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Key arguments

• Vernacular habitats may not 

comply with formal DRR 

standards, but are often healthier 

and safer than what is offered as 

an alternative by external agencies 

after disasters

• When communities are highly 

heterogeneous and hierarchical 

and still traumatized by a disaster,  

participatory planning methods 

may lead to wrong decisions on 

reconstruction sites and 

technology, leading to a neglect of 

other factors and risks that may 

have a dramatic impact on 

people’s livelihoods, health and 

wellbeing 



Overview 

• Background: The Indian Ocean 

Tsunami of December 2004

• The context: habitats, housing 

and lifestyles of coastal 

communities in Tamil Nadu

• Coastal communities social 

organisation and power 

structure

• Reconstruction policy and the 

role of community participation 

• Consequences of pseudo-

participatory approaches on 

communities’ livelihoods,  health 

and wellbeing



The Indian Ocean tsunami of 2004

The disaster

• 26 December 2004

• 10,880 death

• 150,000 houses destroyed (official 
estimate!)

• 98% delle victims belong to 
fishers’communities

• 80% of death and damages in Tamil 
Nadu’s Nagapattinam district

• Few NGOs worked in fishing 
communities prior to the tsunami

• Before the disaster 90% of the 
people lived in traditional habitats 
and houses



Habitat, housing, livelihoods and lifestyles in Tamil 









Housing culture







A newly built traditional kura house
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Social organisation, gender roles and power 
structure















Reconstruction policy 

• All affected people were promised a new 

multi-hazard resistant house 

• Government of Tamil Nadu invited NGOs 

to rebuild full villages on relocated sites at 

min. 200 m from High Tide line 

• Government regulated house designs, 

building technologies, and plot size: 

– House size: 30 m2

– Plot size: 125 m2 in rural areas

• Building materials: Brick walls, flat RCC 

roof, with or without RCC columns, Brick 

foundations, cement mortar and plaster

• Community leaders were consulted about 

relocation and house design but 

participation was weak and inadequate 



Why participatory process was inadequate

– Reconstruction policy was driven by technocratic DRR 

considerations

– Women have power and control over decisions related 

to housing and their household but are excluded from 

informal governance governance system

– Reconstruction agencies claimed to have adopted 

participatory planning approach, but only male 

community leaders were consulted

– Men did not object to the government policy entailing 

culturally inappropriate housing and relocation 

– Decision about relocation did not take into 

consideration environmental and socio-cultural aspects 



















Consequences of pseudo-participatory approaches on 
communities’ livelihoods, health and wellbeing

• Loss of key livelihood resources with 
severe consequences on food 
security 

• Loss of quality of life due to lack of 
climatic and social considerations

• Severe impacts on mental and 
physical health (depressions, malaria, 
dengue fever, etc) 

• Nuclearisation of extended families 
and social disarticulation 

• Marginalisation of women and 
elderly people

• Increased vulnerability and break-
down of informal social security 
systems

• Increase in alcoholism and social 
conflicts



« Before I could share 

my sorrows; now I can’t 

and it affects me 

mentally  and 

physically. Sometimes I 

can’t sleep and 

sometimes I can’t eat 

food, because I keep 

everything in my heart. 

Sometimes I think about 

suicide and what is 

going to happen to my 

children »



« Without the trees 

people spend more 

time inside the house 

and get tense; if 

there were trees, 

they would be sitting 

under the trees, 

playing cards, talking 

to each other, 

forgetting all their 

problems; they would 

be relaxed and free 

from tension »



«The trees are missing, Now 

the friends are not sitting 

together and helping each 

other with the nets, and maybe 

this is why the people drink. 

The fact that there are no trees 

and that people are either 

inside the house or in the hot 

sun when they work on the 

nets leads to more tension and 

this, leads to a higher 

consumption of alcohol »



Conclusions 

• In post-disaster contexts most organisations claim the use 

of participatory approaches, but without knowing or paying 

sufficient attention to the local culture, social organisation, 

and power structure, related processes may be dominated 

and manipulated by specific groups of people;

• When people are still traumatized by a disaster they may 

not be in a position to estimate the implications of specific 

reconstruction strategies and hence take or approve 

wrong decisions  

• Decisions about relocation need to consider carefully the 

viability and safety of available sites and require detailed 

environmental and social impact assessments
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