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inclusive and rights-based approach to recovery is adopted.
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PUTHENVELIKKARA -AN UNINHABITED
ISLAND IN THE MAKING

he Indian Meteorological Department released an important

long-range forecast (LRF) report on 16™April 2018 which

predicted that the Southwest monsoon seasonal rainfalls

in the state of Kerala’ would be 97% of the Long Period

Average (LPA) with a maximum probability of normal
rainfall during the season.? Based on these forecasts, the State Relief
Commissioner organized a meeting of all the departmental heads,
district collectors, scientific organizations, the Indian Meteorological
Department (IMD), representatives of the Geological Survey of India,
National Centre for Earth Science Studies and the Armed Forces on
16" May 2018 in which all the stakeholders were assigned specific
tasks for better preparedness during the monsoon season3. The
minutes of that meeting recorded that the State Disaster Management
Authority provided clear instructions were given to the District Disaster
Management Authority (DDMA) in all the districts to create a robust
action plan for disaster preparedness, and the implementation of
these plans was reviewed regularly by the Chief Minister and Revenue
Minister in regular intervals. Later, on 30th May 2018, the IMD issued
the 2nd stage LRF for the southwest season in which they predicted
that the monsoon rainfall will be 95% of LPA and that the probability
of ‘above normal rainfall’ was less than 13 % and that of ‘excess rainfall’
was only 3 %. However, against all such predictions and preparations,
the Southwest monsoon in 2018 unleashed a devastating deluge in the
state.
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In 2018, the Southwest monsoon arrived in Kerala at the end of May
2018 and while it continued quite normally through June and July,

an unprecedented spell of heavy rainfall began on 8th August 2018.
According to the data provided by the IMD, from June 1 to August 19,
2018, Kerala received 2346.6 mm rainfall as against the expected 1649.5
mm — that is, 42 percent above what was expected. Water levels

in several reservoirs were near their full capacity due to continuous
rainfall. Thirty-five dams across the State were opened to release

flood runoff. All five overflow gates of the Idukki Dam were opened
for the first time in 26 years. The report of the Hydrological Studies
Organization of Central Water Commission of Government of India
states that the “actual rainfall from 15th to 17th August in the State
was 414 mm as compared to the extreme rainfall of 1924, July 16- 18th,
which was 443 mm. In 2018, the flood generated around 12 billion
cubic meter runoff within three days, which is just about 3% lesser
runoff than in 1924.*Water levels in several reservoirs had reached
their full capacity due to continuous rainfall. On August 9th, 2018, at

5 AM, shutters of the Idamalayar dam were opened due to incessant
rain, causing an overflow of the Periyar River. Seven lakh liters (700
cubic feet) of water per second was released by opening five shutters
of the Idukki Dam. The remaining shutters were opened on August 10
2018 due to rising water levels in the reservoir. With the water levels
rising along the riverbanks and dams opened, Kerala witnessed one of
the worst floods in its history, submerging many low-lying areas of the
state. According to the satellite image analysis of flood-affected area
maps provided by the National Remote Sensing Centre (NRSC), 65188
hectares of the land area was inundated between 16 July 2018 and
28™ August 2018. The unprecedented rainfallscaused numerous deep-
seated rockslides and landslides. Historically, landslides in Kerala are
of the debris flow type and are confined to certain catchments. These
increased the fatalities in the low land areas, especially in the places
where the water marks its territory.

Puthenvelikkara, which is situated 29 kilometers away from Kochi

city, is one such location. It is situated in Paravur Taluk at the northern
end of the Ernakulam district. It Panchayat has the beauty of a rural
landscape surrounded by undulating hills, lagoons, rivers and acres of
greenery. Periyar and Chalakudy — two important rivers in Kerala —
meet at Elanthikkara in Puthenvelikkara and flow into the Arabian Sea
via Munambam.

The Chalakudy River is the fifth-longest river in Kerala. The river
originates from Kuriyarkuttiyar and Sholyar rivers with Karappara,
flowing through 15 panchayats, one municipality and 16 autonomous
controlled portions of Ernakulam and Thrissur districts. The river basin
occupies a total catchment area of 1700 sq. Km. It is estimated that the
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Chalakudy River has the possibility of creating hydro power close to
that of the Periyar and Pamba river basin which according to the Kerala
State Electricity Board generates the largest quantity of hydropower for
Kerala at present. There are six major dams onthe Chalakudy river and
its associated tributaries, which are Tamil Nadu Sholyar, Kerala Sholayar,
Parambikulam, Thoonakkadavu, Peruvarippallam and Poringalkuthu.
The river is home to some of the major lift irrigation projects in Kerala.
85 major lift irrigation projects, 615 minor lift irrigation projects

and several other industries, including the Nitta Gelatin Company,
depend on the Chalakudyriver. Apart from this, various controversial
hydroelectric power projects like the Athirapallyproject, the Karappara-
Kuriyarkutty project and the Peringalkuthu Valath ukara project are
also at different stages of implementation. Moreover, many towns

and villages rely extensively on the Chalaku dyriver for drinking water,
irrigation and fisheries.

Periyar- the longest river in Kerala, also flows through Puthenvelikkara
Panchayat. Periyar river has a total length of approximately 244
kilometres and a catchment area of 5398 sg.km, with the largest
discharge potential in Kerala, flows through 41 panchayats, 3
municipalities and a corporation in five districts of Kerala, earning the
name: ‘the Lifeline of Kerala’. About 50 lakh people depend on Periyar
for their everyday needs making it one of the most utilized rivers in
Kerala. It serves various purposes ranging from domestic consumption,
fisheries, irrigation, sand mining, transportation, generation of
electricity, industrial activities and tourism. It generates a major share
of the total hydroelectric power capacity of the state. Thirteen dams
have been constructed on the river to support nine hydroelectric
projects. The Periyar Valley Irrigation project at Bhoothathankettu is
the largest in Periyar. Environmentalists have pointed out how this
over-exploitation of both the rivers (Chalakudy and Periyar rivers)
have transformed the rivers' form and flow patterns to an extent

that frequent flooding is now a reality in both the river basins. As
mentioned earlier, since Puthenvelikkara is located at the confluence
of the Periyar and Chalakudy rivers, any change in the morphological
features of either of these rivers would have devastating direct and
indirect impacts on the everyday lives of the people.

In 2018, Puthenvelikkara was at the receiving end of the flood fury

of both these rivers. On 9%August 2018, at 5 AM, shutters of the
Idamalayar dam were opened due to unprecedented continuous

rain causing overflowing of the Periyar River. Seven lakh litres (700
cubic feet) of water per second was flowing out of the five shutters
of the Idukki Dam. The remaining shutters were opened on the 10%"
of August due to rising water levels at the reservoir. With the water
levels rising along the riverbanks and dams opened, Kerala witnessed
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one of the worst floods in its history submerging many low-lying
areas of Ernakulam district. With the opening of Idamalayar and
Bhoothathankettu Dams, coastal areas were flooded too with an
unbelievable amount of water.

We reached Puthenvelikkara in the heat of the local body elections

in December 2020. This was the first election that was taking place

in Kerala after the Great Deluge in 2018. On one side of the electoral
competition was the Indian National Congress-led United Democratic
Front (UDF) which had been in power in Puthenvelikkara Grama
Panchayat for 15 years from 2000 to 2015. And, on the other side

was the Left Democratic Front (LDF) led by the Communist Party of
India (Marxist) which was trying to regain power in Panchayat after

a long gap. The immediate responses of the local government to the
floods and the recovery processes were taken up as the central issue
around which the election battles were fought by political parties on
either side. It was evident that the flood had reconfigured the political
arrangements in Puthenvelikkara.

For ordinary citizens, the memories of the floods were still haunting.
“On the rainy night of 14"August 2018, | took my wife and mother to
the relief camp and returned to our home and the chicken coop. | woke
up from sleep the next morning as | felt my bed shaking. Our whole
house was flooded,” Ayyappan, a fisherman, spoke to us standing

in front of his broken house, recollecting the day of the flood. The
flooded river had breached the boundaries of his house in no time
taking away all that he and his family had so painstakingly earned

over the years.“But what broke my heart was when | realized that the
flood had taken away Kannan, our beloved calf along with a few of our
hens”he continued to recollect and broke into tears. However, Ayappan
realized that this was no time to mourn because thousands of his fellow
villagers were trapped in flooded houses and it was only fishers like
him who could save them. In 7 days, Ayappan went on to save the lives
of around a hundred fellow villagers.

“We came home from a camp but soon had to return to another
camp as the rains intensified. We took what we could and left”. That

is how Omana from Kozhithuruthu recalls her experience of the

2018 flood. The 2018 floods affected Puthenvelikkara in stages. The
coastal residents from Kozhithurathu, Valiya Pazhampilli Thuruth,
Vellottupuram, Station Kadavu and Thuruthooru were forced to move
to relief camps during the early stages of the flood. Three flood relief
camps were organized at Puthenvelikkara. The first was from 16th to
20th July 2018, which had 6 camps. The second phase was from 9th
to 15th of August, with 12 camps. People had begun toreturn to their
homes from relief camps on the 14" of August when the flooded water
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began to recede. However, going against all expectations,the rains
began gaining unmanageable strength by 15" August leading to a
sharp rise in the water levels of the Periyar and Chalakudy rivers which
then overflowed in the banks. The floodwater isolated Puthenvelikkara
from Thrissur and Ernakulam districts, blocking all external rescue
teams from reaching the Panchayat. There were about 28 relief camps
in Puthenvelikkara Panchayat. According to the Panchayat records a
total of 33,372 people were living in the Panchayat at the time of the
2018 flood of which more than 20,000 had to be sheltered in relief
camps. There were 12 deaths and 7000 houses in the Panchayat were
affected by the floods. According to the Panchayat, 89 houses were
destroyed and 2355 houses were partially destroyed and 5 families
lost their houses and land. It was one of the life experiences of hope,
trauma and loss for many in Puthenvelikkara. The ordeal through the
flood is still a horrific memory for all.

On August 15, 2018, the State Government bestowed upon N. M.
Hussain, the Village Officer of Puthenvelikkara, the prestigious award
for being the “Best Village Officer”in 2018. However, little did he know
that in a few hours after the celebrations he would be faced with

the most challenging task of rescuing people from the devastating
deluge. With very little information about the floods, poor levels of
preparedness and limited human resources at his disposal, he had a
huge responsibility to fulfil- which was to rescue and provide relief

to the affected people whose lives were devastated by a deluge of
unimaginable magnitude. Hussain, the village officer shared:

| was terrified. We were taught basic survival and rescue processes
before we joined the office and that was the only strength we
had at our disposal. News regarding the opening of the damshad
spread among the community. Various meetings at the district
administrative level and some presided over by the District
Collector were conducted to evaluate and estimate possible risks
involved in opening the dams. Overnight, announcements were
made in Puthenvelikkara assuring people that authorities have
taken considerable steps in managing the impending crisis and
requested everyone to stay back at their houses. On August 14
2018, many had left relief camps based on the assumption that
heavy rains would not recur. However, it was only a matter of few
hours after the camps were shut that the Great Deluge ravaged
thousands of homes, terrifying everyone- the local administration
and the villagers alike. Until 2018, disaster management was
largely done by the Revenue department and hierarchically, the
village office is placed at the bottom. However, a village office
hardly has six personnel at its disposal. The office lacks basic
facilities like a vehicle of its own or even small things like a power
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bank to charge our mobile phones to coordinate our activities
and mobilize resources. To lead the rescue and relief operations
with such limited resources was our biggest challenge. (Interview
on 14.11.2020)

The experiences of the local people and the village officer reveal the
inadequacies in the disaster prevention strategies that were adopted
despite an early forecast report from the Indian Meteorological
Department indicating a possibility of an abnormally heavy monsoon
from April 2018. The Comptroller and Auditor General of India’s
submitted ‘Preparedness and Response to Floods in Kerala, which
was tabled in the state assembly on November 11, 2021, discovered
that Kerala failed miserably in managing the floods and preventing
them. The Kerala State Water Policy 2008 was not updated following
the National Water Policy guidelines and lacked provisions for flood
control and flood management in the state, points out in the CAG
report>. Moreover, the authorities had failed to issue precautionary
alerts or warnings when the deluge had wreaked havoc in Kerala in
2018. Communication infrastructure was non-functional in some areas
including dam sites and government offices during the 2018 deluge.

The devastating deluge resulted in a total of 498 casualties throughout
Kerala, with over 5.4 million people affected with loss of assets and
property and 1.4 million people displaced, forcing them to temporarily
move to relief camps during the peak of the disaster.

Puthenvelikkara got flooded fast. By 16" August 2018,all roads
leading to Puthenvelikkara were flooded. The only accessible road
was the road running through the hilly wards of the Panchayat. Even
those areas were affected bythe strong wind that accompanied

the rains. It was only because of the timely intervention of the local
representatives and the people of Puthenvelikkara that the Panchayat
was saved from a great tragedy. People under the leadership of local
politicians and youth organisations came together quickly to conduct
localized rescue operations. The Panchayat elected members and the
Kudumbashree workers made all efforts toset up relief camps in safe
locations and ensured that all basic facilities were available to the
residents. Ward members like K C Joy and M B Jose (both members
of the LDF)were at the forefront of the rescue operations in the most
affected regions. They were able to mobilise their young cadre which
included significant numbers of fishers to conduct rescue operations
using their canoes. People from different communities, dedicated
youth groups and clubs, religious institutions, local members, and
schools came together in rescue operations. Their priority was to
transport people living in isolated islands, coastal areas and low-lying
plains Kozhithurathu, Chowkakadavu, ValiyaPazhampilli Thuruth and
Thazhamchira to safer locations.
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The landscape of Puthenvelikkara is unique and it has helped many
people to escape the life-threatening deluge. Puthenvelikkara’s
topography consists of a combination of hills, low-lying plains and
coastal areas. Though the people of Chendamangalam Panchayat,
which shares borders withPuthenvelikkara, had to be evacuated

from their village and moved to camps located outside their village
because almost all parts of Chendamangalam were flooded, people
of Puthenvelikkara were able to take shelter inthe houses of relatives/
friends and or the large relief camps located in the hills within the
Panchayat itself. The village officer and his team, the elected ward
members, Panchayat officials and local youth painstakingly moved
affected people to the relief camps.“l was instructed to lead the flood
relief camps. People were evacuated from islands and isolated areas.
People who were hesitant to leave their homes were moved out with
the support of the Police,”Ward member K C Joy explains. Many local
volunteers who participated in the rescue operations complained
that the most challenging part was to convince people, mostly those
living in two-storied houses, to move to the relief camps. Most of these
middle-class families refused to shift to the camps on the first couple
of days based on their unreasonable assumption that the floodwaters
would recede soon. It was only when they found out that the rains
were relentless and when the flooded rivers entered their houses, one
floor-level after the other that they got frantic and decided to shift.
However, by the third day, the water levels had risen to unimaginable
heights making it extremely difficult for the rescue workers to go back
to these locations and rescue them.

While the camps were being set up and food and medicines were
being distributed, an unfortunate accident took place at the camp
organized in the old building near the St. Xaviers’ Kuthiyathodu church.
“l went to the camp at Pallimeda to deliver medicines and candles. My
family was in the same camp and my son had a fever. While | was at the
camp which was close to the church to give medicine, the roof and a
wall of the building collapsed and fell on 6 people who were standing
there. All the 6 had succumbed to death almost immediately but it

was difficult to pull out the bodies from beneath the debris. While the
NDRF personnel reached the spot immediately, they were unable to
implement their action plan without the support of the local people.
The debris was cleared and the bodies removed within 36 hours and
the rest of the residents in that relief camp were shifted to a safer
location. It was not a time to get worried or be afraid. We had to do
everything to ensure the safety of the others who were trapped there,
Joy recollects with a tinge of pain now.

By the 16" of August 2018, the electricity and mobile connectivity were
completely disrupted. Most of the information from Puthenvelikkara
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was not known to the outside world. “We thought that it was only this
region in Ernakulam district that was affected by the deluge. We were
not aware that the whole of Kerala was flooded and was in a state of
emergency. We felt isolated and helpless. We were just trying to do
everything to help each other. | told my friends and party members to
get prepared for the very difficult task of rescuing every single person
trapped and as many animals as possible. While we knew things were
getting worse with each passing moment in the village, it was after the
floodwater receded and phone signals resumed, we came to terms with
the gravity of this devastating disaster,” said Jose, an elected Panchayat
ward member who was at the forefront of many rescue operations in
the Panchayats in 2018.

Lijo George, a 20-year-old student’s untimely death during the rescue
operations in Puthenvelikkara caused immense emotional distress to
the people in the village and the entire state. Lijo drowned to death
during one of the rescue operations. Friends had a very hard time
arranging the postmortem of Lijo at the government hospital. Lijo
drowned on August 16" 2018, and the post mortem was conducted at
a Government hospital in Mala (a nearby small-town) after four days,
only after the recommendation of the local MLA. Lijo’s friends told
media reporters that there were no rescue troops to help their friend,
and it was the local people in Puthenvelikkara who extended their
support during this tragedy.

Kerala’s own army - the brave and selfless fishermen.

“The river was flooded furiously as the sea pushed back river water. |
was sure the water would rise if the rains continued,” Dasan, a fisherman
from Station Kadavu, one of the worst affected regions in the village,
recollected. “During the new moon,the river water does not flow to the
sea due to high tides causing the river to overflow. Moreover, as the
rains persisted, the government decided to open the dams leading to
heavy flooding in the low-lying regions” Dasan adds.

About 4537 men from the fisher community from across the state
spearheaded the rescue work along with the Kerala Fire and Rescue
team, National Disaster Response Force, the Indian Armed Forces and
the Coast Guard. Much of the rescue work in Puthenvelikkara during
the first four days were almost completely led by the local fishers.
Fishing and aquaculture are the main sources of income for the people
living in the coastal areas of Puthenvelikkara. River and backwater
fish, farm fish such as shrimp, carp and tilapia are found in abundance
here. Most families in the coastal areas of Puthenvelikkara are from
the Dheevara and Vaala fisher communities. They mostly reside on
the banks of the river, therefore, own small boats and canoes for their
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occupational needs. Men from fisher families that owned boats or
canoes were the first to engage in rescue operations as the flood water
level rose above the potential flood line. The inland fishing community,
with their incredible understanding of the river and the local terrain,
were the only group capable of efficiently carrying out rescue
operations. The trained rescue workers from the National Disaster
Response Force had very little local knowledge and were dependent
entirely on the indigenous fisher folks to carry out even basic
operations. The inability of the non-local trained rescue operators to
perform their responsibilities efficiently demonstrated how important
it is to record and understand the knowledge and experiences of the
indigenous fishing communities that they have acquired through
years of surviving in the flood plains and interacting with the river.
They have a deep understanding of the changes in seasonal changes
in the flow of the river, wind directions, tidal patterns, and seasonal
changes in the availability of different kinds of fish. Such information is
crucial in tackling disasters and mitigating their damages. The severity
of the flood increased due to high perigean spring tides between

11* and 15"August 2018. The spring tides raised the low tide water
levels substantially and thus outflow of floodwater into the sea was
substantially impeded.

“After securing our families, we set out with our boats to rescue others.
Ayyappan started fishing in the Chalakudy river from a young age.
However, he had never seen such a disastrous flood in his 61 years of
life.”l heard screams from every house. Rain and rising flood water did
not matter. It took a lot of courage to endure that day. | donot think |
have that kind of courage today or maybe | am more scared,” Ayyappan
remarked with a smile"For four days we searched for survivors. There
was flood water all around us but we did not get even one drop to
drink until we reached the camp. Large quantities of bananas, coconuts
and tapioca which were grown by farmers to sell during the Onam
festival were available. Most farmers gave away all their produce to the
camps. We carried them in our small canoes and handed the materials
over to the camp coordinators. No one complained. People were in
distress. All they wanted at that point was a safe place to stay. Most of
them could not even pack clothes and so had to sleep in damp clothes
through the night. For the first couple of days, even though there was
enough food in the camp, no one ate!” Ayyappan remembered.

On the third day of the flood, various rescue troops reached
Puthenvelikkara. By then, the fishermen had rescued everyone and the
people had gathered the necessities. Helicopters flying around were
amusement for many. They were used to bring necessary clothes, food
and medicine to the camps.
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The Model Camp at Manancherikkunnu

The relief camps at Puthenvelikkara provided all the facilities to the
people to prepare and cook the food they needed. The flood had
caused intense mental distress and anxiety. However, at the camp
when people started narrating their ordeal, they all helped each other
in healing from the pain of loss and suffering at least temporarily.
People who stayed in relief camps remembered the fishermen and
other rescue workers who saved their lives with immense gratitude.
They also told us how grateful they were to the camp administrators
and the unknown donors who sent large quantities of relief

materials to the camps. One of the major concerns during the rescue
operations was the lack of access to toilet facilities for women and

the unavailability of sanitary napkins. However, as soon as the camps
were set up and essential commodities began to reach the village
from outside, everything was looked after. There were more than 15
relief camps in Puthenvelikkara, both large and small. Considering the
size of the space that was offered to set up the camp, the availability
of basic infrastructure, the availability of a large number of volunteers
and the willingness of the authorities to cooperate fully with the local
Panchayat administration, the Village Officer decided to set up the
Presentation College of Applied Sciences located in Manancherikunnu
a hilly neighbourhood in Puthenvelikkara as the central camp. In 21
days, this camp alone housed more than 3000 individuals.

“On August 14", the Tahsildar requested us to make provision for
soldiers’accommodation in the college. We arranged the facilities they
needed inside the college. Later, we were asked to take control of the
camp which we took over as a service to our people” said Father Shaijan
Kalathil, the Manager of the Presentation College of Applied Sciences.
“Classrooms, grounds and canteen were completely utilized for making
the relief camp comfortable for all. Three floors of the college were
used for camping. The camp had separate floors for men and women
and the ground floor was reserved for the sick and elderly. The college’s
sound equipment was used for announcements. The canteen facilities
were used for cooking and seating arrangements for food distribution.
We efficiently used all the resources at our disposal to ensure comfort
and solace to the affected people.’ Father Shaijan continued to narrate
his experience..

There was not enough area for rescue mission helicopters to touch
down in Puthenvelikkara, as most of the plain terrains were flooded.
However, the vast college ground became a solution. Helicopters were
able to deliver food kits, water and clothes to be distributed across
Puthenvelikkara. The food that came in the helicopter did both good
and bad. The food kit had bread, a banana, a bottle of water and a
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packet of biscuits. However, no one was interested in them. More than
half of the food was wasted. The college ground was used to park cars
and to keep animals safe. Explaining the challenges faced by the camp
administrators during this phase, he said:

Initially, the names of those coming to the camps were registered.
We accommodated more than 3,000 people. However, we faced
huge challenges in registration after a few days. Initially, the
people who lived in hilly areas did not use the accommodation

at the camp as their houses were not flooded. Many people in

the plains whose houses were flooded moved to their relatives’
houses located in hills. Since there was a shortage of food and
drinking water in the entire village, these families in the hills
relied on the college camp only for food and clean drinking water.
However, within a couple of weeks after the deluge, a rumour
began to spread that only those people who registered at the
camp would be eligible for government relief and compensation
which led to a situation when a large number of people who
were not residing in the camp also came to register. The camp
started getting so crowded after the spread of this fake news and
so we were forced to put an end to the process for our good.

Nonetheless, the central camp in Manancherikunnu went on to achieve
the status of being a “model camp” among the local people. The village
officer, ward members, teachers and students were instrumental

in making the camp a success. They met every day to keep each

other updated and planned their operations for the next day.“The
enthusiasm of village officer Mr N M Hussain who stayed in the camp
till the last day is commendable. My own previous experience working
as an administrator also helped; recollects Fr. Shaijan. While noting

the success of the camp, he also pointed out certain tensions that

had emerged in the camp after a couple of weeks.”“In the beginning,
people had no caste, no religion, no gender, but as the days went by,
disparities and differences began to appear. No one had a problem
when everything was drowning and sinking, all they wanted was to get
rescued. However, once people felt safe in the camps, they began to
compete for relief materials and compensation amongst themselves.
Some people began to complain about receiving fewer relief materials
than others and even accused the camp administrators of showing
bias while distributing relief materials like clothes, vessels and other
essential commodities. We had no role to play in the distribution of
relief materials. Many large-hearted people from different parts of the
world sent huge amounts of relief materials to the camps. We received
them and asked a few persons living in the camp to volunteer to
distribute these materials among the resident families. In no time, the
volunteers were accused of malpractices and there were huge fights
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in the camp over the distribution of relief kits. The very people who
had held each other’s hands a few days back to rescue one another
from the deluge began to fight unreasonably over relief materials.
Things changed soon. We are all alive today because we helped each
other without thinking of differences and only that can prevent any
catastrophe in the future, only if we hold hands with each other,’

Towards the final days of the camp, political parties too tried to

take control of the camp. They took charge of the canteen without
informing college authorities and other volunteers at the camp. They
left the camp only after the intervention of Paravur MLA V.D. Satheesan.
(Puthenvelikkara comes under the Paravur constituency and VD
Satheesan has been the MLA of this constituency since 2011) Father
Shaijan has an opinion on this political intervention in a well-ordered
and functional camp.“It can only hamper the functioning of the camp,”
he says. The 2018 flood relief camp concluded with much appreciation:
the Village Officers and ward members were working full time in the
camp. After the floods, the college students and teachers helped and
supported the people of Puthenvelikkara in their ways.

The Leftover of Flood

“A challenge and an opportunity to rebuild the State to ensure better
standards of living to all sections of the society”. This was the post-flood
campaign motto of the government of Kerala to enhance the spirit of
the people.

As per IMD data, Kerala received 2346.6mm of rainfall from 1 June
2018 to 19 August 2018 in contrast to an expected 1649.5mm of
rainfall. Kerala received about 25 trillion litres of water during the 11
days of rains covering an area of 38,800 sq km, 44 rivers and 61 dams
were flooded. According to government data, 483 people died and
140 went missing in the floods. The loss to the state was estimated

to be ¥ 400,000 crores. The devastating floods and landslides caused
extensive damage to houses, roads, railways, bridges, power supplies,
communications networks, and other infrastructure; washed away
crops and livestock and affected the lives and livelihoods of millions of
people in the state.

As the water receded, what was left in Puthenvelikkara was nothing

but the pain of losses. The flood took away homes, earnings and social
relationships with it. Everyone lost something or the other- homes, lives
and livelihoods. Twelve people lost their lives in the flood, including

6 people in a relief camp accident. About 89 houses were completely
destroyed and 2355 houses became uninhabitable after the floods.
Puthenvelikkara was left with a severe economic and social crisis after
the floods.
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“'We used to ignore people who fled from other states like Andhra
Pradesh and Orissa due to floods and come to our homes requesting
us to donate old and used clothes. We never knew someday we would
end up in their shoes., Lizzie Thomas shared her mental agony from
the courtyard of her house. As the floodwaters began to recede, many
families went back to their homes. The roads to the houses were so
muddy, bear roads were none to be found. All household items were
submerged in the floodwaters. The unbearable stench of mud, the
pain of losing all that one had gained in one lifetime, the days looked
hopeless for many.

Two years after the floods, the houses and buildings of Puthenvelikkara
Grama Panchayat have become relics of the deluge."When | came back
from the camp, | could not recognize my house. As | entered my house,
| was knee-deep in mud. It took weeks to clean it up and get it back

in shape. | would go home from camp in the morning when the rain
stopped. The mud was washed away using the stagnant water inside
the house. The cleaning lasted till evening. There was no water to drink.
Volunteers distributed food and water along the main roads. But none
came to us, none came to these regions. By the time we reached the
main road, they might have already gone. After the cleaning, we walked
to our camps where food and water were provided. We spend our days
doing nothing, but clean” says Rajini, a native of Puthenvelikkara.

Ten thousand rupees was allotted initially for cleaning the houses and
surroundings of the flood victims. But the government relief fund was
not enough to make life normal for many. Household items and other
belongings in the house were washed away by the currents and the
rest was filled with mud and dirt. The electronic systems never got
turned on again, they were all ruined. Life in Puthenvelikkara came to
a halt, people began restarting and rebuilding their life and houses
slowly.

Recovering from a natural catastrophe is a long process of overhauling.
Recovering from the disastrous flood of Kerala in 2018 was nothing
short of walking in misery. The flood-affected everyone without class
or caste differences. The Post Disaster assessment was carried out by
the Government of Kerala jointly with the United Nations, World Bank,
Asian Development Bank and European Union®. The vision set out

for the Nava Keralam campaign was to ensure zero mortality due to
disasters with minimum economic losses and services disruption.

Initially, an emergency financial assistance of 310,000 was provided
for each flood-affected family, rental families and expatriate families
being eligible. An amount of 4 lakh was sanctioned for those whose
houses turned completely uninhabitable (houses with more than 75%
damage) and 6 lakhs for purchase of land for construction of houses
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for those who lost their house and land. The damage was estimated
in 5 categories; categories are 0- 15%, 16-29%, 30-59%, 60-74% and
75-100%. College students volunteered to assess damage to flood-
hit houses. A mobile application and format for data collection were
provided by the government to the students’.

The survey conducted by the students fell short. Complaints were
raised against the erratic and inconsistent data collection process

from all wards of Puthenvelikkara. Even as this survey was carried out,
people had complaints of deserving families not having received the
relief fund. Sharing her views regarding this matter, the Puthenvelikkara
Panchayat Secretary said:

There were many problems with the data that was collected by
the students. | am not blaming them. At their age, they do not
understand the seriousness of the task they were assigned. They
treated it as a picnic. We got reports from the Kudumbashree
women and the local people that they would just disappear in
the middle of the day and go to different scenic places in the
village. Once a boy and a girl who were part of the survey team
went missing and our staff had to spend almost a couple of
hours searching for them. It was a huge burden to keep an eye
on these young students. | would have been held responsible if
something went wrong and so | gave a strict order that no female
students were required for the survey work after a few days. More
importantly, the data they collected was inaccurate. They were
expected to collect all the required information on the damages
and upload the photographs into the mobile application while
they were at the house so that the geotag for each house would
be accurately mapped to the data collected from there. But
these students entered the data only hours and sometimes
even days after they visited a house. This led to confusion. While
doing random checks of the data that they had collected, we
were shocked to see that data for a household in the village
were mapped to locations in Mumbai and Bangalore. The
students entered the data only after getting back to their homes
and the geotags were picked for those locations. Their lack of
professionalism affected the quality of the data.

Kudumbasree members who accompanied these students during
data collection faced many bitter experiences. The Kudumbashree
workers had no role in the data collection process or the assignment
of compensation. They were instructed by the Panchayat committee
only to accompany the volunteer surveyors as location guides in

the village. Yet once the Panchayat published details on the extent
of damages each household suffered and the compensation they
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were allotted, people accused the Kudumbashree workers of being
biased and complained about favouritism. They also alleged that

the Kudumbashree leaders influenced the surveyors and officers
during the data collection and damage evaluation process. As the
complaints increased, the overseer was assigned the responsibility for
data collection.”In fact, from the beginning, the assessment should
have been done under the supervision of the engineering staff. The
fluctuations in percentage calculation could have been avoided from
the initial stage,” the Panchayat secretary noted. The government

did not have the required staff or sufficient time to conduct the
assessment. An order was issued to conduct the assessment within a
week which was very impractical.

People had cleaned, painted and rebuilt houses, and when government
officers came for assessment, they were unable to measure the scale

of damage the floods had caused. The real scale of the damage was
never fully estimated due to various factors. It took another flood to
re-estimate the level of damage at Puthenvelikkara. Houses rebuilt with
the help of compensation and loan started to break; walls cracked. The
land was sinking, making new houses unsafe for living.

An example of this is the house of Prathap who runs a tea shop on
Valiya Pazhampilli Thuruth also known as VP island. There was no road
connectivity between Station Kadavu and VP island before. A raft
service enabled easier movement of the islanders to the mainland. In
2006, a regular ferry service was started between the two islands. This
ferry service had both positive and negative impacts on Prathap’s life.
With the coming of the ferry service, a portion of Pratap’s land was
leased in by the Panchayat for ¥ 5,000 as a ferry station. Seeing that at
all times there was a large number of people who would wait at the
station, Prathap decided to open a small tea and hot snack shop. In

no time his business flourished and Prathap was able to build an extra
room in his house and buy a few new household gadgets. However, the
heavy traffic of ferries along this route and with little regulation on their
speed, the toe of seawalls started eroding exposing Prathap’s house to
the backwater. The ferry service continued till 2018 and was stopped
only after the construction of the Station Kadavu- VP island bridge
which was opened for public use in June 2018.Prathap experienced the
long-term impact of a poor coastal management system during the
2018 deluge. The poorly constructed sea walls were further weakened
by the ferry services. In the absence of the sea walls, buildings like
Prathap’s house were fully exposed to the floodwaters. He claims

that no efforts have been made by the district and local government
authorities to rebuild the seawalls in such coastal areas even after the
floods. “After the flood, cracks began to appear on the floor tiles and
walls. We had lost everything to the flood except our homes, that was
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the only stroke of hope and security for us,” says Pratap. The 43-year-old
Pratap’s current home looks like the remnants of an earthquake.

“Despite analysis of the whole damage, a total of just T60,000 was first
sanctioned to us as financial assistance. Later, after filing an appeal, it
was changed to Rs 1.5 lakh. That amounts to not even half of what we
have lost," Pratap sighs. Pratap cannot buy or sell any of his 18 cents of
land. The land, which falls under the Coastal Regulation Zone, cannot
be sold or kept as security for a loan from a bank. This is the reason
why people like Pratap could not afford to borrow money and build
houses at any other place. For Pratap and his family, life can be safe
only if a protective wall is erected around them, a home. Pratap has
been making requests to the people’s representatives for acquiring the
rights to his land. The 2019 floods made things worse for Pratap and he
received a meagre compensation of 10,000 after the 2019 floods.

Puthenvelikkara has three wards that fall under the Coastal Regulation
Zone. All water bodies affected by high and low tides fall within

the CRZ region. Areas up to 100 meters from the CRZ zones have

been declared as non-development zones. The law is that no new
constructions are allowed in the CRZ zone and permission from the
Coastal Zone Management Authority is required to renovate any
existing buildings. It is a source of distress for the people here, " said
MsChinnamma.

Waste Management

The first thing to do after the flood water receded was to remove the
debris, clean up the closed streams and ditches, and clean the houses,
schools, and other buildings. Although the assistance of the police,
other army personnel and voluntary organizations were made available
from outside, most of the flood victims we met in Puthenvelikkara
cleaned their houses and surroundings themselves with the help of
friends and relatives.

The Department of Local Self Government, through its various
agencies, conducted massive cleaning of public and community assets.
The government had released funds for cleaning debris that affected
public land. Every flood-affected household in the Grama Panchayat
was given I25,000/- and families affected in the corporation and
municipality ward were given ¥50,000/- for the cleaning up drive. There
were 288 urban wards and 231 rural wards affected by the flood in
Ernakulam District.

“The Panchayat asked us to collect all the waste and dump them in a
common place. It was then put in lorries and taken away;, Rajini said.
Panchayat Secretary P Chinnamma was in charge of post-flood waste
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management in Puthenvelikkara. After the floods, the priority was to
clean up the streams filled with rotten dread trees and animal carcasses
and remove the domestic waste and restore the houses. Chinnamma
played a major role in making the Panchayat habitable and clean as of
today.

“I went to the Panchayat office on August 15th to take back-up digital
files. My house at Chendamangalam was already submerged. On
August 21st | opened the office in the same dress which | couldn’t
change for the past one week,” Panchayat secretary shares his ordeal.
“I still remember how | felt the stench as | opened the office. The
water logging inside the office had made everything stink and rot.
Computers, laptops and furniture were destroyed. All the files were
dumped in sacks. We had invited applications for pensions only a few
days before the floods. We received approximately 1800 applications
which were all lost. Adalat was held again and documents were
collected to recover the lost applications. The process took almost a
year to finish,’ she added.

About a week after the floods, road connections to Puthenvelikkara
were restored. As the water receded, a large number of organizations
and groups flocked to Puthenvelikkara with support. Most of the
people came to help Puthenvelikkara to restore its lost charm.“People
had come by train from Kannur and Kasaragod. Meanwhile, about 400
policemen came to support and restore flood-hit areas. | still remember
them with gratitude,” The Panchayat secretary said. The clean-up drive,
which started on August 21, lasted for about 15 days at the island.

The Panchayat secretary was directed to collect domestic waste from
the roadside. The waste was first taken away in four big trucks of the
Clean Kerala Company. But that was not sufficient. There were never-
ending piles of debris left after the floods. More trucks, big and small,
were arranged under the leadership of the Panchayat Secretary. 95
trucks of waste were delivered to the Brahmapuram plant. In 15 days,
all houses and roads were restored. “After the first cleaning, we did
another drive. Organic and non-organic waste was collected and sent
to Green Kerala Agency at the rate of Rs. 6.20 per kg. They took 24 loads
of waste to a plant in Tamil Nadu. The dead trees and animal carcasses
that came in the streams were decomposed with bioculumé.“The
biggest difficulty was in arranging accommodation for those who came
to clean. There was not enough facility here to accommodate them all.
There was no drinking water, no food, no toilet facilities. | tried my best
to accommodate them at various camps,” Chinnamma said. “Women
who were on periods during the camps suffered the most. They had no
sanitary pads or facilities to change. Many even contracted urinary tract
infections,” She added.
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The Long-term Impact of Human Interferences

The people in Puthenvelikkara believe that the formation of

the village is a result of high tide (Veliyettam in Malayalam). The
Chalakudy River, the Periyar and the Kottapuram Lagoon, which
surrounds Puthenvelikkara Panchayath, still influence the shores of
Puthenvelikkara with tidal currents. The deposit of alluvium brought
down by the rivers during the monsoon favours the soil to be fertile
and the village was once a major centre of paddy cultivation in the
district of Ernakulam. Agriculture and fishing have been the two

main sources of livelihood in Puthenvelikkara. Until the 1990s, the
village had an abundance of lush green paddy fields Thazhamchira,
Keezhpadam, Thathappadam, Thadampadam, Thanikkapadam,
Pandipadam, Karungelipadam, Mundakanpadam, Panachappadam and
Poovanpadam are low lying areas of Puthenvelikkara, mostly covered
in paddy fields. The paddy fields were cultivated using the water from
the Chalakudy river. Which constantly recharged the groundwater,
sustaining water availability through the many wells in the area.Hilly
areas of Manancherikunnu, Kappelakkunnu, Paramanasserikunnu,
Incharakkunnu, Thuruthoor, Panachakkunnu, Vattekkadkunnu

and KodikuthiyaKunnu were ideal for jackfruit, mango, and rubber
plantations. Inter cropping of coconut, areca nut, nutmeg, tamarind,
banana, pepper, tapioca, ginger, turmeric and various other vegetables
was done in the plains and coastal areas. All these contributed to

the sustainable ecosystem of Puthenvelikkara. However, human
intervention in land and water over time has significantly changed

the ecosystem of Puthenvelikkara. It has undergone many materials,
social and ecological changes since the 1990s. The lush green paddy
fields that stood in the heart of the village have disappeared and what
remains now is a vast open marshy space that gets water-logged every
monsoon.

Poor development planning, conspicuous consumption and
unregulated extraction of natural resources in the last three decades
had transformed the ecology of the riverine village dramatically
making it vulnerable to excessive flooding. Clay and sand mining,

and quarrying were the major human interventions that happened

in Puthenvelikkara as a byproduct of urbanisation and development.
Resource depletion and the pollution arising from extractive activities
have changed the ecology and ecosystem drastically. The outcomes of
these changes are now affecting the lives of the people badly.

Since the 1980s, rapid urbanisation in Kerala® has led to a major
occupational shift from agriculture to non-farm activities. As the
construction sector began to grow, there was an increased demand
for building materials. It led to indiscriminate exploitation of clay-rich
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topsoil from wetlands, mainly paddy lands. It is estimated that 7299,695
tons/year of brick and tile clays are extracted from the coastal lowlands
of Central Kerala. Of this total, significant quantities are extracted

from the Chalakudy(135,975ty), Periyar(483,820ty) and Muvattupuzha
(109900 ty) river basins (Santhosh et al, 2012)™.

Urbanisation has affected many rural places in Kerala including
Puthenvelikkara. By the 1980s, the vast paddy fields of Puthenvelikkara
had been turned into brick kilns. “Until the 1990s, after the harvest,

a small number of bricks were made out of the clay. Farmers would
cultivate and raise crops again in the same field. But then the situation
changed. Brick kilns were set up in almost all the fields,”M P Shajan
said. The brick-making industry was considered a boon by the people.
It financially enabled day-wage farmers, who received meagre wages,
and landlords, who received only a seasonal harvest, to find full-time
brick making more profitable. People of Puthenvelikkara were happy
with the short-term economic benefits and employment opportunities.
Political parties started their unions and supported the brick industry.

Kerala has 44 rivers of which 41 are west-flowing rivers. Together

with their tributaries and distributaries, these rivers are crucial for
maintaining the State’s biophysical environment as they flow through
the highlands, midlands and lowlands of the state. The increased
population density, economic development through foreign
remittance, and low per capita land availability have substantially
increased anthropogenic pressures. Sand mining in Kerala began in
the early 1970s (Shaji, 2021)"". People living along the banks of the
rivers in Puthenvelikkara found sand mining a viable occupation during
the 1990s. Sand dredging was also adopted by those who depended
on the river for mussels and fishing. Large-scale unregulated mining
of sand from the rivers continued for long without any manner of
regulation, resulting in erosion and unnatural deepening of the river
bed.

A regulation on the activity came only in 2002 when the “Kerala
Protection of River Banks and Regulation of Removal of Sand Rules” was
enacted by the Kerala State Legislative Assembly to regulate river sand
mining and ensure the protection of the rivers. As part of this legal
framework, sand auditing was adopted to monitor the status of rivers
subjected to sand mining. Sand auditing led to a complete official ban
on sand mining in Periyar in 2014 and the Chalakudy river in 2015.

The people of Puthenvelikkara started to experience the consequences
of all such exploitative capitalist activities. The soil has lost its fertility,
the fields have turned barren and the groundwater levels began to fall.
The wells dried up and the Chemparam (a copper-coloured layer that
appears over drinking water) began to seep into the drinking water.
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The people of the coastal areas of Puthenvelikkara first came out in
protest against the sand erosion when the coast started to collapse.
“Every year right after the monsoon, the coastline collapses. Those who
have money will build a wall of granite along the shore. We do not have
that kind of money and so we continue to be vulnerable” says helpless
Savita, a resident of Valiya Pazhampilly Thuruth. The sand erosion in
the Chalakudy and Periyar rivers is causing unimaginable damage in
Puthenvelikkara today. The receding of the riverbed had resulted in a
decline in the availability of freshwater fish also. And to make things
worse, the saline water intrudes into the fresh water and the low-lying
regions quite effortlessly making the water unfit for either drinking or
irrigation.

All 44 rivers in Kerala are highly polluted due to the inflow of untreated
domestic industrial and agricultural waste. Most of the industries

are located near the thickly populated riverside, often near cities

and towns. There is no efficient water treatment system in industries
and city municipalities to check the waste discharge. The pollution
level in some of the regions in the state is above permissible limits
(Chattopadhyay et al., 2005)%

Periyar is known as the lifeline of Kerala but unfortunately, the river
itself is hardly alive now. The lower reaches of the river, where water
is used for irrigation, domestic use and fisheries, is now referred to

as a‘cesspool of toxins'™3. About 25 percent of Kerala’s industries are
situated along the banks of the river Periyar. Due to the discharge of
wastewater and improper disposal of hazardous industrial wastes,
the river water changes colour in the Eloor-Edayar region, and dead
fish floating are a regular sight'. There are many environmental
struggles and agitations carried out in protest against river pollution.
Delays in the implementation of project proposals listed in the Periyar
Action Plan put the river at greater risk. The polluted Periyar splits in
two from Aluva. Mangalapuzha, a branch of the river, flows through
Puthenvelikkara for more than 15 km.

The Chalakudy river, which joins the Periyar at Elenthikara in
Puthenvelikkara, is polluted to a lower degree when compared to
Periyar. However, changed farming practices and pesticide usage have
been shown to adversely affect the water quality of the Chalakudy
river as well. A study conducted by the Kerala State Council for Science,
Technology and Environment has recorded the presence of pesticide
residues like Quinalphos and Ethion in the tributaries of the Chalakudy
river.”> The regular presence of these pesticides can contaminate other
nearby water bodies or even groundwater that could masquerade
critical health threats to the local residents.
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Apart from these, wastes from industries like Nitta Gelatin are also
discharged into the Chalakudy river since its operation started. A

2017 investigation by the Central Pollution Board found that the

Nitta Gelatin Company dumps 65 tons of waste into the river every
day. In May 2018, the Kathikudam protest committee and Nitta
Gelatin Company officials discussed the issue in the presence of the
Chief Minister. The Nitta Gelatin company has been looking into the
possibility of discharging wastewater downstream of Kanakkankadavu
in Puthenvelikkara after installing a regulator-cum-bridge.

Thousands have lived without love, not one without water

Water is a public good and a basic requirement for life on earth.

The drinking water shortage is one of the most pressing issues in
Puthenvelikkarasince 2000. The Panchayat is surrounded by water
but the wells are all dried up and the ones with water are mostly not
safe for drinking due to the presence of chemical pollutants and salt.
Experts attribute the shortage of drinking water to sand mining, clay
mining, low riverbeds and climate change.

Water from the sea flows to Periyar during the high tides of November-
December. The high tide continues till the commencement of summer.
The water is unfit for any residential as well as agricultural usage. “With
the onset of summer, saline water from Periyar will start flowing into
the Chalakudy river. With that, water will start tasting a bit sweeter,’
Sudhan, a traditional fisherman, explained. When high tide brings salt
water from Periyar to Chalakudy river, it adversely affects the daily life
of people in Puthenvelikkara.

The bridge and associated sluice system were constructed in the year
2000 at Kanakankadavu. The bridge connects Thrissur and Ernakulam
district, and the sluice system was constructed to prevent saline water
of Periyar from entering the freshwater of the Chalakudy. But within a
short time, the sluice system became unfunctional. Poor maintenance
caused severe rusting and damage to the shutters and water began

to seep in through the gaps. Saline water enters the Chalakudy river
every year despite the presence of the sluice-bridge system. Since
saltwater can cause huge public health and irrigational issues, the
Panchayat is now forced to request the Irrigation department every
year to construct sand bunds across the river to prevent the entry

of saline water. And it so happens that every year, despite the local
Panchayat submitting the request, the Irrigation department delays the
construction of these bunds, causing the entry of saline water. “Building
sand bund every year costs approx. 20 lakhs which is not providing the
people with a permanent solution. Some people think that building

a barrier wall that can stop the erosion of river bed and repairing the

29



Building Back Better: How and For Whom?
Everyday Politics of Post-Disaster Recovery in Puthenvelikkara

shutters from leakage can be a possible solution. The cost of which is
estimated between 7-8 crore’, says environmentalist Mr. Shajan.

The sandbanks that are built every year to restrict saline ingression

has become a nuisance to the residents of Puthenvelikkara. If the sand
dam is completed before the onset of the monsoon, the Chalakudy
river will not be able to flow into the Periyar and can avoid flooding. A
similar incident took place on October 12, 2021, at Puthenvelikkara. An
Orange Alert was issued across Kerala from October 11 to 13 following
the cyclone that formed in the Arabian Sea and the Bay of Bengal.

Due to heavy rains, Parambikulam, Sholayar and Peringalkuthu dams
in the Chalakudy river were opened. The Puthenvelikkara Community
Resource Center informed the authorities that the water level in the
Chalakudy river was rising uncontrollably but no action was taken by
the Irrigation Department. The timely intervention of a local fisherman,
AR Sundaran, opened the sluice shutters at Puthenvelikkara and
avoided a major flood catastrophe along the Chalakudy river banks.

The making of Internal Refugees

The fear of another flood and water scarcity is forcing the people of
Puthenvelikkara to move out of their homes. Many vacant houses
on the banks of the Periyar and Chalakudy rivers are a sign of the
emergence of internal refugees.

“We have taken a house for rent away from here so that we can spend
rainy days there”

“After the floods, the price of land went down. If there was any way we
could sell this land, we would have been relocated by now”

These were some of the common comments we received for the
question - what if another flood? Many people from the coastal

areas of Puthenvelikkara have left their homes and moved to other
places. Many financially capable people have started relocating from
Puthenvelikkara, leaving behind those who have nothing else to lose.
The saddening truth is that neither the Panchayat nor the residents
have any data regarding the abandoned houses in the Panchayath.

Many houses, around half to three-quarters of all, were washed away
by the rising tide. The people suggest clearing the river from mud can
save the houses left.

Before the floods of 2018, Puthenvelikkara was considered an ideal
location for residence. Puthenvelikkara was a unique scenic beauty
with rivers, lakes and paddy fields. The place was under development
to welcome more tourists. But after the flood, everything changed.
The price of the land dropped. Many who owned land left home and
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moved elsewhere. Few tried to sell their land and relocate but with the
low land price, they found it difficult to buy land anywhere else outside
Puthenvelikkara. Moreover, as a community, we need neighbours to
live and grow.

Biodiversity Management Committees:
Remembered only after calamities.

The Biological Diversity Act 2002 and Biological Diversity Rules 2004
empowers the committees within the local bodies to take steps for
‘promoting conservation, sustainable use and documentation of
biological diversity including preservation of habitats, conservation
of land, folk varieties and cultivars, domesticated stocks and breeds of
animals and microorganisms and chronicling of knowledge relating to
biological diversity! It was in 2012 that the state government formally
declared the constitution of “biodiversity management committees”
in all the 978 Panchayats, 60 municipalities and five corporations in
Kerala. The respective committees are chaired by the elected heads
of the concerned local body, whether Grama Panchayat, Municipality
or City Corporation. The primary function of the BMC is to maintain a
Panchayat Biodiversity Register (PBR) - a document on local biological
resources and associated traditional knowledge.®

BMCs are of great importance in places like Puthenvelikkara where
humans and nature have a close interaction. As with every disaster
management plan, BMCs also are often organized after a disaster.
“Biodiversity committees are not convened unless a disaster has
struck, nothing happens beforehand. No one has the interest to do

so either. A flood-affected Panchayat does not have an annual plan

on biodiversity management,” says Mr. Baiju Mash, a member of the
Biodiversity Committee in Puthenvelikkara. Baiju had received training
in Alappuzha at Kerala Institute of Local Administration (KILA) after the
flood. Baiju adds, “After the training, none from the Panchayat cared to
arrange a meeting to discuss and learn.”

The salted misery of Vellottupuram

Lying close to the equator, Kerala plays a vital role among other
tropical territories in controlling the earth’s atmosphere and the water
cycle. The earth’s 25-degree latitude south and north of the equator
is the highest solar energy receiving wet tropical region. Wet tropics

is the main source of evaporation and freshwater source to sea. The
increasing heat and melting of the glacier are expanding the ocean
causing the sea level to rise. Studies show that the speed of water
cycles has increased by 24 per cent over the past half-century. As the
temperature rises, the patterns of wind and rain change. Most regions
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would be susceptible to an increasing frequency of droughts, floods
and other extreme weather events if the current pace of climatic
change is not restrained. As a result of climate change, clean water
will become scarcer. Climate change is causing the formation of
low-pressure troughs in the Arabian Sea on an unprecedented scale.
Hurricanes in the Arabian Sea have increased by about 20-40 per
cent with an astounding 260 per cent increase in severe hurricanes.
Over the past century, the temperature of the Arabian Sea has risen
by between 1.2 and 1.4 degrees Celsius. The Intergovernmental Panel
on Climate Change estimates that by 2070, sea levels will rise by 21
to 70 centimetres due to ocean warming. With a coastline of 590 km,
Keralites will be the early sufferers of climatic change.

Vellottupuram, the 16th ward of Puthenvelikkara Panchayath is an
example of this. Tidal flooding has become a monthly affair for four
days following every full moon day. This is caused by saline water rising
from the streams to the shore during high tide. The stagnant saltwater
brings misery to the people. Especially for women in Puthenvelikkara.
Most people find it difficult to cope with this tragedy, which they

have never experienced in their lives.“My house never gets flooded
even in the worst rains. | first experienced a saltwater flood here in my
husband’s house right after our wedding. At first, | was scared. Then |
got used to it,” says 61-year-old Theresia who has been married for the
past 40 years and lives with her husband in Puthenvelikkara. They all
have adopted the characteristics of Vellottupuram. More than half of
the houses in the lower plains of Vellottupuram are empty. People have
left their homes due to the threat of saltwater.

“All our lives have been spent worrying about whether or not we will
get water to drink! It is us who have to walk long distances to get
water! This place is hell for women. " asks Nirmala. Nirmala wishes to
live somewhere with good soil someday. The threat of saltwater has
become severe in recent years. Vellottupuram was once a place where
tapioca, coconut and vegetables were cultivated. But now the situation
has changed and turned unfavorable for cultivation. Drinking water
scarcity is a crisis of its own during summer. In a patriarchal society

like India, women are primarily responsible for arranging water for
households. The women who talked with me all shared their grudge
towards this condition. The people’s representatives have never been
involved in tackling these problems, noted the residents. They suggest
regenerating streams, building walls along the banks and removing
mud in the streams as a possible solution. But they are often ignored or
have not seen any firm action taken to tackle the problem.
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The inverted functions of LSG.

The Rebuild Kerala Development Report found that the land use
pattern and practices in the state have contributed to an increasing
number of ecological disasters. Kerala has a high population density

of -860 people / km2 (2011 census), lack of streamlined and singular
land management laws and policies and weak enforcement have led to
an overlap of business and habitation zones, and the establishment of
associated public infrastructure'®.

“Various diversions of water have occurred since the construction

of the dams on the rivers,” stated Dr K H Amita Bachchan, Founder

of the Western Ghats Hornbill Foundation and Assistant Professor at
MES Asmabi College. “As people began to ignore the concept of flood
level, they started building houses below flood level. People tend to
ignore potential disasters and that is not their fault. Many government
buildings have been constructed below the flood level” Dr Amita
Bachan remarked. Examples are the KSEB substation near the field in
Kurumassery and the Puthenvelikkara police station near the river,
both of which were severely flooded. He added that “Development in
Kerala without understanding its topographical features and or the
changes in monsoon patterns would not be sustainable. Normal flood
during monsoon and perennial flow of water in summer is a regular
phenomenon in Kerala. They sustain freshwater, fisheries, industries
and economic activities of the land. Fish migration and sand deposition
can be made possible if people are knowledgeable about their rains
and rivers. All these should be considered while revising the river
management policy.”

Puthenvelikkara is now vulnerable to more floods and therefore
measures need to be taken to regain the ecological balance of the
place to stop the place from another natural disaster. Attempts were
made at the ward level through the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural
Employment Guarantee Act 2005 to find fallow land and re-cultivate it,
thereby reclaiming the fertility of the soil. The MGNREGA was initiated
with the objective of ‘enhancing livelihood security in rural areas by
providing at least 100 days of guaranteed wage employmentin a
financial year, to every household whose adult members volunteer to
do unskilled manual work’. However, NREGA lays down the priority of
works that may be taken up under the scheme. The focus is on water
conservation, drought-proofing, afforestation, tree plantation, minor
irrigation works, renovation of traditional water bodies, desilting of
tanks, land development, flood control and protection, drainage in
water-logged areas and rural connectivity,in that order™. Of the 2.7
million works being undertaken in over 600 districts, nearly 80 per
cent are water, land and forestry-related. They not only provide local
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environmental services but also have the potential to become small

yet impactful steps towards climate change mitigation. This provides
financial security to the inhabitants as well as help in regaining the
ecological balance of the place. Following the floods, the majority of
the people in Puthenvelikkara became indebted. Most of them have
taken loans from various government financial institutions and private
companies to rebuild run-down houses and buy home appliances and
livelihoods. The savings through NREGA turns out to be a great relief for
the affected.

The local governments in Kerala were given the power to plan and
implement developmental projects in 1996. The aim was to gather the
Grama Sabhas to understand the needs of the people, evaluate them
objectively and prepare an annual plan. It provides an opportunity
for ordinary people to participate in local development programs

and share their suggestions. After 25 years of implementing local
governing bodies, Grama Sabhas have become a place of availing just
governmental aid rather than a place of planning or development.We
go to the Grama Sabhas only to see if we receive any benefits for

our applications’ said many of our respondents. Most people use
GramSabhas for availing benefits from the government. No meaningful
discussions on biodiversity conservation or flood preparedness have
taken place in the Panchayat despite the 2018 deluge revealing

the urgency of these interventions. When asked about the actions
taken towards disaster preparedness, the Panchayat members often
pointed to the fibre boats placed in front of the Panchayat office. For
the citizens, these boats have turned out to be a standing joke. The
fibre boats were purchased in 2020 for rescue purposes but have
never been touched. The Panchayat also bought four-engine powered
boats and two rowing boats for Rs. 5 lakhs. The fibre boats need to

be maintained reqularly if they are ever going to be used. The people
of Puthenvelikkara laugh at the boats, “No one knows how to use
those boats, are we supposed to learn to sail those boats when we are
drowning in a flood?’, a 45-year-old Raju asked.

2019, A year later.

Once romanticized as the ‘Flood of a Century® by the media, the

2018 catastrophe lost its larger implications. In August 2019, Kerala
faced its next flood and landslides. Relief camps were set up all over
Kerala again to deal with the disaster which took 120 lives. It was a
reminder to stop romanticizing the 2018 floods and start planning for
thelong term impact of environmental damage and climate change.
The people of Puthenvelikkara with the experience of fighting the 2018
flood, were prepared for the worst. Four camps were opened across

the Panchayat. People residing in the lower plains were first evacuated
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and all the camps were set up in higher land. Even though the
Chalakudy and Periyar rivers overflowed, there were no major accidents
at Puthenvelikkara as each camp was equipped with all necessary
facilities.

With the recurrence of floods and landslides in 2019, the government
realized that the Rebuild Kerala cannot be completed without the
participation of the people. With this in view, ‘NammalNamukkai’
web portal was launched on January 20" 2020 to enable the people
to express their views on the Rebuild Kerala by protecting life, soil,
property and nature. Kerala State Disaster Management Authority
has identified five key areas that need immediate attention on which
comments can be posted — land management, water management,
local community and resilience, forest management, transport,
communications, and technology. Development seminars will be
held at the panchayat level for the programme.’NammalNamukkayi’
will extend from special Grama Sabhas to a special Assembly session,
according to the KSDMA. The aim is to have discussions on disaster
management/prevention along with the preparation of annual plans
in the gram sabhas and to share the views and suggestions of each
citizen in the development seminars held in the gram/ward sabhas. In
addition, mapping of disaster-prone areas is also done in the village/
ward councils. Only time will tell, if such new virtual platforms would
bridge the growing distance between the state and the citizens.

Community Resource Center of Puthenvelikkara

Kerala is often criticised for being under prepared for disasters such as
floods, landslides etc. Kerala is a flood-prone area and our geographical
history shows our vulnerabilities toward natural disasters. The Great
Flood of 99 named after the 1924 flood is a prime example. The last
week of July 1924, witnessed an increase in both rainfall and wind
speed. The total cumulative rainfall over the three weeks was 3,368 mm.
Most districts in the former Travancore and Cochin states experienced
flooding, and so did parts of the Malabar region. Thrissur, Ernakulam,
Idukki and Kottayam faced substantial damage. The floodwaters
overthrew the Kundala Valley Railway, a narrow-gauge railway line in
Munnar, and the road to Munnar had disappeared owing to landslides.
The human death toll of the Great Flood of 99 is believed to be around
1,000. The floods also killed a large number of animals.”’

After the great flood of 1924, a flood that happened 32 years before
the formation of the state of Kerala, needs to be remembered even
today. 44 rivers, 2 monsoons, a natural disaster is always around our
corner and needs to be taken seriously into account when we plan
state developmental activities. We are still trying to find elementary
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solutions to mitigate a serious natural disaster. There are only 6 rain
gauges along the Periyar Basin in place of 32 gauges. According to
the CAG report, Kerala lacked a large-scale flood hazard and a flood
susceptibility map respectively?.

A Community Resource Center was set up on August 15™ 2021 at
Puthenvelikkara. It is a people’s initiative that aims to conserve and
sustainably manage natural resources for the integrated development
and safety of the village. The initiative, supported by HDFC bank’s
Parivartan Project and implemented by M.S Swaminathan Research
Foundation, also gets technical support from Equinoct. Resource
volunteers of CRC conducted field studies regarding disaster
management and agricultural innovations such as sea-level marking,
flood level marking, tidal flood mapping, rainfall mapping and
extensive study on the agricultural practices in the village and it
became the first Kerala panchayat to take up community-driven tidal
flood mitigation.

CRC has installed 17 tidal gauges in the area and has trained
community members in gauging tidal flooding. They set up rain gauges
at 27 points along the Chalakudy river basin and equipped the local
population to measure it daily at 8.30 a.m and share it over WhatsApp
groups. The installation of gauges, measurement, and data upload into
the platform have become a community education exercise, especially
for children and women.

A classic example of robbing Peter to pay Paul

After the 2019 floods, Kerala strengthened its Panchayat Raj
institutions. This was after the realisation that disaster management
does not work in a hierarchical order but can only be mitigated when
planned and structured from the grassroots level. It can be observed
that marginalised communities experienced the worst flood ordeal
and with each passing year, they are getting pushed further into the
margins. It is therefore of great importance to incorporate the views
of these communities who are getting affected directly or indirectly,
in the process of development and planning of their land. It is under
this context, one should examine the government sanction for the
Nitta Gelatin plant in Koratty to dispose of waste at Elanthikara,
Puthenvelikkara.

Initial plans of setting up Nitta Gelatin company started in 1975.The
company had gained the attention of natives considerably and they
looked forward to its start. The company started operation in 1979.
Within the first 10 years of operation, various environmental issues
began to arise in the locality of the plant. The soil got destroyed, the
water was contaminated, crops were wasted and fresh air was in need.
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Residents started to experience various kinds of lung disorders. The
residents of Kathikoodam formed the Kathikoodam Action Council
and started a strike against the company after safe drinking water
became unavailable. During the initial days of operation, the company
discharged its waste to the nearby canal and later into the Karikal
stream. It took 8 years for the waste to get deposited at the bottom

of the river causing large-scale water pollution that affected the
freshwater source for about 5 lakh people who were depending on
the Chalakudy river. Gelatin extraction was performed at Kathikoodam
by Nitta Gelatin India Limited. This was done using bone powder from
cattle. Hydrochloric acid, limestone and water were the raw materials
used for extraction of which 70% was discharged into the river as
waste. The company takes in 65 litres of water per day for its operation.
Per day the company discharges 80 tons of waste into the river.

In 2013, a strike called by the protestors was handled inappropriately
by the state police. Many of those who led the agitation were arrested
citing Maoist links. In 2017, Central Pollution Board conducted a study
and found that the company dumped 65 tonnes of waste per day into
the river. The board also found that the company was illegally dumping
6000 vehicles of solid waste at Kaliam Para gorge which was later
stopped by a court order. The court came up with 25 conditions that
need to be met by the company for resuming the operation.

Chalakudy river flows through 15 Panchayats, 1 Municipality and 16
autonomous controlled portions of Ernakulam and Thrissur districts. In
Puthenvelikkara, people rely on the Chalakudy river for drinking water
and irrigation. Their lives and livelihood depend on this river. In 2017,
there was a leak through the shutters of the Kanakkankadavu bridge
at Puthenvelikkara. To resolve this, a bund was constructed at 30 lakhs
for holding water before it flows into the sea. With water being held
for drinking purposes, the waste from the Nitta Gelatin company again
started to accumulate at Puthenvelikkara and Moozhikulam areas. The
residents protested against the operation of the company again. In May
2018, the Kathikoodam protest committee and Nitta Gelatin Company
officials discussed the issue in the presence of the Chief Minister. As
directed by the Chief Minister, the company agreed to discharge the
waste through a pipe connection 30kms away, close to the sea.

Although the post-flood discussions in 2018 on laying off the pipeline
were removed from the limelight for a while, it was again taken

up for discussions in January 2021. The government has ordered a
feasibility study for discharging treated wastewater from the Nitta
Gelatin Company into the river through a pipeline. The company came
up with this solution after continuous protests raised by the people

of Kathikodam. Managing Director of Nitta Gelatin company, Sajeev
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K Menon told the Times of India on January 8, 2020, that even after
wastewater is treated, low levels of Chloride can still be present in the
water and there is no viable solution to eliminate them. The water
containing chloride is planned to be discharged into the river through
a pipe that passes through 5 Panchayats; of these, three Panchayats
have already issued NOCs. This poses a great danger to the people

of Puthenvelikkara who rely extensively on the Chalakudy river for
agriculture, fishing and drinking water. The saltwater intrusion through
broken shutters has already been affecting freshwater sources in the
area.

People’s representatives and residents of Puthenvelikkara have

already opposed the decision to lay the pipeline. The adverse effects

of extensive environmental exploitation that happened 40 years ago
now show up in Puthenvelikkara. Both the floods of 2018 and 2019, has
devastated what was once a peaceful lush green village into a place of
protest and unforgettable memories of the flood. In such a situation,
any act that pollutes the river is cruel to its people and nature.

In addition to the lack of water in the wells due to clay mining and
sand mining, the threat of saltwater has also led to a severe shortage
of drinking water for the people of Puthenvelikkara. In addition, the
disposal of treated wastewater to the river by such large industries
may force the people to flee from Puthenvelikkara. In other words,

it could turn out to be a move to make this population an internal
refugee.Realising the magnitude of this problem, the Puthenvelikkara
elected Panchayat committee along with the Panchayat Secretary
were contemplating the possibility of fighting this battle against

the company legally. It is in such fights that the true spirit of local
democracy and decentralized governance could be kindled and this
is the only way possible to prevent Puthenvelikkara from becoming
another Kathikudam?:. m
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Anamika Ajay

POST-DISASTER REBUILDING AS A
NEW DEVELOPMENT ASSEMBLAGE:
EVERYDAY POLITICS OF RECOVERY
IN PUTHENVELIKKARA

Introduction

his essay attempts to demonstrate the significance of the
“local” in understanding disasters and post-disaster recovery
processes by addressing three important questions. Firstly,
the essay explores the historical and temporally specific
processes that interacted together to produce flooded
spaces and victims in Puthenvelikkara in 2018. Even though the
deluge in 2018 was experienced as one big event in Kerala and parts
of Karnataka, the fact that certain regions in the state were more
affected than others call for the suspension of our assumptions about
the generality of the flood as an event and focus on the local flows and
accumulations of water. The experiences of floods vary across regions,
communities, families and individuals. To capture the diversity and
inequalities in the experiences of the floods, it is important to start by
asking: How did the natural processes interact with the village’s socio-
economic history, its topography, the infrastructures and institutions to
make Puthenvelikkara particularly vulnerable to the deluge and how
were certain neighbourhoods and communities affected more than
the others? Secondly, a large number of the flood-affected families
and even the local elected representatives complained about how
flawed the surveys conducted to assess losses and damages were
and how the poor quality of data affected the compensation process.
This also resulted in many disputes over compensation between
the local government and the affected families. The accounts of the
flood victims pointed to the fact that the loss assessment processes
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which were designed to be unbiased and technical were far more
complex as they were,in reality,structured through powerful agents
like surveyors and engineers. How then do we make sense of such
power-laden social interactions which are posed as technical by the
state? Thirdly, the essay attempts to bring the analytic of assemblage
to bear and demonstrate the localized workings of the post-disaster
recovery and development initiatives that were kick started in Kerala
after the 2018 deluge. By analyzing the everyday workings of the post-
disaster recovery activities and development in a localized setting like
Puthenvelikkara, the essay draws attention to how diverse objectives,
institutions, people and technologies are sutured together to form

the post-disaster development assemblage at the local level.S uch an
analysis reveal to us how, in the post-disaster context, a major change
in Kerala has been how the diagram of environment management is
plugged into the already existing neoliberal development assemblage
to form a new post-disaster recovery/rebuilding assemblage-
envisioned as Nava Keralam in the Rebuild Kerala Development
Program.

This essay is based on the qualitative data collected during fieldwork
in the Puthenvelikkara Panchayat during 2020-21. It makes use of

one hundred and twenty-three interviews with disaster survivors of
which eighty-three were women. Long interviews were conducted
with the elected members of the most affected wards, local leaders

of the major political parties in the Panchayat, the Panchayat
Secretary, the Village officer, the Assistant Engineer of the Local Self
Government Department (LSGD), working group members of the local
biodiversity committee, development planning committee members,
Panchayat disaster management committee members, Kudumbashree
Community Development Society (CDS) chairperson, relief camp
managers, local environmental activists, local academics, biodiversity
experts. Group discussions were also conducted with Kudumbashree
women, Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Generation
Scheme (NREGS) female workers, members of local youth organizations
who participated in the post-disaster relief and recovery activities.
Since Puthenvelikkara is a large village both in terms of geographical
area as well as in population density it was logistically impossible to
cover the entire area. The fieldwork mainly focused on the nine most-
affected wards in the Panchayat out of a total of seventeen wards.
Areas most affected by the deluge like the coastal wards, low-lying
regions, islands and settlements on the river banks were included in
the fieldwork. The left-out wards are mostly those that are located on
the hillocks which did not get directly affected by the floods. However,
we did interview women from these hilly regions who had volunteered
during the relief activities to understand their experiences during

and after the floods. Even though the initial few interviews with the
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disaster survivors were telephonic due to the pandemic, we conducted
intense fieldwork in Puthenvelikkara from October 2020 to January
2021.This phase of fieldwork allowed us to maintain detailed field
notes and also gave us access to the everyday politics of post-disaster
recovery through numerous informal conversations with the local
people at the tea stalls, grocery shops and small eateries. Besides the
interviews, secondary resources have been used like government
reports, Panchayat development reports, Plan documents, guidelines
and government orders to understand the policy and professional
approaches to recovery. Since most of the documents maintained

at the Panchayat office in Puthenvelikkara are said to have been
completely damaged by the floods in 2018, we were able to access the
Gram Sabha meeting minutes, development seminar reports, special
Gram Sabha meeting minutes and local Panchayat planning reports
only for the period between August 2018 and December 2020. We
made use of the interviews with local people and elected members to
make sense of the practice of decentralised governance in the pre-
disaster phase. All interviews were analyzed and triangulated with the
available primary and secondary sources.

The essay has four sections and a conclusion. In the following section,
the essay takes a closer look at the village’s social and development
history to understand why the excess water caused by natural factors
like heavy rainfall and technical failures like the poor management of
dams could not be routed through the drainage system in the village.
It will look at the management and technical failures that resulted in
the deluge and why some neighbourhoods were more affected than
others. The next section traces the local flows and pathways of the
flood water to demonstrate how it acquired agential qualities and
actively determined who would be affected and who would be left out
and also shaped people’s experiences as victims and compensation
seekers. The third section specifically looks at the politics of loss
assessment and compensation delivery by focusing on the interactions
and the power relations between the affected families, surveyors,
engineers and Panchayat officials. The fourth section takes a deeper
look at how the post-disaster recovery activities were planned and
implemented since 2018 in Puthenvelikkara using the analytic of
assemblage and throws light on the everyday workings of the local
practices of assembling diverse and conflicting interests, diverse
stakeholders, multi-scalar institutions together to manage disasters.

The Making of the Deluge

To understand the production of the deluge and the experiences of
social suffering it caused, it is important to start with the historical and
temporally specific processes which came together, resulting in the
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transformation of a flood-dependent panchayat into a flood-prone
panchayat. Puthenvelikkara is located downstream of the Chalakudy
river basin. It is in Elanthikkara in Puthenvelikkara Panchayat that the
Chalakudy river joins the Periyar river before it drains into the Arabian
sea. Located in the area between the river and the backwater, the
panchayat is part of a floodplain and has a history of flooding during
the monsoons and high tides due to the movement of both the river
and seawater. However, many factors contributed to the making of the
deluge in 2018 which set it apart from the normal flooding that the
Panchayat was exposed to. Walker et.al (2011) demonstrate through
their perceptive analysis of the floods in Hull city how flooding is an
assemblage that comes into being through an unstable combination of
social, natural and technical factors. It is through this coming together
of these factors that excess water flowed beyond the boundaries

of the river and sea, entered spaces like the streets, schools, homes,
playgrounds, hospitals etc and attained the status of the ‘deluge’. |
follow their argument to demonstrate in this section how the deluge
as experienced by the people in Puthenvelikkara in 2018 was also the
outcome of the coming together of several diverse factors like the flow
and dynamics of river water during a phase of heavy monsoon rainfall
in 2018; the technical aspects that include but not limited to flood
control systems and dam management at the state and district levels
and the management of the drainage system at the Panchayat level;
and the social and infrastructural factors that produce flooded places
and victims locally.

There is little doubt that in August 2018, Kerala received unusually
heavy rainfalls. In their official statement, the Indian Meteorological
Department attributed the unprecedented heavy rainfalls that year

to the changing monsoon patterns caused by climate change. Even
though climate change is a global phenomenon, the analysis of the
deluge in local contexts provide insights into how extreme weather
events like floods are manifested and experienced in different regions
differently. People in Puthenvelikkara spoke about how the Great
Deluge was preceded by two episodes of flooding. The first episode

of incessant rains occurred between 16th July to 21st July 2018 and
the second episode occurred between 8th and 13th August. Camps
were organised by the local government during both these episodes.
The heavy rainfalls beginning from 15" August 2018 was the one that
caused the deluge. Apart from the intensity of the rains during the third
episode, the fact that the soil was fully saturated from the previous two
episodes of rainfall had limited its absorption capacity. Apart from this
natural phenomenon, technical factors also played a role in the making
of the deluge. The situation was worsened by the poor management
of the dams. Many environmental scientists and experts including an
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Amicus Curiae appointed by the Kerala High Court to understand the
reasons for the floods in 2018 point to the unplanned release of water
from various dams built over the rivers during heavy rainfall. This, they
say had aggravated the destruction caused by the floods (Vellaram,
2019). The Amicus Curiae report also pointed to the technical failure in
assessing the situation and using dams for flood control as stipulated
in the guidelines provided by the National Water Policy and National
Disaster Management Authority. The report also stated that none of the
dams in Kerala had an Emergency Action Plan as a result of which there
was poor coordination between the dam management authorities

and local administration. The Village office’ in Puthenvelikkara also
confirmed to us that the local authorities were uninformed about the
decisions regarding the sudden release of water from the dams as a
result of which they could not make arrangements to move people,
especially those living in vulnerable regions to relief camps before the
flooding began.

The excess water caused by natural factors like heavy rainfall and the
technical failures like the poor management of dams could not be
routed through the drainage system in the village resulting in the
deluge and the experiences of social sufferings as narrated by the
people in the village. The social history of drainage infrastructure in
Puthenvelikkara provides great insights into the changing relationship
between people and water. By the early 20th century Puthenvelikkara
had become a major producer of paddy in the region. Land was
largely owned by temples and the princely state. Landlords mostly
belong to a few Nair, Konkani Brahmin and a few Ezhava families. The
land was mostly cultivated by the tenant farmers mostly belonging

to the Ezhava and Christian communities. Dalits were mostly landless
labourers. Fishing was the main source of income for the Dheevara
community. A major canal called the Morathodu which passed through
Puthenvelikkara marked the boundary between the two princely
states namely Cochin and Travancore. The small streams (Kaivazhikal)
that flowed out from this large canal were a major source of irrigation
to the paddy fields in Thazhamchirapadam, Thadamthanikkapadam,
Pappanamkodepadam and Kuttikkattupadam. Puthenvelikkara’s
proximity to Kodungaloor- one of the biggest trading centres in Central
Kerala- allowed the local farmers and fishermen to sell their produce
and catch just by crossing over this canal. However, the Panchayat
Development Report prepared as a part of the People’s Plan Campaign
1996 noted in its chapter on local history how the unregulated

use of the canal for transportation and encroachments around the
canal during the 1930s to set up shops and trading centres led to a
noticeable decline in the width of the canal. As the region began to
modernize and local farmers began to demand better connectivity to
the trading centres, the state began to build new roads and bridges
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that would connect the islands to the nearby towns to facilitate
efficient transportation of fish and farm produce. The Panchayat
Development Report of 1996 also provides details of how a road and a
bund were built cutting across the Morthodu canal in 1952 to facilitate
transportation. This obstructed the natural flow of water through the
canal. The issue was further worsened by the massive changes in land
use in the Panchayat which began in the 1970s. Land reforms in 1970
resulted in the decline of joint families across Kerala and encouraged
subdivision of landholdings. Young members of large joint families
began to move out of their ancestral homes and built their own
separate houses. Slowly, both sides of the canals were encroached
upon for building houses, roads, bridges to a point that Morthodu,
which was around 30 ft wide at the beginning of the twentieth century,
became invisible in many parts. This has had many short-term and
long-term effects on the local ecology. The destruction of Morthodu
also resulted in the drying up of all the streams that flowed to the
paddy fields in Puthenvelikkara. While paddy cultivation was done
three times a year in these fields, the unavailability of water also
resulted in paddy farming being restricted to one or two times a year.
And this problem continues even till date.

The fact that the changes in land use and unregulated construction
activities have destroyed numerous canals/water pathways in the
Panchayat making it vulnerable to flooding was acknowledged in

the Panchayat Development Report prepared in 1996. It noted that
one of the key characteristics of a riverine ecosystem is that such
regions would have numerous natural and man-made streams and
canals which allow for water to flow from the land into the rivers and
between rivers during monsoons. Some of these canals were so large
that they were used for irrigation as well as to transport farm produce
for sales from Puthenvelikkara to nearby villages until the 1970s. Five
to ten feet wide canals are now reduced to being just less than 2 feet
wide pathways, which too are dumped with plastic waste. Despite the
warnings in the Panchayat Development Report, no serious efforts have
been made to prevent encroachments around and upon these canals.
Local environmentalists attribute the worsening of the flooding issue in
Puthenvelikkara in the last few years to the unregulated encroachment
and reclamation of various canals and streams for habitational and
commercial purposes. Government construction of roads, expansion
of existing roads, bridges as well as illegal construction of houses upon
these canals have increased substantially. Earlier, the flooding water
would flow naturally through these streams and water bodies without
affecting the human settlements. But with increased encroachments
upon these canals in the last two decades and increased disposal of
household waste, the natural pathways of water have been severely
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obstructed. One of the major causes for the severe flooding in the
Panchayat and the whole state of Kerala in 2018 and 2019 was found
to be that the floodplains did not allow enough room for the river to
flow. Many householders also blamed the government authorities for
not clearing the dry leaves, plastic waste and garbage that are dumped
in the canals, drains and gutters across the village before the monsoon
rains even though local government funds are specifically allocated for
the management of the drainage system. Even after the experience of
the deluge, these failures persist. For instance, the Panchayat secretary
narrated numerous instances of local families constructing houses
illegally over the canals even after experiencing the 2018 floods. She
spoke about how families often use their political connections to warn
her and other officials against taking any action. During our fieldwork,
we witnessed such illegal constructions even in neighbourhoods

that had experienced heavy water-logging during the 2018 and 2019
floods.

The Materiality of the Flooding Water

While the deluge affected most parts of Kerala, it is important to
understand that the experiences of the people are locally determined.
Walker et.al (2011: 2308) argue that the benefit of focusing on the local
to analyse the causes and consequences of floods is that it reveals
how “the generality of ‘the floods’ as an event becomes far more
differentiated- a patchwork of local flows and accumulations of water
and local assemblages”. This resonated with our observations on the
2018 Kerala deluge too. The flowing water was actively interacting
with the local topography to determine where it could enter and
accumulate creating huge pools of water, and where it could not.
Water, especially in riverine ecosystems, is an important resource in
which all kinds of social interactions are embedded and the shifting
power relations caused by the transformations in nature and society
are materialized in the production of new forms of water flows (Gandy,
2004; Swyngedouw,1999). An analysis of the pathways through which
the flooding water flowed in Puthenvelikkara also revealed the agential
properties of water which actively transformed physical spaces and
social interactions in the village. In the words of an elected ward
member who played a crucial role in the rescue operations to save
hundreds of human and animal lives- “No one could understand how
the flooding water moved, it felt like the water had a mind of its own.
We just had to go with the flow and rescue as many lives as we could™.
Many people narrated details about how the water levels rose rapidly,
how it flowed through the local topography fiercely and how there
were regions where the flooding water could not enter- like the hills in
the village. The water had risen to around 8 to 12ft depending on the
locality making the roads, streets, houses all invisible. Based on these
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accounts, it is clear that the water behaved in unmanageable ways. The
flooding water assumed agential properties which flowed and entered
into spaces actively transforming physical spaces and shaping people’s
experiences. From the state’s point of view, the flooding water poses
huge challenges because it can neither be understood nor controlled
from a managerial or engineering point of view as is ordinarily done
(Swyngedouw, 2004). Moreover, the flowing water had the power to
determine who were to be marked as victims, who were left unaffected,
who needed to be rescued and who would have to be compensated.

The floodwater did not flow in the same path as predicted by the
abstract models that were produced by the hydrological experts and
dam managers. As Budds (2009) rightly point out the paths through
which the floodwater flows and the spaces in which it enters reveal the
‘messiness’ of water and how its movements may have catastrophic
consequences which abstract models cannot predict. During floods,
the perceived messy unruly water flows out of the boundaries of the
rivers and enters the roads, streets and homes and transforms these
spaces as it flows through them. It is through this process that some
spaces ‘become flooded’ (Walker et al, 2011). In Puthenvelikkara, the
water levels in the rivers slowly rose from 14% August 2018 and by

the evening of 15" August, incessant rains and the sudden release of
water from the dams resulted in massive flooding of the village. People
recollected experiencing intense fear seeing the force and volume of
water that was approaching and finally entering their houses. Narrating
his experiences during the deluge, AK a Dalit fisher* said:

As you can see right behind here is the point where the
Chalakudy and Periyar rivers meet. Every year, during the
monsoons, this island gets flooded. But what happened in 2018
is unusual. Everyone looks back at that time with a lot of fear
and sadness here. It began to rain very heavily on 14" August
night. Usually, the rain stops after a while. But that rain did not
stop. When the rain continued into the 15" morning, the water
levels had risen to my knee-length. | got a bit worried. My very
old mother was living with us then. To avoid inconvenience to
her, | took my mother and my wife in my boat to the camp run
by the Panchayat. We had a lot of animals back then-a cow, a
calf, 28 hens and two dogs. So, | could not leave them here and
stay in the camp. The rains were continuing incessantly. That
whole evening, | was vigilant and kept checking on the flow of
water and noting the pace at which water levels rose. On 16th
August, by around 2 am, the cot on which | was lying was fully
drowned and in a couple of hours, the water levels had risen to
the sunshade of my house. There was no electricity at that time. |
collected the necessary things like some clothes, medicines and
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our documents. Since our house is small and does not have a
floor on the top, | could not do much to save the costlier things
like our TV and fridge. Since our window was broken, the smaller
things flowed out along with the floodwater. | realized that the
situation had gone out of hand.

Except for three wards, all the other parts of the Panchayat experienced
flooding at different levels and the low-lying localities like the island
even faced the danger of getting submerged. Flanked by two rivers and
the Kottapuram lake on three sides, one of the biggest challenges was
that after a point the village became completely isolated from other
parts of the district. It was difficult for people from outside to enter the
Panchayat or for people to leave the village by 16" August. Flooded
water from both the rivers inundated most bridges and roads to the
village. The entire rescue operations, therefore, had to be conducted
with resources that were either sent to the Panchayat or were locally
available. Teams of the National Defense Response Force which
included teams from the Indian Army, Navy and Coast Guard, reached
the village by 10™ August expecting heavy rains. However, the rescue
tools and technologies used by the NDRF in Kerala were inadequate

to lead the local rescue operations and in many parts of the state the
immediate rescue operations were mostly carried out by the fisher
community and the local people (Ajay, 2019).

The immediate responses of the local communities to the flooding
water were marked by denial and later by fear. Scholars who study
human behaviour during times of disaster found that many families
living in the low-lying parts of the Panchayats were in denial. They
expected that the rains would stop and that it was better to stay within
the comforts of their homes than shift to the camps. The denial of the
impending disaster was most profound in the middle-class households
whose houses either had a second floor on top or considered their
locations sufficiently far away from the route they “expected” the river
to flow. Despite multiple requests made by the Panchayat officials

and Police personnel who went to different parts of the village to ask
people to move to the camps on the 15" August, many families stayed
back in their houses based on their assessment that the water levels
would not rise to the second floor of their house. However, when the
dam shutters were opened and the heavy rains persisted levels of water
rose to a height of 12 to 13 ft in many parts of the village. Local fishers
who led the rescue operations remembered many instances where
even on the 16" and 17" of August, they found many families stranded
on the second floor of their houses completely isolated and struggling
for food and drinking water. When we interviewed these families, they
spoke about how they did not assess the situation to become so bad
and did not calculate the risks of staying back in their houses. Reena, a

49



Building Back Better: How and For Whom?
Everyday Politics of Post-Disaster Recovery in Puthenvelikkara

38-year-old woman?®, broke into tears when | asked her about how they
were rescued during the floods. She and her family had refused to go to
the camp hoping that they would be safer if they moved to the second
floor of their house. But to their shock water began to enter the second
floor as well and the entire area was completely isolated by 16" August
afternoon when the water levels had risen to around 12ft. They began
to panic when their stock of food and water was running out and when
Reena’s father-in-law fell ill. That was when they began to frantically
call out for help and were noticed by two fishermen who were passing
by with their boats. After a long struggle, the fishermen successfully
rescued the family and helped them reach the nearest camp.

Scholars who study human behaviour during disasters have pointed
to denial and fear as being the initial responses to disasters which
often prevent them from taking rational actions (Aronson, 2008). This
disregard of impending disaster can put a lot of pressure on rescue
operations. When in denial people are not able to evaluate the risks
involved. Studies also suggest that responses such as the extremes of
denial and fear can make people behave irrationally during disasters
and that these behavioural responses have a direct impact on rescue
operations. For three weeks, thousands of rescued families were
housed in various relief camps across the Panchayat. A large majority
of people who lived in the relief camps believed that the local village/
Panchayat authorities, local politicians, young volunteers, religious
institutions played a remarkable role in running the camps efficiently
ensuring the availability of all their basic necessities.

Not all parts of the village were flooded. The local topography and
progressive interventions by environment activists in the Panchayat
played a crucial role in securing certain parts of the village from
flooding. Apart from the low-lying areas, Puthenvelikkara has a few
hillocks. When the deluge affected all the low-lying regions, around
twenty thousand affected people were shifted to these hillocks
where most of the rescue and relief camps were organised. The

local government authorities, the environmental activists and the
rescue workers believed that it was only because of these hills that
thousands of people living in the islands and other low-lying regions
could be rescued. However, it must be noted that during the 1990s
both the local government as well as the local elites had colluded to
initiate quarrying of these hillocks. Interestingly it is the Panchayat
Development Report produced for Puthenvelikkara Panchayat as a
part of the People’s Planning Campaign in 1996 that first documents
about these hills being rich in laterite, a raw material much in demand
for construction activities. The report even identified three hills namely
Manancherikkunnu, Kodikuthiyakunnu and Vattekaattukunnu as
being rich in laterite. As the local government indicated the economic

50



potential of these hills, the local agrarian capitalists took advantage
of this and began small-scale mining of these hills for laterite. Slowly,
capitalists from Kochi also began to invest and many local elites turned
into agents. By the late 2000s, mining and quarrying intensified
across Kerala and had reached a stage where many of the natural

hills and hillocks in the state began to disappear (Korakandy, 2000).
Fearing a similar situation in Puthenvelikkara, a few local environment
conservationists most notably led by Mr. Shajan mobilised around a
hundred families living in these hills against mining activities. Many
protests were held in the Panchayat and at the district level but no
action was taken against the miners. Meanwhile, the mining company
owners used many tactics like threatening the protestors, offering
money to the protestors to withdraw and putting political pressure
on them. However, the protestors did not back out and the conflict
between them escalated in 2008 resulting in a High Court case. The
protestors organised a dharna within the High court premises to
demand a stay on mining activities. Subsequently, after considering
arguments from both sides the High Court ordered a stay on any kind
of quarrying and mining activities in the Panchayat until the court
takes a final decision on the matter. It took almost a decade more for
the entire village to realize the importance of these hills during the
deluge. It was these hills that provided a haven for the families which
were affected by flooding. These episodes in the political and economic
history of the Panchayat are discussed to demonstrate how these
past local events interacted with the natural processes to determine
the pathways of the floodwater in significant ways and how these
interactions actively transformed physical spaces into flooded spaces.
They determined the routes in which the flood water flowed into and
accumulated and where it could not. It was also this materiality of the
flooding water that determined which households were unaffected
and which were assigned the status of “flood victims".

The Politics of Technical Loss Assessments and Relief

While it was known that a large number of households in the Panchayat
were flooded, it was important to make objective assessments and
identify the flooded households and flood victims. In Puthenvelikkara,
out of a total of 8379 households, the government assessed that 7000
were affected by the floods directly. Out of these, 89 households were
identified to be completely destroyed, 2355 households to be partially
destroyed and 5 persons were identified to have lost their land and
house completely to the flood. Apart from this, around 2615 wells and
248 ponds were destroyed due to the floods. As water that flooded
the roads, fields and streets entered homes, it interacted with the
structure of the building and the materiality of the houses. Different
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households experienced loss and damage differently. The pre-existing
inequalities in the region structured through class and caste had
created a topography in which the floods caused greater damage

to those who were already disempowered. also interacted with the
flooding waters to render certain communities more vulnerable to
the floods than others. In certain localities, especially those in the
islands like Kozhithuruth and VP Thuruth, small one-storeyed houses
which belonged mostly to the Dalits and fisherfolks were completely
submerged. However, the Ezhavas and Christians in these islands

who had greater access to economic resources were able to shift

their household materials to the upper portions of the house. In this
section, | argue that the government ignored these inequalities in

the experiences of floods and used a technical method to assess the
losses and determine compensations which it claimed to be unbiased.
The purpose of this section is to throw light on the politics that
underpinned this seemingly technical process and how it generated
new tensions at the local level.

To understand the politics of identifying ‘flooded houses; it is important
to begin by understanding the diverse ways in which the floodwater
changed the materiality of the homes. The floodwater entered and
damaged the households in different ways, each locality and each
household had specific stories about how the water flowed into their
houses, the levels it rose to, the things it destroyed, the struggles and
losses that were caused. A large number of affected families in the
low-lying areas of the Panchayat reported that the floodwater rose to

a height of 8-12 ft. Many of these houses we visited retained the ‘flood
mark’ on the walls, that is, the level to which the flood water had risen
and stayed in the house until it flowed out. These wall marks reminded
the families of the gravity of the disaster they faced and also the losses
it had caused to their houses. People also spoke about the dirt, animal
carcasses, snakes, plastic waste and other debris that flowed into

their houses along with the flooded water. The floods caused huge
damages to many families. In some cases, huge parts of the houses
came crashing down like the whole of the kitchen area or bathrooms or
the bedrooms. In some others, the roof and walls were left with huge
cracks. There were also houses where the water levels were not high
but the walls were damp and this dampness weakened the walls of the
building after a few months.

The state government announced an immediate relief of Rs.10,000 to
all the flooded households to help them clean their houses and meet
emergency needs after going back to their households from the relief
camps. This required the government to identify households that were
flooded and also quantify the losses that each house had suffered due
to the floods. The identification of flooded households was important
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to determine the extent of flooding, the losses it caused, the nature

of support/compensation that was to be given and also in making
insurance claims, especially in the case of agricultural losses. Since
most parts of Kerala suffered huge losses because of the floods, the
scale at which relief and recovery activities had to be mobilized was
also huge. The state government provided guidelines to categorize
households based on the level of water that entered the house and/
or the nature of damaged caused by the floods. To collect information
on losses suffered by each household, a mobile application named
“Rebuild Kerala” was launched by the Department of Local Self
Government. The application allowed the surveyor to upload details
of the damage caused to different kinds of buildings like houses and
shops along with photographs. This information was to be accessed by
a panel comprising of engineers of local bodies and technical experts
who then had to conduct field visits and assess if the information
collected in the first round was accurate. This panel then had to
calculate the percentage of losses for every affected household based
on the criteria provided by the Department of Local Self-Government.
The affected households were divided into 5 categories based on

the losses and damages caused by the floodwaters (See Table 1). The
amount of compensation that each affected household received

was determined by the category of loss that it fell into. Since the
government did not have enough staff/personnel who could conduct
these assessments across the state, it suggested that the Panchayat
officials mobilise volunteers like high school or college students who
were willing to conduct these assessments for the government. They
were given training by the Panchayat officials on how to use the mobile
application. In the case of Puthenvelikkara, the Panchayat mobilised
students from a local college who were given a half-day training

and were sent to collect the information on damage caused to the
households and record them in the mobile application. The students
were accompanied by the Kudumbashree women who were assigned
the responsibility of taking these volunteers to different parts of the
village and visiting all affected households.

Percentage
Criterion of loss
calculated
If the water levels rose till knee length causing small 15%

damages to the building OR less than 10 per cent damage
caused to the roof OR electrical and plumbing damages OR
household articles completely lost/damaged

53



Building Back Better: How and For Whom?
Everyday Politics of Post-Disaster Recovery in Puthenvelikkara

Damage caused to the flooring and electrical/plumbing 16-29 %
damages OR 25 per cent damage of the roof and electrical/
plumbing damages OR Huge amount of soil and dirt depos-
ited inside the house OR 50 per cent of the roof damaged

Weakening of the walls caused by cracking OR 50 per cent 30-59 %
of the roof damaged however with no structural damage to
the roof (for houses that do not have concrete roofs)

One or more walls in the house are broken however no ma- | 60- 74%
jor structural damage (for houses that do not have concrete
roofs)

Houses with structural damages OR roofs fully damaged (all | 75-100 %
houses including concrete houses) OR flooring completely
damaged making the house unsuitable for living OR the as-
sistant engineer certifying that the house has suffered huge
damages OR the house is located in a region demarcated
either by the Geological Survey of India or identified by an
expert committee appointed by the State Disaster Manage-
ment Authority.

Even though these seemingly objective criteria were set by the state
government to calculate losses, the process of data collection and
assessment at the grassroots level proved to be far more complicated.
The reality and the complexity on the ground did not easily fit

into these categories. Firstly, the nature of planning that occurred
immediately after the floods revealed how the local governments

had very little control over such decisions on when and how these
assessment surveys were conducted. The local bodies (which
comprised of officials and elected members who themselves were
victims of the floods and had suffered personal losses) were put under
immense pressure to ‘build back’immediately. For instance, the state
government gave hardly two weeks to collect all the information on
damages caused to each household. As narrated in the previous survey,
the decision to use students for data collection was counter-productive.
This sometimes gave rise to tensions between local people and the
Panchayat over the compensation amounts.

The local authorities felt that since the data collected by these
students were inaccurate, they faced backlash from the affected
families. The affected families felt that the assessments were incorrect
and the compensations they received were very low. The Panchayat
Secretary narrated many instances when local people walked into
her office angrily complaining about the compensation and accusing
of discrepancies in the measurement of loss and the consequental
location of compensation. As there was general discontentment
among people regarding the assessment and the compensation
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they received, the Panchayat had to organize an Adalat in which

they invited applications from families that wanted a resurvey to be
done. Based on these applications, a resurvey was conducted in those
specific households by the overseers and assistant engineers from

the Department of the Local Self-Governments. The local government
authorities believed that such local tensions could have been avoided
if the first round of surveys and assessments were conducted by
trained professionals and not by the “unprofessional students”. The
local government authorities were convinced that since the definition
of “flooded houses’, the categories of damages and the criteria for
assigning the percentage of damages were all well-defined and
unproblematic, the resurveys conducted by the technically trained
engineers would be fully objective and unbiased. However, in the
accounts of the people who were affected it became clear that the
assessments made by the engineers werealso not as objective or
accurate as they expected. Secondly, the above statement also reveals
the gendered anxieties of state agents who took upon themselves the
need to monitor female bodies while interacting with men.

Expressing his complaints about the procedure that was followed to
calculate the compensation. Rameshan, a 45-year-old fish seller® said:

The assessment was not done properly. Can you see how the
entire floor is cracked? All the walls were very damp. And the tiled
roof above the kitchen and bathrooms were also very weak. First,
a few students had come, they looked from outside, took a few
photographs and went. Later, a couple of officers came. | think
they were engineers. But they did not pay attention to all the
details. We kept telling them that the kitchen roof was damaged
and may fall. But they did not do a proper check. They did not
check the dampness on the walls. They just did a superficial
check. When | asked them to check the kitchen area, the engineer
got angry. She said she knows her job and told me to not
interfere in her job. Later we were informed by the Panchayat
that we would get only Rs.60,000 as compensation. How would
that be enough to repair all this? We had to borrow around Rs.
100,000 just to repair the kitchen roof. The dampness on the wall
will slowly make the entire structure weak. All that is not taken
into account while assessing damages. All those assessments and
surveys have no meaning. The deserving families who suffered
huge losses got just Rs.10,000 and 60,000 as compensation

and the undeserving ones got compensation in lakhs. The
assessments by the engineers were as bad as those conducted by
the college kids!

In many of the accounts, the respondents explained how the
floodwater caused damages in ways that were not necessarily captured
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in the guidelines followed by the government for assessment. In many
neighbourhoods, the level of water was relatively shallow (between 4ft
to 5ft) in comparison to many other areas where the water level rose
to 12 ft. The damages that the floodwater caused in these households
were not as visible as the damages caused to the houses that were
heavily flooded. Water in these houses seeped into the walls, entered
through floor cracks and flowed into the gaps under suspended
floors. The surveyors who came to assess the damages did not take
these signs of damage into account. Moreover, the dampness and

the cracks that it caused became more visible only a few months after
the assessments were completed. In one of the houses we visited

(that was categorised by the assessment to have suffered only 15 %
damage), the household head narrated how even though the water
levels that flowed into the house were shallow during the floods, water
had seeped into the walls making them extremely damp and huge
cracks began to appear around six months after the floods. In another
instance, the householder mentioned that she began to observe huge
bumps on the floor, with certain parts flaring up and cracking. For
some others, it was the stench caused by the dirty floodwater and

the animal carcasses that were found in their house while cleaning
that remains in certain parts of the house. Thus, many householders
discovered how the floodwater had transgressed into their homes and
caused damage in many invisible ways. However, these stains, stench,
bumps or cracks were insufficient to get damage assessment in any of
the six categories. Rather, specific criteria needed to be fulfilled for a
house to become identified as being flooded and damaged enough
to qualify for compensations/relief and which are structured and
determined by powerful agents like the surveyors, the overseers and
the engineers. Even the elected members and the local politicians had
very little control over this “technical” process. Affected people had to
go through the process of making multiple complaints and appeals for
the engineers to visit their households for reassessments.

The data collection done by the students and the reassessment done
by the engineers sometimes led to different judgements. For example
in one of the cases, the initial assessment based on the data collected
by the students calculated 15 per cent of damages caused by the
floods. After appealing for reassessment an engineer visited their
house from the government and calculated the losses to be 30 — 59 per
cent. Interestingly, every time the engineer assessed the damages to
be higher than in the first round, more and more people in the same
neighbourhood began to feel that all the surveys done by the students
were flawed and appealed for reassessments. But people began to get
disillusioned by the reassessments too as they realised that different
engineers worked differently. Some were willing to engage with the
householders, listening to their woes and also spending time going
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through the photographs of damages captured by the householders
immediately after the floods and visiting different parts of the house to
get a clear picture of the damages, but some others often exerted their
dominance over the process of assessment either verbally or through
non-verbal gestures allowing very little space to the affected families to
share their experiences.

The timing of the assessments also became a point of contentionin a
few cases. Many families had no choice but to immediately shift back
to the flooded households from the relief camp’. In such households,
cleaning and repair were done urgently. Rini, a 45-year-old womané,
showed us the fully damaged toilet and huge cracks on the walls of the
bedroom. Her daughter’s marriage was scheduled for 30™ August 2018
and the groom'’s family did not agree to the idea of postponing the
wedding. So Rini and her husband had to clean the house thoroughly,
repair the broken parts of the house and paint it before the wedding.
They had to borrow money from friends, mortgage gold to pay for

the repair work. They hoped that they would be able to pay back their
debts once they receive compensation from the government. However,
when the surveyors and the engineers visited their household for

the assessment the house looked “unaffected”. Despite showing
photographs of all the damages caused by the floods which they took
before repairing and explaining to the officers about their situation,
the officers were unwilling to consider those as evidence of losses.

Rini did not get any compensation from the government. For many
such families who had no choice but to come back and live in the
flooded households after vacating the relief camps, leaving major
damages like cracks and breakages unrepaired until the assessments
were conducted was not an option. They could not have waited for the
surveyors or engineers to come and assess the loss as they were not
given any information regarding when these assessments would occur.

In all these above cases, the people affected by the floods, the
surveyors, the engineers, the Panchayat officials all shared relations

of power. The process of assessment which was designed to be
objective and technical on paper was power-laden, conflict-ridden and
political in reality. Even though the engineers played a major role in
determining losses based on which the compensations were allocated,
the affected people did have the power to negotiate and appeal for
review of these assessments. For instance, as the discontentment
among local people regarding compensation allocations remained
even after appointing technical experts like the engineers to do a
second round of loss assessment, the High Court in 2019 appointed the
Permanent Lok Adalat as the appellate authority for considering the
compensation claims of deluge victims. A large number of interviewees
mentioned that they had made applications to the Lok Adalat and
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made claims for higher compensations. However, this process got
stalled because of the Covid-19 pandemic and people were unaware of
the status of their cases.

The centrality of housing interventions in the recovery processes was
evident from the accounts of the affected families and the state actors.
As Chhotray and Few (2012: 699) suggest events like floods remind
everyone that the state of the housing plays a major role in shaping
the vulnerability of people to natural disasters, both during the event
itself and also afterwards. Even though the scale of losses that the
people suffered cannot be reduced to housing issues, it became one
of the most important concerns of the people. Consequently, the
housing interventions became an important site where the politics

of disaster recovery unfolded. There is no doubt thatthe government,
non-government organisations and civil society groups were able to
provide housing assistance to a substantial number of people whose
houses were completely damaged. By end of 2020, the Panchayat was
able to build 225 houses for people whose houses were completely
damaged due to the floods using the grants from the LIFE mission.

We interviewed families who received housing assistance from

big corporations like TATA and multinational hospital chains like
ASTER which provided full financial assistance to build two-room
pucca houses. Apart from this many NRI groups volunteered to help
economically poor families whose houses were completely damaged
by meeting the entire rebuilding cost. Most of these beneficiaries were
identified through personal initiatives taken by the Village Officer and
civil society members. However, our research found that no specific
measures were taken to use better technologies or superior materials
to construct houses in ways that could withstand any future disasters.’
According to Divya a 27-year-old flood victim'?, whose house was
damaged due to the floods- “The only precaution that people seem

to have taken to raise the height of the foundation of the buildings
and also construct small rooms on top of the terraces where their
material possessions could be stored during floods". Nonetheless, these
constructions were welcomed by the beneficiaries mostly those living
in the banks of the river and the coastal regions and those who were
living in dilapidated houses and who did not have enough savings to
construct houses on their own. These were the households who have
always suffered from housing distress due to recurrent episodes of
flooding.

The fact that many other such people who were living in deplorable
conditions did not receive any substantial support from the
government was seen as a major cause of people’s discontentment
and ongoing vulnerability. People living in these weaker structures
were constantly worried about the possibilities of similar disasters in
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the future. They had deep concerns about their safety in the absence
of reliable pucca housing. Many houses that were built on wetlands
were exposed to damage every year during the monsoons. Their only
recourse was to flee from their houses at the first sign of a flood, and
then return to pick up the pieces of their damaged properties soon
after. In this context, the sustained absence of help especially from the
state was severely limiting.

Access to the LIFE mission, a state government-funded housing
programme, was plagued by common difficulties in both sites. The
objective of the mission is to eradicate homelessness in Kerala by
helping the construction of houses for economically and socially
backward citizens. The program is implemented through LSG. The
beneficiaries are primarily identified using the social and economic
caste survey conducted by the central government in 2011.This is
followed by on-ground verification by field-level officers who visit
the identified beneficiaries. The documents and details are recorded
and submitted to local self-government institutions. The final list

of selected beneficiaries will be published at the local panchayat/
district level. The identification of bona fide below-poverty line or BPL
recipients is crucial to this process, and is fraught with controversy,
as local panchayat officials can and do play a key part in favouring
political supporters over others. Anil, a Dalit daily-wage labourer™
whose 50-year-old tile-roofed house was completely destroyed by
the floods made an application under the LIFE mission. He said that
despite following up with the local ward member, his application
was not approved. Anil accused the elected member, who belonged
to the Dheevara community, of being biased towards the Dheevara
community members.

Many such complaints about political interference were raised during
the interviews, especially concerning the lack of transparency in the
process of approval and listing of the beneficiaries. Some pointed
out that those households with ‘contacts’among local administrative
and panchayat officials and/or resources to bribe them were able

to get grants sanctioned even without fulfilling the requirements.
Poorer households who lacked the social/political resources to lobby
were forced to live in sheds made of tarpaulin as their applications
for state support under the LIFE mission were not getting approved.
Some, particularly female-headed households, found it difficult to
even start construction as they ended up using the compensation for
daily needs. The research found many instances which confirmed the
findings of studies conducted in other post-disaster settings where
housing interventions heightened socio-economic differences and
exacerbated tensions. Recovery from flood trauma was politicised
through processes of selection and delivery, methods of securing local
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involvement and, in some cases, the attempt to re-imagine post-
disaster landscapes altogether (Barenstein, 2006; Boano, 2009).

Rebuild Kerala Development Programme as an Assemblage
in the Neoliberal Context

As Tanya Li (2007) argues, government interventions that aim

to improve the world are “assembled from diverse elements like
discourses, institutions, forms of expertise and social groups whose
deficiencies need to be corrected, among others”. Deleuze and Guattari
(1987) who first developed the concept of assemblage focused on the
importance of spatiality and temporality in understanding the specific
characteristics of the assemblage. They also highlighted that neither
these elements linearly link to each other nor do they function as
“pieces of a jigsaw puzzle”. Assemblages are unstable configurations of
materialities and discourses. All new configurations of these elements
generate new assemblages. Making a case for using assemblages
thinking in understanding government interventions in their entirety,
Grove and Pugh (2015) suggest “Assemblage thinking allows us to
foreground the affective relations that exist between people and
things, and the diagrams of power, the ideal sets of force relations, that
attempt to direct these affective relations.” Affective relations permeate
assemblages to produce desires and capacities such as a desire for
improvement, resilience, reduction of risk, reduction of vulnerability.

It is then the diagrams of power that direct these affective relations
and channel the constitutive powers of the bodies that come together
to achieve certain outcomes at a particular spatio-temporal context
(Grove and Pugh, 2015).

The attempt here is to use the analytic of assemblage to take a
deeper look at the everyday workings and politics of the post-disaster
recovery and development initiatives at the local level. In the post-
disaster context, a major change in Kerala has been how the diagram
of environment management is plugged into the already existing
neoliberal development assemblage to form a new post-disaster
recovery/rebuilding assemblage- envisioned as Nava Keralam. The
program has received funding from the central government, state
government, private agencies, international aid organisations and
different kinds of non-government agencies. It claims to build a
resilient Kerala by forging new alliances between people, rivers,
mountains, land, soil, technology, science and institutions. The
government of Kerala drew up a diagram to integrate environmental
concerns and developmental aspirations of the people of Kerala in the
Rebuild Kerala Development Program, which according to the state
government is —

designed to serve as a resilient recovery programme that aims
to build resilience during recovery and promotes resilience in
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regular development. The Rebuild Kerala Initiative (RKI) is the
institutional modality or framework for the entire rebuilding
process and acts as a vehicle to operationalize the RKDP by
coordinating, facilitating and driving policy shifts, institutional
renewal and investment on the ground required for a resilient
rebuilding of Kerala. Through establishing RKI, the Government
aims to put in place a streamlined and transparent process of
decision making for comprehensive and resilient recovery and
rebuilding from the 2018 floods. The RKI aims to catalyse the
State’s transformational shift towards risk-informed sustainable
development by putting in place policies, institutions and
systems for enhancing resilience to disasters and impacts of
climate change, by ensuring higher standards of infrastructure,
assets and livelihoods for resilience, and by fostering equitable,
inclusive and participatory reconstruction for building back
better. (Government of Kerala, 2019)

Post-disaster development planning here is charged with the
responsibility of repairing the broken institutions and the inefficient
practices to ensure a sustainable transformation of the state into
becoming resilient to future disasters and also to reduce socio-
economic inequalities. Devika (2019) points out that even a cursory
look at the RKDP and the emphasis on smart governance, expertise and
resilience reveals the intent to use technoscience and neoliberalism
to govern individuals and the environment to pursue economic
objectives. The RKPD approach proposes a‘will to govern’- to make
things work better through regulation, disciplining and smart
management. This is evident in the RKDP analyses of the structural
constraints for disaster risk reduction and resilience. It identifies six
issues that constrain disaster management, they are- institutional
capacities, failures in policies and planning, inadequate financing,
unavailability of reliable hydrological data, poor standards for
infrastructure quality and poor-quality infrastructure and service
delivery.

An enabling institutional and policy framework with a supporting
regulatory regime and adequate enforcement is required,
especially for critical sectors like integrated management

of agriculture, water resources, transportation, disaster risk
management, urban services, etc. A comprehensive assessment
of the institutions, re-engineering when required for more
effective delivery through redefining of roles and responsibilities,
strengthening staffing, and capacity building would be required.
Additionally, it is important to build partnerships with the private
sector on climate proofing and adaptation, green and resilient
designing and value engineering techniques to reduce the
overall impact on environment and ecology during recovery and
rebuilding. (Government of Kerala, 2019)
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Despite the fact that critical scholars across the world have shown

how disasters and disaster recovery processes are deeply political,

the Rebuild Kerala Program views disaster recovery as a technical
process that requires an engineering and managerial approach. Recent
research on disasters has emphasised the need to investigate the

role of neoliberal capitalism in shaping the values and practices of
recovery and reconstruction (Fletcher, 2012; Schuller and Maldonado,
2016; Cretney, 2017). Disaster recovery is a political process driven by
questions of power and prioritisation on whose voices should be heard,
what needs to be rebuilt- when and how (Mulligan, 2013). However,
such concerns have little place in the RKDP which converts a political
issue into a technical one. The post-disaster development programme,
like the community forestry programmes that Tania Li (2007) analyses
in her seminal research on assemblages, attempts to convert complex
social, economic and political dimensions of recovery processes into
simplified narratives of failures/corrections narratives to give the
assemblage a coherent form. The environment, the local people and all
related institutions are treated as elements that need to be remodelled,
disciplined and governed. For instance, despite the floods showing

us how the accumulation and flow of water can be unpredictable and
uncontrollable, natural resources like rivers are treated in this approach
as being predictable and considered as an engineering/technical
problem. By rendering disasters and disaster recovery technical, the
authors of the RKPD underestimate the role that social and political
structures of power exert on development processes and the conflicts
that could arise at the grassroots.

The techno-scientific assumptions that underpin the assemblage also
generate new approaches to disaster relief. Collier (2014) points to

the rise of a new moral economy of disaster in the neoliberal context
that seems to be common to all contemporary post-disaster recovery
programmes across the world. Based on an analysis of the shifting
post-flood recovery approaches in the U.S. he notes that earlier
disasters were believed to be entirely ‘natural’ events or acts of God
and individuals seen as unfortunate victims of these disasters who
need assistance from the state to survive. In the neoliberal context
governing disasters require individual citizens to be calculating agents
who take into account the costs and risks involved in living in an
ecologically sensitive region like the floodplain. His analysis highlights
a clear shift of responsibility for risk from collective institutions to
individuals (ibid). RKPD emphasises the need for economizing disasters
by “putting a‘price’ on the risk. It proposes to establish “disaster risk
finance & insurance (DRFI) which would provide cost-benefit trade-offs
in investment in climate and disaster risk reduction, risk retention, and
risk transfer and ensure that the government is financially prepared to
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enact a swift post-disaster response and reconstruction” (Government
of Kerala, 2019). It also aims to develop an incentive program to
incentivise a) catastrophe insurance for homeowners, business owners
to protect their physical assets b) crop insurance for farmers c) fishing
insurance for fisher community d) an insurance-linked social safety
net program for the economically poor. Insurance has emerged as an
important tool of neoliberalism to achieve objectives like encouraging
market fundamentalism, creating risk-taking, calculative individuals

as agents of a new moral economy that accepts inequality (Ericson
and Doyle, 2004). Flood insurances, Collier (2014: 275) argues, are

used as political technologies that not just help in economisation of
catastrophe and inform compensation policies but also help in forging
a new alliance and “accommodation between political government
and processes of rationalization”. Through insurances, the goal is to
create a new calculative agent who internalises the costs, the risks

and the benefits of occupying an ecologically sensitive region like the
floodplain thereby making the individual fully responsible for the losses
and sufferings she may suffer in the case of natural disasters.

The RKDP is an assemblage that sits uncomfortably in the conflict
between the state’s neoliberal vision and the demands of a
decentralised democracy that puts communities at the centre of
development planning and implementation. When the programme
framework moves from the imagination of its authors to reality, it
enters a space of struggle between various agents whose ambitions,
desires and concerns are diverse. Tanya Li (2007) identifies these
elements as things, social actors, objectives and an array of knowledge,
discourses, institutions, laws and regulatory regimes. In the specific
case of the post-disaster development assemblage, the key elements
are 1) Natural/environmental/ecological elements like rivers, sea,
forests, land, mountains and so on 2) Actors with differential and
unequal access to social, economic and political power like the
villagers/citizens, the panchayat officials, elected members, district
officials, the state disaster management authority, dam management
experts, activists/conservationists, bureaucracy, donors 3) Objectives
like disaster preparedness, building resilience, reducing vulnerability,
development, conservation sustainability, livelihoods, control,

profit, credit and so on 4) knowledge/discourses- decentralised
governance, participatory development, resilience, building back,
smart governance, disaster predicting models, welfare, technical
management of natural resources. To understand the workings of
this assemblage it is important to focus on the negotiations that
underpin the process of bringing diverse elements together. Delueze
and Guattari (1987) also emphasise the importance of spatiality and
temporality in understanding the workings of an assemblage. All these
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above-mentioned elements may relate to each other in myriad ways
with each mixture producing a new assemblage. Thus, post-disaster
recovery programs interact with the local specificities in terms of social,
political and economic structures of power to produce new alliances
and conflicts specific to that context. In the following section of this
essay, we focus on Puthenvelikkara to demonstrate the role of the
‘local’in determining how these elements are structured to form locally
specific practices of assemblage.

Localised Practices of Post-Disaster Development
Assemblage in Puthenvelikkara

This section focuses on how the post-disaster development
assemblage works in a riverine Panchayat like Puthenvelikkara where
the need to manage the environment has become a major concern
since the floods.

1. Identifying Divergent Interests

In Puthenvelikkara, the multiplicity of interests around the rivers
reflected the range of social groups and institutions that have a stake
in how the rivers are managed. The key actors who have a stake

in river management are the village men and women, Panchayat
officials, elected members, political party members, irrigation
department officials, state government, conservationists, activists,
industrialists, capitalists like resort owners, sand miners and quarry
owners. Although they are separated for analytical purposes, interests
could overlap in many instances. Sometimes the same individual may
represent two contradictory interests. For instance, the local elected
representatives were caught between two diverse positions/interests.
As flood victims themselves who had suffered losses/ damages due

to the floods many elected representatives and local government
officials expressed their dissatisfaction with the compensation amount
they received from the government. But as agents of the state, they
often attributed local people’s similar demands for reassessments and
appeals for higher compensation amounts to human greed. This is
most evident in the response of Mr R who was both a flood victim as
well as the elected representative of one of the flood-affected wards in
the Panchayat. He said:

“There is no denial of the fact that there were problems in the
way those students collected the data and how the government
hurried the assessments. My house was fully flooded and we had
lost almost everything, but we received only Rs.60,000. | know it is
not enough but | also know there is no point in complaining. The
funds are limited. In your survey, you will meet many people who
will still complain because that is what human greed does. They
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are never happy with what they get. You should not take these
complaints too seriously. They think they will get more if they
keep complaining”'?

Divergence of interests exists between groups. For instance, in the
post-flood context, the government body called the Kerala Coastal
Zone Management Authority declared those wards in Puthenvelikkara
where the Periyar river water flowed into the Kottapuram lake joining
the Arabian sea as Coastal Regulation Zone Il (CRZ Ill). These wards
are on the high tidal line and are affected by tidal action and the ‘No
Development Zone' of CRZIIl extends landwards up to 100 meters.
Such restrictions were absent in the village until the floods. As a result,
many people who have houses or those who own resorts built right
up to the High Tide Line now feel they would be unable to sell the land
due to the new regulations and it is now becoming too dangerous to
live on the river banks. Even severely affected families continued to
take decisions and make calculations about their future as neoliberal
subjects who prioritise material/economic self-interests over collective
ecological concerns. They rationalised these illegal constructions by
arguing that it is the state itself that has illegally constructed huge
structures in these ecologically sensitive and regulated zones. Many
individuals who we interviewed gave examples of many roads, bridges
and even government offices that were built by the government very
close to the rivers. They narrated hearsay stories of how local political
leaders and Panchayat officials took bribes to permit the construction
of large buildings that encroach upon the canals or are very close to
the rivers. Sugunan a 45-year-old farmer who owns land by the side of
the Periyar river jokingly said™:

“The government and large businessmen can build whatever
they want near the river or sea. The Cochin International Airport
is only a few meters away from the river. They do not see that as a
violation. But when poor people like us want to sell or buy some
land, all these regulations and complications are brought in.
People are made fools.”

Thus, the legitimacy of the local state is questioned which makes

the assemblage fragile and in need of constant negotiation. Local
narratives also suggested that in the phases of compensation and relief
distribution, people with political contacts or part of locally powerful
networks benefitted more while many deserving families received little
help from the state. Studies on localised environment management
practices have demonstrated how during times of conflicts, the ability
to mobilise, articulate and defend and promote group interests, and
the ability to negotiate with competing interest groups are shaped by
unequal access to political and economic resources (Baviskar, 2001; Li,
2007). In other words, the process of assembling these diverse interests
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is political even though the RKDP envisions recovery to be a technical
process.

Acknowledging divergent interests within the social categories and
negotiating to make them work together for specific goals is important
to make the assemblage work. Studies on government show how
different departments of the government can have conflicts of interest.
Puthenvelikkara is located in the downstream area of the Chalakudy
river basin. The villagers depend on the Chalakudy river for drinking
water and irrigation. The two major lift irrigation schemes, namely

the Pudukad LI (75 hp) and the CCDP Kanakkankadavu LI (300 hp)
distribute irrigation water to five wards (2, 3, 4, 5 and 8) in the gram
panchayat (Shajan et al, 2008). A major drinking water supply scheme
called the Elanthikara scheme provides water to twelve out of the
fourteen wards in the panchayat at the rate of 8 lakh litres per day
from the river. But the Chalakudy joins the right arm of the Periyar
river at Elanthikara before draining into the backwaters at Azhikode.
During summers, there is severe ingress of saline water from the sea to
the Chalakudy river causing severe scarcity of drinking and irrigation
water in the village. To prevent salinity ingress, a regulator-cum-bridge
was constructed in 1999 by the irrigation department. However, the
Panchayat and local people both claim that the irrigation department
which is responsible for the management of the regulator fails to do
so resulting in the collapse of the shutters. Every year, their laxity in
replacing the damaged shutters of Kanakkankadavu Regulator-cum-
Bridge has destroyed crops in thousands of acres of land and has
disrupted the distribution of potable water to different parts of the
Panchayat. Even after more than two decades, the regulator continues
to be dysfunctional, as a result of which sand bunds that cost Rs. 25
lakhs are built before every summer to prevent salinity ingression.
However, both the local people and Gram Panchayat elected members
said that despite the Panchayat making timely requests to the irrigation
department to construct the sand bunds ahead of the summers,

the irrigation department officials always caused delays. It was only
after numerous dharnas, conduct protests, media coverage etc that
the bunds got constructed by which time the saline water from the
Periyar river would have already entered the Chalakudy river. The
irrigation department officials on the other hand argue that there are
only two dredgers in the entire state of Kerala which are used to mine
sand from the river to build the bunds and that the demand for the
dredgers is so high from various parts of the state before every summer
that delays are unavoidable. Various departments are subjected to
multiple pressures and so they may enter into conflict even at times
when they are expected to work together. Highlighting the internal
differentiations and divergences of interests between different
departments within the state, Baviskar (2001) suggests- “The state is
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now perceived as a contested terrain where specific departments, as
well as levels of the bureaucratic hierarchy, may have different interests
and perspectives. State practices are the product of many contending
pressures, creating considerable differences between official policy and
field operations.”

For the government authorities, the need to govern and regulate is
obvious. They do this by arguing that the local communities do not
know how to conserve and could even be perpetrators of ecological
destruction and hence need to be instructed and regulated. The
government proposes to encourage new agricultural practices that
are based on scientific knowledge and modern technology. For

the environmental activists, the local fishermen and farmers have
indigenous knowledge about river ecosystems and floodplains

but this was either silenced by capitalist interventions or have
remained unrevised and incapable of meeting modern needs. Local
environmental activists argue that the excessive excavation of soil
and clay from the wetlands was one of the major reasons for the
heavy flooding in the region. This they argued happened because the
capitalist interests were prioritised over traditional farming knowledge
and practices. According to them, traditional farming practices need
to be revamped to fit contemporary needs. As a result, NGOs like

the MS Swaminathan Research Foundation which has a Community
Agrobiodiversity Centre in Puthenvelikkara claims to revive traditional
practices that were once practised by the local farmers and also bring
in expertise and new scientific knowledge on soil conservation, water
management etc that would empower farmers. The government

and non-government organisations even while arguing for the need
for community-based interventions often limit the powers of the
community by making space for such ‘experts’ and ‘technology’.

Another major challenge of assembling different elements at the local
level in the development assemblage is the fact that the community
does not exist as a homogenous category. The state policies and
interventions all create an all-encompassing abstract category called
the community. The community is divided based on caste, gender and
class. While it seemed like these differences were temporarily erased
during the immediate rescue operations, lauded by the media as
community solidarity, tensions began to rise as people began to move
back to their houses from the relief camp. The logic of assessing loss
and determining the compensation amount used by the government
was unclear to the affected families. This led families to compare how
much they received with what others in their neighbourhood received.
Lata' a 42-year-old woman complained:

“Around 12 ft water entered all the houses in this locality. All the
houses were affected similarly and yet | do not understand how
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all of us got different amounts as compensation. You see that
tiled-roof house right behind my house. The floodwater entered
both our houses and rose to the same level. The damages caused
by the flood were also very similar. But that family got their
application for a new house under the LIFE mission sanctioned
while ours got rejected. Everyone here is saying that such
government benefits are given only to people with contacts and
political connections. Every house in a neighbourhood will be
affected to the same extent so why can not they give the same
compensation to all families in a neighbourhood.”

The Panchayat Secretary'® too narrated instances of how families
sometimes compare their compensation amounts with others to
determine whether they have received a fair deal. The lack of trust

in the way relief and welfare resources were distributed by the
government had resulted in tensions between affected families and
also between families and the local government. A few aggrieved
families even shared “corruption stories” and also accounts of how
some families used their networks and political connections to receive
welfare resources and compensation amounts they were ineligible for.

2. Local Governments in a landscape of antagonisms

There is consensus on the fact that all the contemporary environmental
problems including climate change are caused more by anthropogenic
than by natural factors (Dhami et.al, 2013; Sehrawat et.al, 2015; Chopra,
2016). The Post-Disaster Needs Assessment Report (2018) which
assessed the causes and impact of the Kerala Floods demonstrated
how large-scale environmental destruction intensified the devastating
impacts of the deluge. Across the world, ecologists have emphasised
the importance of protecting and conserving the local natural
ecosystem in mitigating and managing disasters (Alphonso, et.al,
2018). Environmental protection and regulation of development
activities in ecologically sensitive regions are seen as the most effective
interventions to prevent and manage disasters. Puthenvelikkara,
located in the Chalakudy river basin, has always been prone to floods.
The development activities in the past three decades have transformed
this flood dependent region into one of the most vulnerable regions in
the state of Kerala. The dramatic changes in land use on the floodplains,
encroachments on river banks, canals and natural river streams to build
houses and conversion of wetland; and the rise in extractive capitalist
activities like mining, quarrying have all contributed to making
Puthenvelikkara specifically vulnerable to floods.

The local governments which were empowered through the
decentralisation reforms in the 1990s to spearhead development
activities in the local region have ever since been entrusted with the
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challenge of balancing the contrasting goals of neoliberal capitalism
and environmental protection. As Newman (2014) highlights, through
her research on understanding the ambiguous and contradictory role
of local governments in the processes of neo-liberalization in the UK:
local governments in the neoliberal context have emerged as a key
strategic actor in the landscapes of antagonisms generated by the
ongoing cycles of economic, political and governance changes. The
local government has played an ambiguous and contradictory role

in environmental conservation in Puthenvelikkara since the 1990s.
Even though the Panchayat Development Report prepared in 1996 as
part of the People’s Plan campaign had highlighted how biodiversity-
rich the village is and emphasised the importance of preserving
natural resources, some of the development activities planned and
implemented as a part of the campaign had a direct impact on the
flow and accumulation of floodwaters in 2018. The trajectory of the
incomplete Morathodu Irrigation scheme'®which was conceived in
1997 as part of the People’s Plan Campaign and which continues to
pose huge environmental problems even today, demonstrates the
landscape of antagonisms that exist locally and the ambiguous role
played by the local government within this landscape. As discussed

in an earlier section, even though the village is surrounded by water
on all three sides it faces huge drinking and irrigation water scarcity
due to heavy salinity ingression from Periyar to Chalakudy river during
summers. Mr. Shajan a local environment activist explained that the
Morathodu Irrigation scheme was conceived to divert water from
Chalakudy river above the Kanakkankadavu bridge-cum-regulator'’to
provide drinking and irrigation water to at least 25 per cent of the
total population covering an area of 10.sq.km out of a total of 19.87
sg. km that falls with the Panchayat. Interestingly this project, which
was budgeted to cost Rs. 36 lakhs, was planned although there

were two other major lift irrigation projects and one drinking water
supply scheme in the village which already serving the region that
the Morathodu scheme also plans to serve (Shajan et.al, 2008). Like
Puthenvelikkara around 25 Gram Panchayats depend on Chalakudy
river for drinking and irrigation water and around 700 lift irrigation
schemes and around 30 drinking water schemes depend on Chalakudy
river resulting in its over-exploitation (ibid). Despite these existing
projects, the Morathodu scheme was hailed as a necessary solution

to the water issues in the region. The plan was to open a channel
carrying freshwater, for various purposes like drinking and irrigation,
connecting Chalakudy river above the Kanakkankadavu regulator into
the identified area of 10 sg. km and the water from this channel would
be lifted to the hills at particular points.

Local environmentalists like MrBaiju believed that the government
had failed in doing their due diligence before initiating such a costly
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and vast project in a village that was already reeling under many kinds
of water issues and such half-baked projects that were conceived at
the local level were given technical clearance during the People’s Plan
Campaign without evaluating the costs and benefits of the project.

He also pointed out that during the PPC a few local elites especially
rich farmers, local political leaders and contractors prioritised their
self-interests over collective interests and proposed project ideas that
have proven harmful for the natural environment and had numerous
negative impacts on people’s livelihoods. The people were hopeful
about the project, as they believed that “experts” would be involved

in the planning and implementation of the project. However, local
activists like Mr. Baiju argue that the Block Level Expert Committee
had not done their job of evaluation well and that there is no reported
evidence of such an evaluation being conducted in the Panchayat.

At the initial stage of digging the channel itself, the scheme began to
cause numerous issues locally. Pointing to the devastating impact that
the scheme had during the initial stage of implementation, Shajan et al.
(2008) explain:

Once the digging of the open channel progressed inland, it
altered the natural drainage pattern of salt and fresh water in the
panchayat, leading to waterlogging, drinking water scarcity and
salinity intrusion into new areas, resulting in a gradual expression
of farmers’ opposition to the scheme. The problem was at its
peak in 2003-4. While the gram panchayat reeled under severe
water shortage, the wells and water sources adjacent to the deep
channels dug for the project began drying up because water
started draining into the channel. Since it was dug deep through
the heart of a hill, violating the basic principles of watershed
drainage, water that used to drain naturally from ThuruthePadam
rice field to the river during monsoons made inroads into the
Thazhanchirapadam rice field, creating severe water logging in
at least 100 ha, thus making rice farming impossible. The farmers,
unable to grow paddy in standing water, started selling their
fields for reclamation and mining. In other areas, where the rice
fields were at a higher elevation from the channel, the problem
was the draining away of water from the rice fields into the
trench. In 2003 public outcry forced the Assistant Development
Commissioner to visit the area to assess the damage. The auditors
of the Local Self Government Audit Department (LSGAD) carried
out an enquiry into the project’s financial anomalies in 2004.

The project, therefore, was halted following numerous protests,
dharnas and complaints raised by the local people against the project
at the Gram Sabha level. A local voluntary group called Janayogam
filed complaints at the Planning Board asking for an enquiry into the
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technical flaws in the project. However, according to the local people
no action has been taken to find a comprehensive solution to the
issues caused by the project. On the contrary, local politicians continue
to make hollow promises during elections that the Morathodu scheme
would be completed and all the local water issues resolved. Local
environmentalists claim that the poor planning and implementation
of the project had a huge role to play in causing excessive flooding in
certain parts of the village. During the 2018 floods, the half-built open
channel under the Morathodu scheme was one of the major causes
for the excessive flooding in the low-lying regions in and around the
Thazhamchira paddy fields where the half-constructed open channel
abruptly ends. The chaos that the Morathodu scheme had caused

even at the early stages of its implementation has led to tensions
between the local government on one side and the local people and
environmentalists on the other. It was often cited by people as a failure
of the local government in protecting the local ecology and people’s
livelihoods. This has no doubt resulted in a situation where the families
affected by the Morathodu scheme failure have become more cynical
about local governance and politicians.

Interestingly, there have also been instances in Puthenvelikkara

when the local government prioritised the conservation of natural
resources over neoliberal initiatives. Especially in the post-disaster
context, the local government in Puthenvelikkara has been sensitive
to the demands of the people to take action against industries that
throw chemical waste into the Chalakudy river contaminating the
source of drinking and irrigation water. As narrated by Arathi in the
previous essay, for years, the factory of Nitta Gelatin, a major gelatin
and collagen peptide manufacturing company, located in Koratty has
been accused of dumping chemical waste into the river by the local
people and environmentalists in Kathikkudam. Here, | shed light on
how, unlike in the case of the Morathodu scheme in which the local
government paid no attention to the concerns raised by the local
people regarding its impact on the environment, the local government
became one of the major parties in the protest against the industry
that was dumping huge chemical wastes into the river. In 2020, the
company and the state government sent an order to Puthenvelikkara
Panchayat secretary to facilitate a study to assess the feasibility of
moving the waste disposal pipeline in Koratty to the marine waterfront
in Puthenvelikkara. However, the Panchayat elected committee passed
a resolution against the proposal and denied permission to conduct
the study. However, since the chemical plant in Koratty is jointly owned
by Nitta Gelatin- the Japanese chemical company and the Kerala State
Industrial Development Corporation, the Panchayat was up against

not just a global corporate but also the state government. In the
interview with MsChinamma'- the Panchayat Secretary, she narrated
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how she was sent an official warning from the Chief Secretary’s office
for not following the order that was issued to Puthenvelikkara Gram
Panchayat regarding the feasibility study. Ms. Chinnamma along with
the Panchayat Secretary of Koratty were called to the Chief Secretary’s
office and asked to explain why the Panchayats denied permission

for the feasibility study. Ms. Chinamma informed them that as a
Panchayat Secretary, she is duty-bound to follow the decisions of the
local Panchayat committee and the local people and without their
consent, she would be unable to carry out any kind of orders. Following
this meeting, the order for the feasibility study has been kept on hold
and it was clear from the interviews we conducted with the local
environmental activists, elected Panchayat members, local politicians
and the Panchayat officials that any future attempts by the state
government or Nitta Gelatin to go ahead with the proposed pipeline
would be resisted strongly.

Such ambiguities in the commitment of the local government

towards environmental conservation had become a major challenge

in the post-disaster context. This was further complicated by the fact
that during the 2018 floods, disaster management was largely the
responsibility of the Department of Revenue and at the village level

the officer-in-charge for coordinating immediate rescue and relief
activities was the Village officer. Neither the Minister for Local Self
Governments nor the Additional Chief Secretary, Department of Local
Self Governments isa member of the Kerala State Disaster Management
Authority or the State Executive Committee. Except for the District
Panchayat President who was the ex-officio chairperson of the District
Disaster Management Authority, the local self-government institutions
played only a marginal role in disaster management. As a result, during
the 2018 deluge, the Panchayat officials and elected members held
very little power to coordinate the rescue operations. It was the Village
Officer who was at the forefront of all the rescue and relief operations.
The only responsibility of the Panchayat was to identify sites in the
village that could be converted into relief camps and ensure their
smooth functioning. The elected members and the Panchayat officials
participated in the rescue activities as members of the local community
and had very little access or control over the state resources. Like the
villagers, the ward members could carry out rescue activities using their
social capital, strong political network and physical capabilities,but

not because they had institutional powers. However, the information
about the division of state power and responsibilities in managing
disasters were so poorly available to the local communities that they
associated the voluntary participation of certain local elected members
in the rescue operations to “political will”. For instance, younger ward
members who were physically more capable to participate in rescue
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operations along with the fisherfolks and also had access to youth
clubs/associations/political groups were seen as more committed

to people’s well-being than older elected members who shifted to
safer locations right at the start of the flooding. Similarly, the villagers
believed that the Village officer was more committed to their well-
being than the Panchayat Secretary or the Panchayat President.

Even though many families remembered specific ward members

who rescued them and shifted them safely to the relief camps with a
great sense of gratitude, they were disappointed by the fact that the
Panchayat President did not lead the operations from the front like
the Village officer. To the local people, the Village officer who had only
three staff members to his disposal and has very little control over
the local network was more ‘heroic’ and more committed than the
Panchayat authorities who had access to a large local civic and political
network, controlled larger resources- human and financial - and had

a much better understanding of the local needs. This had affected the
legitimacy of the Panchayat members especially those who were not
visible during the rescue operations which even reflected later in the
outcomes of the local elections in 2020.

It was only after the 2018 floods that changes were made to the
disaster management organisational structure and the local bodies
like the Panchayats and Municipalities were given greater powers

and responsibilities in disaster management. Some of the important
responsibilities delegated to the local bodies according to the Orange
Book for Disaster Management prepared by the State in 2020 are,

1) to set aside a portion of their own funds for disaster prevention,
preparation and management activities 2) to work along with the
Land and Revenue Department to identify sites to conduct relief
camps and ensure the smooth functioning of these camps during
disasters 3) to appoint an officer within the Panchayat who would
coordinate activities with the Village Officer to organise the relief
camps 4) Prepare Panchayat level disaster management plans which
are to share necessary information with the village officer, Taluk control
room, police station and fire station 5) to identify the regions within
their limits that are prone to different kinds of disasters and demarcate
vulnerable populations who live by the riverside, on wetlands, on the
hills, other isolated regions like islands and also identify families who
are living in broken/half-constructed houses or whose houses were
damaged during the 2018 and 2019 floods and are not repaired or
rebuilt. These populations and vulnerable families should be then given
priority while rescuing during times of disasters in the future 6) to set
up a disaster emergency response team which would coordinate the
immediate rescue and relief activities during disasters 7) to ensure
along with the soil conservation and irrigation departments that all
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canals and irrigation channels are cleared of all the obstacles before
every monsoon to ensure unhindered flow of water through these
channels 8) to work with the irrigation department and agricultural
department to lay bunds using sandbags during times of crises to
protect families living near paddy fields, islands, on river banks or in
coastal regions from getting flooded 9) to ensure availability of pure
drinking water to all the families during times of disaster 10) appoint a
team comprising of an officer from the Engineering department of the
LSGI, a representative from Panchayat committee and a Land Revenue
officer to assess property damages.

The expansion of the role of the Panchayats in disaster management
is seen as a positive change. Being an institution committed to
democratic decentralisation, the Panchayat is better placed to
represent the needs and aspirations of the local communities.
However, in reality, the Panchayats were burdened so much with the
responsibility of implementing a large number of central and state-
sponsored schemes that the focus on creating and implementing
local-specific development plans had taken a back seat. For instance,
immediately after the flood, the state government had allocated Rs
4.25 lakh as immediate relief for post-flood activities to the Panchayat.
That is, every ward received a meagre Rs.25,000 each to carry out

the immediate post-disaster relief activities. The Panchayat Secretary
shared with us that all the immediate post-disaster activities like
cleaning the offices and meeting the costs of disposing of the large
volume of wastes caused by the floods had cost the Panchayat a sum
of Rs. 10.5 lakhs. The excess amount was taken by reallocating the
Panchayat funds that were set aside for other development activities in
the village. Similarly, the state government had announced a package
of Rs. 170 lakhs as Pralaya fund to carry out all the recovery projects.
However, according to the Panchayat Secretary, the state government
has not disbursed this amount to the Panchayats forcing them to
reallocate funds that were allocated for the activities planned by the
Panchayat in its annual plan. The state government later announced
that they would disburse the Pralaya fund only after the Panchayats
utilise all of the funds allocated for other projects in the annual plan.
A member of the Panchayat finance committee explained how the
concept of localised development planning had become obsolete in
the post-flood context because the whole of the Panchayat annual
funds was used for the immediate post-disaster activities leaving
nothing behind to carry out the planned local development activities
committed by the Panchayat in its annual plan. Thus, there was a
general loss of interest among the elected members and the Panchayat
officials to create local development plans as they believed that none
of those activities could be implemented in the contemporary context
of recurring disasters.
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Depoliticising Participatory Development

One of the striking features of the new post-disaster development
assemblage was how different parties attempted to repose political
questions as technical or procedural issues. For the Panchayat level
officials and other lower-level bureaucrats from other departments
like the village officer, agricultural officer or the assistant engineers,
relief and rescue operations is a governmental issue rather than a
political one. By doing so these government agencies attempt to
deflect resistance and challenges from the community against the
government strategies. The attempt is always to identify deficiencies
in a purely participatory approach and then claim to supplement them
with the techno-bureaucratic solutions. Recognition of failures in the
People’s plan campaign-derived development projects in the village
like the incomplete and problematic Morathodu irrigation scheme is
used by the governmental agencies to argue for greater technical and
bureaucratic control over development. Further, the neoliberalized
and bureaucratized version of participation as envisioned by these
governmental agencies help the state adhere to the principles of
decentralised governance without diminishing the dominance of the
state over the communities.

Probably, one of the remarkable aspects of decentralised
environmental governance is the detailed account of the procedures
that ought to be followed at the village level to form biodiversity
committees and how they should function during their tenure laid out
by the State Biodiversity Board in Kerala. The process of committee
formation is meant to be consensual and the rules mandate that

the Panchayat committee must involve all the members of the

Gram Sabhas including members of the marginalised communities
like Adivasis, Dalits and fisherfolks to seek their suggestions on
nominations of members for the BMC. The BMC formation can also be
mediated through civil society groups or technical support groups.
Based on these suggestions 8 persons are nominated to form the
local BMC. The Panchayat President and Panchayat Secretary are
nominated as the president and secretary of the BMC, the other 6
members are nominated from the local community of which one
member must be an SC and two members must be women. In the
case of Puthenvelikkara, no such consultations were held with the
local communities while nominating the members. The Panchayat
Committee identified persons who have been active in local
environmental issues and created the BMC.

Many saw the disaster as an opportunity for Kerala to build back
better by strengthening its grassroots institutions like the Gram
Sabhas and the Kudumbashree by assigning greater decision-making
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powers on matters related to development planning and biodiversity
conversation. It was hoped that the Gram Sabhas would be revived in
the post-flood context and transformed from being a forum to identify
welfare beneficiaries to a political space where ideas of development
would be rethought to bring to the centre voices of the people at

the margins and also to envision a future that aligns with the natural
ecosystem. However, the process of decentralised planning in post-
floods Puthenvelikkara does not show any signs of this transformation.
While the ‘/RKPD’ talks about ‘building back better’ the realities of
decentralised governance at the local level even after the floods
suggest that both the people and the state are only interested in
pressing the reset button to go back to pre-disaster settings. This is
especially evident in how Gram Sabhas have been involved in the
creation of the Panchayat Development Plans and the Panchayat

Local Disaster Plan after 2018. Despite the enforcement of the State
Biodiversity Act in 2007 which mandated the setting up of Biodiversity
Working Group at the Panchayat level which would ensure that all the
development activities in the village are ecologically sensitive and
proactive measures would be taken to conserve the natural resources
at the local level. But an interview with Mr. Baiju- a member of the
Biodiversity Working Group in Puthenvelikkara Panchayat revealed
that there were no efforts made in the state to address the failures of
decentralised governance even after the floods. He said:

Biodiversity committee was formed to address and protect
the biodiversity in the Panchayat but we have rarely been
included in the planning processes in the Panchayat ever since
the committee was set up in 2007. The only activities we have
carried out here in the last decade is planting trees, especially
along the roads that lead to the Thazhamchira fields and other
locations. Even after the floods, all we got support from the
Panchayat elected members for, was to conduct a survey that
documented the impact of the floods on the natural riparian
vegetation. The biodiversity committee has never held any
regular meetings nor do we have a clear road map in terms of
goals and activities. It is not because the committee members
are not serious. It is because the Panchayat has never taken
the Biodiversity Committee seriously. This attitude continues
even after the floods. For example, let me narrate a recent
experience. Last year the State Biodiversity Board along with
KILA had organised a workshop for the Biodiversity Committees
for all the Panchayats across Kerala. The workshop was to
discuss ways in which water resources could be conserved at
the local level. This is a very important issue for a Panchayat like
Puthenvelikkara which has two rivers passing through it. We
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went and attended the training with great interest. We learnt a
lot from the workshop and even created a list of suggestions that
we wanted to present to the Panchayat elected committee. But to
our dismay, the Panchayat authorities and the elected members
showed no interest even to listen to what we had to say. Even
after one year since the workshop, we have not managed to get
the elected members together to present our ideas. We then
decided to make a detailed plan and collected data at our level
which could be used to make the local disaster plan. But then we
realised that the Panchayat elected body had not taken disaster
planning seriously. It was created in just a week with no proper
consultations held with the local people or experts. It was not
even discussed in the Gram Sabhas'®.

Mr. Baiju’s experiences were confirmed by the disaster survivors and the
Kudumbashree workers. No consultations were organised at the local
level to create the Disaster Plan for the village. Kudumbashree women
who were actively involved in the relief workers were not included

in the process of making the disaster plan. Many such stakeholders
who played important roles in the relief and rescue work were
excluded from the planning process. The only hope in changing the
exclusionary planning regime even at the local level is the rise of local
civil society groups and citizen groups who have protested against the
undemocratic ways in which relief and recovery activities have been
planned and implemented. This is reflective of the exclusion produced
by the specific notions of recovery that the state (including the local
state) produces.

The Rebuild Kerala Development Program considers participatory
development to be central in building resilient communities. However,
the report does not address the concerns raised by the critics who
have pointed to the failures in Kerala's decentralised governance
model. Most of the development programs in Kerala are based on the
assumptions that all individuals in the Panchayat would participate

in collective decision making equally and would see benefits in such
participation and that such collective decisions would be made
harmoniously has now been found to be misleading by critical scholars
(Gurukkal, 2001; Rajesh, 2020). Even when there is no doubt that local
governments have created new spaces for democratisation, there is
evidence that class, caste and gender interact with such decentralised
institutions to create new political discourses, power relations and
everyday technologies of government that create new kinds of
exclusions and marginalisations (Williams and Thampi, 2013).

In Puthenvelikkara, no special Gram Sabhas were conducted after the
floods to take stock of the losses, damages and the way forward. The
first Gram Sabha held after the deluge in August 2018 was in November
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2018, with the agenda of presenting the draft annual plan for the year
2019-2020 and receiving suggestions. In the minutes of the Gram
Sabha meetings of wards that were severely affected by the floods,

it was noted that many people raised serious concerns about the
quality of the survey conducted immediately after the floods to assess
losses and damages. Some members complained that the surveyors
skipped many households and that the methods that the surveyors
followed were erroneous and inconsistent. For instance, in wards 8 and
9 which were among the worst affected wards in the Panchayat, the
Gram Sabha members protested against the list of households that
the ward member announced based on different levels of damages as
assessed by the surveyors. The majority of the Gram Sabha members
who attended the meeting were women, mostly those who were

also part of the Kudumbashree program. They demanded that the
Panchayat follows the guidelines provided by the District Collector
which mandated officers not below the level of Assistant Engineers to
conduct the resurveys. The other demands from the GS members were
focused on providing specific assistance and relief packages for persons
with serious illnesses, differently-abled persons, farmers, people who
lost their livelihood equipment/tools, people who lost their vehicles.
There were also demands to reconstruct/repair roads and bridges
especially the ones that connect the islands to the mainland. However,
since understanding the inequalities in the experiences of disasters
and recovery were not part of the agenda, such discussions were not
encouraged. The rest of the time of the meeting largely focused on
reading out the draft annual development plan by the ward member
and announcing the specific packages for farmers and the new order
from the district collector regarding the reassessment surveys. Since
this was the time when people were distressed by the losses caused by
the floods to their lives and livelihoods, affected families were keener
to know about the compensation packages and less on the proposed
development plan. A major reason for this is the transformation of the
Gram Sabhas in Kerala in the post-liberalisation phase. Gram Sabhas
function more as venues to identify beneficiaries for the neoliberal
welfare state rather than a political platform where policies and plans
are debated. As a result, families attend Gram Sabha only to make
applications to access benefits or resources. This transformation has led
to new tensions. In an interview with an Ezhava couple, in response to
our question about whether they attend Gram Sabhas regularly, Rema,
the female member, responded by saying:

What is the point of attending the Gram Sabha? All the benefits
and Anukoolyams (the welfare resources or benefits) are given
to the SCs. Gram Sabhasare held only for their benefit. When
the ward member asks us to attend the Gram Sabha meetings,
[ tell him that he should call only the SCs because only they
seem to benefit from attending them. Why should we go when
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all our applications get rejected? My husband stopped going to
the meetings when our application for a house under the LIFE
mission got rejected three times.

One of the outcomes of neoliberal welfarism is that the citizens are
encouraged to compete with each other and become “eligible” for
welfare resources. Neoliberal welfare regimes demand that the poor
perform as ‘neoliberal citizens' who are active, prudent, autonomous,
responsible, and entrepreneurial and reshape themselves into eligible
welfare beneficiaries (Woolford and Neelund, 2013). In Kerala too,
Devika (2017) demonstrates how neoliberalism demands the poor

to refashion themselves into neoliberal citizens which she refers

to as the ‘anukoolyam-seekers’ or the beneficiaries of the welfare
handouts. Interestingly women are made the targets through how

the state distributes welfare resources to the eligible families. The
market orientation of the neoliberal citizens also creates a sense of
competition between anukoolyam seekers. This was very evident in the
post-disaster context. Most affected families compared their losses and
compensations with the others and complained how the government
distribution of relief packages was unfair because many undeserving
families (according to them) received huge compensations. It was clear
from Rema’s and many other people’s responses that the couple knew
very little about how Panchayat funds are allocated. Every Panchayat
should have an SC/ST Subplan within the Panchayat Plan for which a
specific budget is set aside to meet the specific development needs

of the SC community. Rema’s complaint reflects the anxieties among
members of the middle and upper-castes that arise out of theill-
informed understanding that state interventions like allocation of
special funds or reservations for the Dalits and Adivasis to ensure social
justice are exclusionary.

Moreover, the beneficiary orientation of the women who come to

the Gram Sabha was evident from the fact that all the Gram Sabha
meetings had more women attendees than men. However, the
Kudumbashree women who are at the forefront of the implementation
of all the major development programs at the village level rarely
received space during the Gram Sabha sessions that were held for
planning purposes at the beginning of the Plan Year. They participated
in the discussions only as applicants for welfare benefits and not as
stakeholders in the local planning processes. That no representative
from Kudumbashree leadership was invited for the meetings

held in the Panchayat to make the Local Disaster Plan shows how
Kudumbashree women are reduced to the role of cheap labour and
called upon by the local government to implement development
projects but denied the space to participate in decision-making and
planning processes.
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Conclusion

In sum, this research forces us to relook at the floods in 2018 not as an
unprecedented natural disaster but as a phenomenon produced by the
historical and temporally specific interactions between natural, social
and technical factors. The transformation of Puthenvelikkara from
being flood-dependent to flood-prone reveals how the development
activities in the village since the 1990s as in the case of most of Kerala
was so lopsided and was largely dependent on predatory extraction
of natural resources, that a catastrophe of this scale was unavoidable.
Like in most other ecologically sensitive regions in Kerala, encroaching
upon wetland and river banks for building construction, largescale
river sand mining without any regulation, conversion of paddy fields
into brick kilns, construction of houses, roads, bridges etc by sealing
canals and natural water streams especially in flood-plains had serious
implications during the flood in Puthenvelikkara. Such ecologically
destructive activities like mining or quarrying in the village were
banned/halted only after numerous protests and dharnas by the local
people. The social and economic history of inhabitation, livelihoods
and infrastructure development provides deep insights into why
Dalits and fisher communities were the most affected by the floods in
Puthenvelikkara.

The analyses of the local tensions that unfolded during the phase

of loss assessment and compensation delivery threw light on the
limitations of devising technical solutions to political problems.

As Oliver-Smith and Hoffmann (2002:12) point out, the process of
negotiations between what has been lost by the survivors of disasters
and what is to be reconstituted is conflict-ridden as it involves
interactions between diverse interests. The large number of complaints
that were raised by the people regarding the processes followed to
measure loss and calculate compensations reveals how such ‘technical’
assessments are power-laden and create hierarchies of power between
different actors like the affected families, the surveyors, engineers

and Panchayat officials. By rendering this process technical, the

state restricts people’s participation in the process to merely filling
applications and filing for appeals for resurvey.

The analytic of assemblage helped in understanding the everyday
workings of the post-disaster recovery program at the local level. Post-
disaster development planning here is charged with the responsibility
of repairing the broken institutions and the inefficient practices

to ensure a sustainable transformation of the state, with resilience

to future disasters and lower levels of socioeconomic inequalities.
However, the post-disaster development programme attempts

to convert complex social, economic and political dimensions of
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recovery processes into simplified narratives of failures/corrections
narratives to give the assemblage a coherent form. Environment,
people and all related institutions are treated as elements that need

to be refashioned, disciplined and governed. By rendering realities

like ecological destruction and disasters technical, the authors of the
RKPD underestimate the role that social and political structures of
power exert on development processes and the conflict that could
arise at the grassroots. This is exactly the challenge that the local
government faces while assembling the post-disaster development
assemblage at the local level. At the grassroots level, we saw how
there exists a range of social groups and institutions that have a stake
in how the rivers are managed and who may at different points have
conflicting interests. While the RKPD document poses the community
as a homogenous entity and underestimates the presence of divergent
interests at the local level, at the local level for the assemblage to work
acknowledging divergent interests within the social categories and
engaging in negotiations and strategizing is of utmost importance.
The essay also shows how the local governments have emerged as

a key strategic actor in the landscapes of antagonisms generated by
the ongoing cycles of economic, political and governance changes in
the post-disaster context. However, the local governments in reality
have played an ambiguous and contradictory role in environment
conservations since the 1990s leading to its loss of legitimacy at the
local level. The local government in Puthenvelikkara was grappling with
numerous issues including but not limited to the absence of political
will to conserve biodiversity; inadequate devolution of power and
funds from the higher levels to the local governments to implement
development activities; and the interference of the state government
and higher bureaucracy on local issues related to environmental
governance. As a result, local governments have been reduced to mere
implementing agencies that follow orders. The Panchayat disaster

plan was produced with no participation from key stakeholders like
local communities, affected families, Kudumbashree workers, local civil
society organisations. Even in the Gram Sabha meetings, very little
space is given to discuss issues related to conservation and the impact
of environmental degradation on people’s lives. The decentralised
institutions that were created to deepen democracy are now converted
into forums where neoliberal welfare beneficiaries are identified.
There is a strong desire among officials to bureaucratise and itemise
participation and render it apolitical so that development activities are
removed from the messiness of politics. m
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Endnotes

1. Interview conducted on November 5th, 2020

2.This canal became dysfunctional by the 1980s. Later during the People’s Plan
campaign, a new irrigation scheme by the same name called the Morthodu
Irrigation scheme was conceived by the local government. | discuss about this new
irrigation scheme in a later section.

3. Interviewed on 27th November, 2020
4. Interviewed on 5th November, 2020
5. Interviewed on 5th November 2020
6. Interviewed on 21st January, 2021

7.There were families who moved to friends’ or relatives’ houses after leaving the
relief camps.

8. Interviewed on 3rd December 2020

9.This was despite the fact that the district administration in association with
District LIFE mission and the Kerala chapter of Indian Institute of Architects
designed flood-resilient house plans to build houses for people who lost their
houses to the floods. They created specific parameters that needed to be followed
to build these flood resilient houses.

10. Interviewed on 13 November 2020
11. Interviewed on 24 December 2020
12. Interviewed on January 4th, 2021

13. Interviewed on November 18th, 2020
14. Interviewed on 18thNovember 2020
15. Interviewed on 12th December 2020

16.This irrigation scheme was named after the prominent Morathodu canal

that existed in the village during the first half of twentieth century that was later
completely destroyed through mindless encroachments both by the government
institutions and the local citizens.

17.The Kanakkankadavu bridge-cum-regulator was built across the Chalakudy river
in 1999 to prevent salinity ingress further upstream.

18. Interview conducted on 12th December, 2020.

19. Interviewed on 23rd December, 2021

82



References

Boano, C. (2009). Housing anxiety and multiple geographies in post-tsunami Sri
Lanka. Disasters 33 (4), 762-785.

Barenstein, J.D. (2006). Housing reconstruction in post-earthquake Gujarat: a
comparative analysis. Network Paper 54. Humanitarian Practice Network, Overseas
Development Institute, London.

Baviskar, A. (2001). Forest management as political practice: Indian experiences
with the accommodation of multiple interests. International Journal of Agricultural
Resources, Governance and Ecology, 1(3-4), 243-263.

Chopra, Rajiv. “Environmental degradation in India: causes and
consequences.’ International journal of applied environmental sciences 11.6 (2016):
1593-1601.

Chhotray, V., & Few, R. (2012). Post-disaster recovery and ongoing vulnerability:
Ten years after the super-cyclone of 1999 in Orissa, India. Global environmental
change, 22(3), 695-702.

Collier, S. J. (2014). Neoliberalism and natural disaster: Insurance as political
technology of catastrophe. Journal of Cultural Economy, 7(3), 273-290.

Cretney, R. M. (2017). Towards a critical geography of disaster recovery politics:
Perspectives on crisis and hope. Geography compass, 11(1).

Deleuze, G. and Guattari, F. (1987) A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and
Schizophrenia, Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press.

Devika, J. (2016). Participatory democracy or ‘transformative appropriation’? The
people’s planning campaign in Kerala. History and Sociology of South Asia, 10(2),
115-137.

Devika, J. (2016). The ‘'Kudumbashree Woman'and the Kerala Model Woman:
Women and Politics in Contemporary Kerala; Indian Journal of Gender Studies 23, 3,
393-414.

Devika, J. (2019). Two Reports and Many Strategic Agents: Post-Disaster Thinking in
Kerala. Kafila. Available at https://kafila.online/2019/08/30/two-reports-and-many-
strategic-agents-post-disaster-thinking-in-kerala/ [last accessed on 15% July 2021]

Dhami, J. K., Singh, H., & Gupta, M. (2013). Industrialization at the cost of
environment degradation—a case of leather and iron and steel industry from
Punjab economy. Innovative Journal of Business and Management, 2(1), 19-21.

Ericson, R.V. & Doyle, A. (2004) Uncertain Business: Risk, Insurance, and the Limits of
Knowledge,

Fletcher, R. (2012). Capitalizing on chaos: Climate change and disaster
capitalism. Ephemera: theory & politics in organization, 12.

Grove, K., & Pugh, J. (2015). Assemblage thinking and participatory development:
Potentiality, ethics, biopolitics. Geography Compass, 9(1), 1-13.

83



Building Back Better: How and For Whom?
Everyday Politics of Post-Disaster Recovery in Puthenvelikkara

Gurukkal, R. (2001). When a Coalition of Conflicting Interests Decentralises: A
Theoretical Critique of Decentralisation Politics in Kerala. Social Scientist, 60-76.

Jojan, Alphonsa, JasunChelat, Neha Kurien, and Shyama Kuriakose. 2018.‘Re-
building Kerala Post-Floods: Law and Policy Perspective, Live Law https://www.
livelaw.in/rebuilding-kerala-post-floods-law-policy-perspective/, last accessed on
13 July 2021.

Korakandy. R. 2000. “State of the Environment in Kerala: What Price the
Development Model?” Economic and Political Weekly, vol. 35, no. 21/22, 1801-1804.

Mulligan, M. (2013). Rebuilding Communities after Disasters: Lessons from the
Tsunami Disaster in Sri Lanka. Global Policy, 4(3), 278-287.

Murray Li, T. (2007). Practices of assemblage and community forest
management. Economy and society, 36(2), 263-293.

Newman, J. (2014). Landscapes of antagonism: Local governance, neoliberalism
and austerity. Urban studies, 51(15), 3290-3305.

Oliver-Smith, A., & Hoffman, S. M. (2002). The angry earth: disaster in anthropological
perspective. Routledge.

Ong A, Collier S, 2005 Global Assemblages: Technology, Politics and Ethics as
Anthropological Problems. Blackwell.

Rajesh, K. (2020). Local Politics And Participatory Planning In Kerala: Democratic
Decentralization, 1996-2016. Primus Books.

Schuller, M., & Maldonado, J. K. (2016). Disaster capitalism. Annals of Anthropological
Practice, 40(1), 61-72.

Sehrawat, Madhu, A. K. Giri, and Geetilaxmi Mohapatra. (2015) “The impact

of financial development, economic growth and energy consumption on
environmental degradation: Evidence from India.” Management of Environmental
Quality: An International Journal.

Shajan, M.P, Madhusoodanan,C.G. and AmithaBachan K.H. (2008).‘Morthodu
Irrigation Scheme in the Chalakudy River Basin: A Dream turns into a Nightmare’
In.Joy, K.J, SuhasParanjpe, BikshamGuijja, Vinod Goud, Shruthi Vispute (Eds). Water
Conflicts in India: A Million Revolts in the Making. Routledge.

Swyngedouw E, 2004 Social Power and the Urbanization of Water: Flows of Power.
Oxford University

Thomas, M. B,, & Rajesh, K. (2011). Decentralisation and interventions in health sector:
a critical inquiry into the experience of local self-governments in Kerala. Institute for
Social and Economic Change.

Vellaram, S. (2019, April 4). Kerala floods worsened by faulty dam management:
Amicus Curiae wants judicial probe. The News Minute. Available at: https://www.
thenewsminute.com/article/kerala-floods-worsened-faulty-dam-management-

84



amicus-curiae-wants-judicial-probe-99432 [last accessed on 12 June, 2021]

Walker, G., Whittle, R., Medd, W., & Walker, M. (2011). Assembling the flood:
producing spaces of bad water in the city of Hull. Environment and Planning
A, 43(10), 2304-2320.

Williams, G., &Thampi, B. V. (2013). Decentralisation and the changing geographies
of political marginalisation in Kerala. Environment and Planning A, 45(6), 1337-1357.

Woolford, A., &Nelund, A. (2013). The responsibilities of the poor: Performing
neoliberal citizenship within the bureaucratic field. Social Service Review, 87(2), 292-
318.

85



INTERVIEW
M.P Shajan / Arathi M.R

INTERVIEW WITH
PUTHENVELIKKARA-BASED
ENVIRONMENTAL ACTIVIST
M. P. SHAJAN

Q. As a resident of Puthenvelikara, how do you analyse the
changes that have occurred in the Chalakkudy riverbasin in
the past few decades?

During my teenage days, we could see fishermen fishing on the docks
along the river. Today, | do not see them as much as | used to during my
younger age. Today, fewer people depend on the rivers for livelihood
and fish scarcity is one of the prime reasons that forced people to quit
river-based occupations in Puthenvelikara. There was a unique way of
catching fish here, streams were made out from rivers just to trap them.
Fishes like flathead grey and Bluespot mullet, Pomfret and Sea bass
were very common but now they are all disappearing from the river.
Flathead mullets have become so rare. There is fewer or no attempt

to regain our marine diversity. Pokkali fields are one of the major
sources of fisheries for Kerala. The river will have fish if the mountain
water is allowed to flow its natural course. Shutters have been placed
downstream of Periyar and Chalakudy river stopping their natural flow.
Our Irrigation department does not seem to have much knowledge
about riverine ecosystems. | feel we have intentionallypartaken in

the destruction of what we were blessed with- our rivers. Without
understanding the river as a part of our bigger picture, we are never
going to have a solution. A flowing river is a breathing river, | guess

no one understands that. Every river protection campaign today is
restricted to riverbank beautification, constructing a park/garden on
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the bank or channelling the river with granite walls. No one considers
the water cycle of the rivers when it comes to protecting

them. We could at least think about an evergreen
song “PeriyarePeriyareparvathanirayudepanineere” =
that praises Periyar as our lifeline from the ébﬁr
mountains. We seem to believe that the cities b
are somehow more important when we say -
a river flows through a particular city. This is

being delusional because the fact is that all

major civilisations and cities were born on

the banks of mighty rivers. When we were

kids, we used to spend considerable time in

the river, swimming and playing. We were fit
compared to the young people we see around

now. Rivers scare them. The rivers have become

dead pools due to unscientific sand mining

activities. Trucks used to reach here from Palakkad and
Coimbatore to collect sand. Excessive river sand mining has had
disastrous consequences for the river dynamics. River sand mining has
come to a halt only after the invention of other alternatives like M-sand.

&
.

M. P Shajan

Q. Puthenvelikara is a region of constant exploitation of
natural resources. To what extent have such unnatural
activities affected the lives of Puthenvelikara?

Puthenvelikara has a very unique landscape. It has two rivers, streams,
lakes, hills, fields and many natural resources. For obvious reasons, their
misuse was high. Around 1985, the brick industry started and clay was
taken from the paddy fields of Puthenvelikara. Initially, the amount of
soil taken didn't hamper agriculture but by the 1990s, brick making
grew as an industrial sector and the paddy fields started getting dug
deeper for clay. None opposed it and it never stopped. No political
party opposed this even though there were active members in both
the union of employers and workers. None bothered about the nature
of their work, sustainability was just a word then. They helped workers
get greater pay, stood with the bureaucracy favouring industries. The
industry came to a complete standstill with no soil in the brick kiln of
the capitalists. At present, the only paddy fields in Puthenvelikara are
Thazhanchirappadam and Pandipadam. Every other field has turned
barren. All the paddy fields along the Chalakudy river have been
irretrievably destroyed. Politicians who claimed that the land would
turn cultivable after 10 years have never been seen around even after
30 years.

The same happened with sand mining from the Periyar river. Sand
dredging on Periyar was traditionally done while it flows through
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various parts of Aluva where the sand was easily mined to the banks.
This grew into a business. Sand dredging was carried out with the
support of the Panchayat during those times. It was considered as an
industry offering employment. Later, in 2003, the Aluva River Protection
Committee filed a petition in the High Court seeking a ban on sand
mining in the Periyar area, below Aluva. People who raise voices
regarding water scarcity, river sand erosion or point out the damage
in the ecosystem due to sand dredging are often marked as anti-
developmental. The soils in the hilly regions are laterite rich soil. There
have been various protests against quarry operations in the region
which were finally closed in 2008 following a court order. If all the hills
were pulled down in the name of development, Puthevelikara would
be have been washed away from the map.

Q. How did 25 years of decentralization affect
Puthenvelikara Grama Panchayat? Your comment.

During the People’s Plan campaign phase, people had high hopes

from local governments. With the Panchayati Raj Act, people felt highly
empowered and encouraged. There were 11 wards in Puthenvelikara
during the time of enactment. | started to know more about my village
when | started preparing development plan documents. With time,
administrations have changed their priorities and functioning. There
was an aggressive political intervention into the administration of the
Grama Sabha. We donot see any kind of developmental activities in this
village that was planned especially those plans that were specifically
created to protect biodiversity.

An example of this is the Morathodu drinking water project. There was
not enough scientific study conducted before initiating the project.
The project aimed to bring water from the Chalakudy river through
canals. The project was nothing but a product of a few people’siill-
informed ideas. | never understood the practicality of flowing water
through canals during high tides. The canals were built 12 feet deep
and 600 meters long. Two families were evacuated for constructing
the canal. But they couldnot complete the canal. Their agendas are
clear, these are just distractions. The canal was built under various
agricultural schemes with the District Co-operative Bank offering 12
lakhs and the Panchayat pouring in 45 lakhs for the construction. The
soil dug out for making the canal is now taken to brick kilns.

| was a panchayat member from 2000 to 2010. The Panchayat should
not be reduced to a mere subordinate agency of the union and
state governments. If the sole purpose of setting up a panchayat
administration is to implement development programmes planned
by the union and state governments, then | don't see any benefit of
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having an elected Panchayat committee. If they care more about the
government than the people living here, then why would they hold
their position?

People entrust their local governments with many responsibilities. But
the fact is that the administration lacks the vision and the political will
to change the face of Puthenvelikara. We really do not know where

the money goes. For the past 25 years, 20% of the fund has been for
starting women empowerment initiatives, and personally, | donot

think building a Vanitha Bhavan has anything to do with women
empowerment. The building will gradually become one of the assistant
engineer’s offices. Similarly, 40% of the fund is allotted for increasing
agricultural productivity, but very few regions have received the benefit
of it. Only the Anganwadis are run and maintained well.

KILA (Kerala Institute of Local Administration) offers classes and
workshops for people in rural development. KILA also provides an
opportunity for people’s representatives to learn and understand how
to handle their responsibilities more effectively. But the political parties
have no interest in instructing their wards regarding classes or their
advantages. Therefore, they are not aware of their responsibilities or
powers. The political representation of this village isn’t aware of the
problems of the people, sensible development or their happiness. They
just hallelujah about the elections. The youth representatives are very
much talented but the political institution they follow doesn’t provide
them with an opportunity to express their potential.

Q. Has the panchayat taken any remedial action to mitigate
environmental degradation?

Puthenvelikara is now experiencing the consequences of 25 years of
exploitation of nature. In the past, there was only the yearly high tide
during the October-November months. But now the water rises almost
every month. Flooding in low-lying areas and saltwater intrusion

into drinking water are still mere topics on stage. There has been no
comprehensive plan to address or discuss environmental issues with
the authorities.

When the Puthenvelikara drinking water project was planned in 1996,
the project was prepared according to an estimated population count
of 2020. 370 house connections were allotted at that time. Now The
Jala Jeevan mission gets water connection to every house. Even though
pipe connection is provided at every house now, there is no guarantee
that drinking water will be available every day. There are no plans to
expand the pump house or the water treatment plant. Over 60% of

the people in Puthenvelikara do not use piped water for drinking or
cooking. Wells are heavily contaminated by chembaram or saline water,
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making the people of Puthenvelikara rely on private water supply
companies for use.

Q. Has the Great Flood of 2018 changed the perspectives of
local governments?

The 2018 Kerala flood was designated as a once-in-a-century
phenomenon. This belief in the people has made them ignorant about
the fact that floods can happen any year now. The local governing
bodies empower people in an efficient democratic system but here, we
don’t see government policies getting implemented anywhere around.
A panchayat secretary is responsible for implementing government
policies, it's his obligation while the panchayat president won't face any
consequences even if he withholds any order. We rarely come across
visionary projects or a team coming together to resolve any public
issue.

Q. How are Grama Sabhas involved in Disaster Management
Plan?

Disaster management preparation at State, as well as the district

level, hardly resolves any issue. The activities need to happen in local
governing bodies. This was understood, but never implemented

post documentation. On December 4th 2019, the Government issued
an order requiring all local self-government institutions in Kerala to
prepare a disaster management plan document. | had participated

in the training program for preparing the project document, it never
happened through data collection. The local resource groups tried
making their own local self-governing bodies which never happened.
Auto Drivers, ambulance drivers, woodcutters were added to the
volunteering list. But many were unaware of their names being
included in the list. The list was categorised like- one who knows

how to drive an auto, those who know how to drive an ambulance,
and those who know how to cut wood. But many are not even aware
that their name is mentioned in the listof rescue team members and
volunteers. The Gram Sabha needs to publish the list or release the
book on the disaster plan documents. This should have been discussed
at the Village level. In addition, training volunteers and understanding
the problems at hand before the disaster needs to be a part of disaster
management.

Q.Do you think there were any failures in preparing the
Disaster Management Plan without including the views of
the Gram Sabhas?

Puthenvelikara is home to many fisher communities. They all have their
own boats and accessories. All that had to be done at a practical level
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was to prepare a list of such people and provide them with the needed
training and the money to maintain their boats and accessories. But
the fibre boat bought at a cost of over Rs 5 lakh is lying like a ruined
monument in front of the panchayat office. When the flood hits our
home, are we supposed to go to the panchayat office to pick up the
boats? We need to learn to use resources proactively and spend them
in prevention and mitigating the impacts of disasters. People who are
skilled need to be equipped. These decisions could have been more
effective if Grama Sabhas were involved. Unfortunately, that did not
happen and the boats are now kept for tourism. But even the tourism
project has not been initiated yet. Puthenvelikara is one of the most
beautiful villages in the Ernakulam district. The place is famous for its
natural beauty, historical and geographical potential. Sadly, not rightly
tapped in.

Q. The village is facing issues like crop losses due to
damaged regulator-bridge shutters and drinking water
shortage. What are the different actions done in panchayat
to resolve these problems?

The intrusion of saltwater into the river is a serious issue that is caused
by the irregular working of the regulator cum shutter system. The
shutters need to work according to the availability of rain to avoid
drinking water shortages or for agricultural purposes.

Puthenvelikara received 4068 mm of rainfall last year during 172 days
of rainfall. We received the same amount of rain this year too. Normally,
there is a time gap between post-monsoon and Northeast monsoon

( happening in October and November), but this year there wasn’t
any noticeable gap. With continuous rainfall, shutters are meant to be
kept open to avoid crop failure and flooding of low-lying areas. There
is intentional neglect to all these from our Irrigation department. 15
acres of uncultivated grassland has turned cultivable under the MS
Swaminathan Research Foundation. Last year, 6220Kg seeds were
yielded to the centre by the Kerala Agronomics Research Station. Rs
34.48/Kg was collected for the seeds. Farmers felt relieved after a long
time. This year, 5 acres of farmland were destroyed due to broken
shutters. Floods can be avoided to a great extent if we can manage
the opening of the shutters, during the rainy seasons before we call
disaster relief forces. We need to raise shutters to avoid flooding when
the dams are opened.

As far as Puthenvelikara is concerned, saltwater has been flowing

from Periyar to the Chalakudy river. Closing the shutters is the most
appropriate thing to do. Sand bunds as an alternative to the crack
shutters are going to cost millions every year. Shutters are good if used
and maintained well. Operate them according to the availability of the
rain.
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Q. Negotiations are underway with the Nitta Gelatin
Company to install the wastewater pipeline. What is the
position of the Panchayat on this issue?

The Kathikudam Protest committee has shown strong dissent against
the pipeline. The company has introduced several waste treatment
plants in the past. The waste discharge has to be minimum. The
decision to dump the waste through the pipeline came after the Green
Tribunal ruled that waste should not be dumped into the river. The
state industry department and Nitta Gelatin administration had badly
pressured the people of Puthenvelikara.

The Puthenvelikara Grama Panchayat has strongly opposed the move
but the political leadership is trying to find an amicable solution with
Nitta Gelatin. Everyone is against the company in public. The panchayat
administration hasn’t called for an all-party meet since Jan 4th (Year,
last all-party meet). Strangely, even the opposition is silent about
conducting a discussion regarding the pipeline. | wonder if anyone
understands what we are dealing with!

Let's accept the fact that none of us is interested in dealing with
something that doesn't give us financial gain. Waste management is
such a problem. We are yet to know who is going to maintain the waste
pipe put across one of the most biodiverse regions in Kerala. | am sure
of one thing though, the pipe is never going to be a solution for the
scarcity of drinking water, water for agriculture or fisheries. This pipe
can pose a great danger to our state. We are collecting more people

for the legal battle. We expect reasonable support from the panchayat
against the waste pipeline of Nitta Gelatin.

Q. You were an elected member of the Panchayat Local Self
Government for 10 years between 2000 and 2010. Why did

you leave party politics? Do you have plans to return to it in
the future?

I am no longer a party politician. | have lost hope in it. | focus now on
assisting government agencies or governing bodies with collecting
data from the grassroots level. In Kerala, all communities, religions and
political parties have their own groups or units with their own interests
and demands. But none of these communities or movements is
environmentally conscious or spread awareness about the importance
of coexisting with nature. People who understand the environment,
live in harmony with it and they survive. | focus now on creating
communities that are aware of environmental issues and actively take
part in the movement. That is politics for me.
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Q. What environmental activities are you currently carrying
out in Puthenvelikara under your leadership?

We are trying to build an environmentally conscious generation

by providing awareness programs, especially for children. They are

the future of our village. So, we have started a community resource
centre for providing information regarding various aspects of possible
disasters. Water sources, the quantity of rainfall, and groundwater levels
are accurately documented by our team. The CRC concept was initiated
to reclaim lost natural resources during the flood. It is funded by HDFC
Bank’s Conversion Project. Equinoct provides technical support for the
project, which is being implemented by the MS Swaminathan Research
Foundation. Rain gauges have been installed at 27 places. Groundwater
monitoring systems are being set up. Current activities include
identifying the resources of the village terrain, identifying climate
change and the agricultural calendars are being prepared. m
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PHOTO ESSAY

SHADOWS OF LOSS AND SUFFERING

Photographs
Anamika Ajay, Adarsh A. U’

Text : Anamika Ajay

Puthenvelikara is one of the most biodiversity
rich Panchayats in Kerala which is located at the
banks of Periayar river, Chalakkudy river and the
Kodungallur backwater.

This image was taken in Elanthikkara in
Puthenvelikara Panchayat. It is at this point that
the confluence of the Periyar and Chalakkudy rivers
takes place. Thousands of lives and livelihoods are
dependent on these rivers.




Building Back Better: How and For Whom?
Everyday Politics of Post-Disaster Recovery in Puthenvelikkara

This is the image of 4-year-old Sharan, Adarsh’s cousin brother who lives with his
parents in an old tile-roofed house in Stationkadavu which is located on the banks
of the Periyar river. Flooding is an annual affair in Puthenvelikara. mild flooding is
considered to be a natural process with many benefits for the riverine ecosystem.
Every monsoon water reaches the highest step of this house and recedes. In 2018,
on 15™ August the whole of Kerala witnessed unusually heavy and incessant
rainfall. This image was taken at 10.00 am on 15" August2018 when Sharan was
playing in the flooded rainwater which had reached the level of his knee. Neither
Sharan nor anyone in Puthenvelikara had expected at that moment that a huge
disaster was about to ravage their homes.

96



By noon on 15% August 2018, the water began to rise to a level that was unusual
during the monsoons. A few hoursafter the shutters of the dams on Periyar were
opened to release excess water, water slowly began to enter Sharan’s house and the
entire locality. Puthenvelikara located downstream of Periyar and Chalakkudy rivers
were one of the most affected in the 2018 floods.
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Building Back Better: How and For Whom?
Everyday Politics of Post-Disaster Recovery in Puthenvelikkara

As the water levels rose and began to enter the houses of families living on the
banks of the rivers by 11.00 am, Panchayat officials and the elected representatives
requested that families move to the relief camps. Families with senior citizens and
small children began to walk to the main roads where the volunteers were waiting
with vehicles to ferry them to the relief camps.

98



Puthenvelikara has a large population of inland fisher community. As incessant
rains continued to pour, the local fisherman began to rescue families living on
the banks of the rivers. Meanwhile Army and Police personnel had reached
Puthenvelikara for the rescue operations. But as both the local community and
the local government confirm, much of the major rescue work in the village was
conducted by the local fisherfolk. This photo captures the tense moments when
women, senior citizens and children were rescued by the local fishermen in their

canoes.
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This is Ayappan, a 64-year-old Dalit fisherman in Puthenvelikara who lives on an
island called Kozhithuruth surrounded by both Periyar and Chalakkudy rivers.
Using his small canoe and rowing through the violent floodwaters, Ayappan
singlehandedly rescued approximately 150 persons during the Great Deluge and
shifted them to the relief camps. After shifting his family members to the camp on
15% August 2018, Ayappan was actively involved in rescuing and mobilising relief
materials like food for the people in the rescue camps until 21t August 2018.
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While Ayappan was rescuing hundreds of people in the village with his canoe,

his house was completely ravaged by the floodwaters. Many parts of the house
were broken, walls were left with huge cracks. He lost all his hard-earned material
possessions which he took his lifetime to earn. After visiting his house and hearing
his story, it seemed unjust and unfair that he received no significant help from the
government to recover from the losses he suffered. He was compensated with a
meagre Rs. 60000.
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Many houses in the locality were completely damaged as the region was at the
receiving end of the flooding in both Periyar and Chalakkudy rivers. Here are the
images of houses that are still in dilapidated condition. Many families are waiting
for the outcome of their applications for new houses under the LIFE mission.
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One of the biggest challenges faced by the families after returning from the

camp was cleaning their houses. Large amounts of dirt, plastic waste, animal
carcasses and even snakes were found from the houses during cleaning. A large
number of families reported that they had cleaned their houses on their own as
the volunteers were largely engaged in cleaning the public places in the village.
There is a gender dimension to this. While the initial clearing up of waste was done
by all the members of the family, the women were expected to clean and ensure
hygiene in the house all by themselves. So the responsibilities like washing the
vessels, rearranging the household items and ‘bringing it back to order’ was entirely
a woman'’s job.
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Building Back Better: How and For Whom?
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Instead of taking any major step in strengthening decentralised planning in the
post-disaster context which emphasises bringing the voices of the people at the
margins to the centre and creating a vision for development that is ecologically
sensitive, the only visible initiative of the Panchayat in the post-flood context

is to purchase two motorised canoes for immediate rescue operation during
disasters. The reality of planning in the post-disaster context reveals the failures of
decentralised governance.
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This is Kochu 72- year- old woman who sells fish for a living. She lives alone as
both her daughters live with their husband’s family. Kochu’s house was completely
damaged. She showed us the huge cracks on the walls, the roofs that were about
to fall. She was one of the many people in the village who had gone to the Lok
Adalat complaining that the assessment of losses conducted by the government
had many issues and that the compensation that they had received from the
government was inadequate. Poorer families, who lack the savings and assets to
renovate or reconstructed damaged houses, have no option but to continue to live
in the broken houses. Compensation packages and relief/recovery interventions
that do not take into account the inequalities of suffering can cause greater
suffering to the already vulnerable populations.
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In the absence of any substantial support for poor families who suffered
huge losses during the deluge in 2018 and the floods in 2019, the
provisioning responsibilities of the families have fallen on women.
Thus, older women who had retreated from work due to poor health
conditions and oldage have been found to return to paid work. We
found a large number of women above the age of 70 engaged in low
paying unskilled farm work only to ensure that the basic necessities of
their families are met.

! Adarsh A.U is an 18- year-old college student who lives on the banks of
river Periyar. The neighbourhood he lives was one of the worst-affected
localities during the 2018 floods. Adarsh had clicked many photos on

his smart phone which captured the moments of uncertainty, stress and
helplessness that the families living on the banks of Periyar and Chalakkudy
rivers had experienced when the unusally heavy rainfalls and the water
released from the dams caused the rivers to overflow, flooding roads, streets
and their homes. When Adarsh came to know about this research, he very
graciously shared some of the images that he had captured on the 15" of
August, 2018 when flooding started.
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