor & landless Dalit 
(untouchable) who is practicing goat rearing for a living since last 13 years. In fact, he has 
inherited this livelihood option from his father while his father became invalid due to age related 
illness.  
 
It is not always necessary that, if a person is engaged in some business traditionally for years, 
she/he might be proficient in the business or its trends. Whether they lose or win, they would 
continue with the same livelihood option because they normally would not change and take 
risk. Moreover they would have an emotional attachment to the livelihood since the same 
business was taken from their ancestors, no matter how well they did it. Dinabandhu was no 
exception to this traditional notion. 
  
Dinabandhu lives with his father, wife and four minor children. The family is difficult to sustain 
with the livelihood option he had taken up. Moreover, the threat of getting his herd of goats 
destroyed at one go due to a disaster was simmering in his heart of and on. He has cultivated 
about an acre of non-irrigated land on rent from where he earns roughly about 8quintal of 
paddy a year after putting enormous efforts. The yield is tight enough for his dependents to 
survive throughout the year.  
 
He depends on the income of the goat rearing business for all other expenses starting from 
health, festivals, food items etc. He owns about 50 Goats and able to sell about 12 heads 
every year cost ranges from INR 2000 to 2500. Like many others Dinabandhu has been 
rearing these goats and getting whatever profit from this since years. He has never calculated 
minutely about his profits and losses. However, the problem with the traditional business 
people is that, they just accept the loss very easily.  
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Since OSVSWA has been actively engaged in community mobilization initiatives for 
combating disasters in the village under the AFL program, Dinabandhu happened to be the 
first case where people of Udayakani village realised the potential of insurance in disaster 
preparedness.  
 
Being persuaded by the OSVSWA team members, Dinabandhu had insured his herd of goats 
against disease and disasters, while others in his fraternity took this as wastage of money 
investing in insurance of livestock. Unfortunately after few months of insurance 4 goats died 
due to a very common disease, Diarrhoea that happens during rainy season, adding to the 
woe 7 more died in the high floods in the same week and Dinabandhu was not in a condition 
to withstand this jolt, he immediately approached the insurance company representative but 
the representative wanted to see the evidence and the tag assigned to each goat, Dinabandhu 
had only 4 tags of those died of Diarrhoea but the 7 others were not traceable.  
 
Due to the strict norms of the insurance company the beneficiary of an animal loan need to 
produce the tag issued by the company for claims, since Dinabandhu has no clues about the 
remaining 7 tags thus he had a tough time to convince the company authorities for settlement 
of the claims. The matter was settled after the OSVSWA field executive accompanied 
Dinabandhu to the company local office and subsequently to the regional office at 
Bhubaneswar (state capital city of Odisha) to persuade the Insurance companies to pay the 
compensation, which was materialized after a few visits and discussions with the senior 
officials of the company. 
 
Now Dinabandhu replenished his herd with more goats and lives happily to the dismay of his 
neighbours who have lost their livestock too in the floods. The message of Dinabandhu getting 
compensation from the company for the loss of goat has spread like wildfire in the 
neighbouring villages as a result the level of interest among the community to treat insurance 
as a disaster mitigation tool has been widely accepted by the community. Now about 20 
families have adopted this insurance model of disaster mitigation in the village. 
 
From the above it can be assumed that there is no single strategy to manage a risk rather 
there are several tools which helps in building community awareness and favourable policy 
changes. The biggest investment so far is in terms of realising the level of awareness among 
the community and exploring the unconventional ways of disaster mitigation. 
 
The geographical disposition of the state of Odisha beside the eastern sea coast has made it 
prone to multiple natural calamities such as flood, drought and cyclones every year inviting 
suffering for the people. The 482 km long of coastline of Odisha exposes the State to flood, 
cyclones and storm surges. Heavy rainfall during monsoon causes floods in the rivers. The 
entire coastal belt in the state is prone to storm surges. The storms that produce tidal surges 
are usually accompanied by heavy rain fall making the coastal belt vulnerable to both floods 
and storm surges. People die; livestock perish; houses are washed away; paddy and other 
crops are lost and roads and bridges are damaged.  
 
Due to the above mentioned reasons the life, livelihood and the communication means are 
mostly at stake in most of the parts of coastal villages. This is due to the geographical 
disposition and the low level of awareness. Various lobbying and advocacy work was taken 
up under the project but confined to the local area only. The strategy is to join hands with the 
likeminded CSOs and put pressure on the government for adequate policy change.  
 
The present project was limited in bringing about a scaled impact on the service providers but 
it has yielded a raised level of awareness and initiated a changed prospective in looking in to 
disaster management. 
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Odisha being a reasonably well off state in terms of disaster management, it is difficult to 
convince the authorities who are more or less complacent about the achievements. The local 
level political people are the most difficult persons to be convinced. In the present case we 
have taken up two pronged approach to achieve the results i.e. building awareness through 
one to one interaction, meetings with the community and joining hands with likeminded CBOs 
for a common cause and putting pressure on the insurance agency.  
 
Building consortium/forum or a pressure group for a specific cause by the likeminded NGOs, 
CBOs and intellectuals seems to be one of the effective strategies to improve awareness 
among service bearers. In Odisha we have certain peer pressure groups which actually 
spearhead the policy advocacy and lobby at the state government for a more accountable 
governance at the local level.    
 
We are happy to share that State government has now made provisions in revising the relief 
code and has considered insurance as a disaster management tool. Crop insurance and 
livestock insurance has become mandatory for the government supported families. 
 
The natural human tendency of resistance and indifference may at times demotivate the 
project implementers but constant persuasion and creating examples like Dinabandhu would 
definitely influence the traditional mind-set. The government policies and acts are seldom 
reflected in the ground with true spirit but community participation in the planning process 
would definitely pave the way for a better service delivery at the local level.  
 
Government of Odisha has been implementing bottom up planning since 2008 and has been 
actively preparing three tiers planning below the district level, which are clubbed together to a 
comprehensive district development plan. 
 
The matter of apathy is that the district development plan never takes in to consideration the 
risk analysis and risk planning at a sub district level. As a result the disaster risk reduction is 
not realised to its fullest.  
 
We suggest to create awareness at a massive level both at the service providers end and the 
service taker end to obtain the desired results. 


