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Editorial

At the IInd International basin Conference-
India in March last year, the deliberations
which took place pointed clearly towards the
significance of interventions in the habitat
sector as both a strategy for and a resultant
of poverty alleviation measures in the rural
development arena. The conference and the
in-depth analysis of the basin network, as
it existed, with respect to its reach and
relevance to users in the developing world,
led to the decision to decentralize the basin
network.

The ‘building advisory service and
information network’, basin, was set up in
1988 to provide information and advice on
appropriate building technologies and to
create links between know-how resources
for all those in need of relevant information.

The evaluation of the network concluded in
2004, resulted in its decentralization and in
the reorientation of the basin knowledge
base towards the softer, process based
information in the areas of habitat and
livelihoods as opposed to the narrow
“technology” perspective.  This, it was felt,
would make the knowledge base more
relevant to contemporary requirements,
especially in the South. Thus was born
basin-South Asia in March 2004 . The Swiss
Agency for Development and Cooperation
at India has provided strategic support for
its incubation. The vision statement of the
network reflects its position, focus and
“commitment to share learning, develop
knowledge systems and promote
collaborative action to enable access by
the poor to sustainable habitat and
livelihoods”. While the basin network in the
South Asia shall be more decentralized in
both functioning as well as sectoral issues
being addressed, the links with the
knowledge nodes in Europe shall be
strengthened through the global network
processes.

The basin-South Asia platform would
concentrate on putting relevant know-
ledge in the public domain and on
increased ownership, both substantive and
financial, amongst stakeholders from the
public, private and independent sectors.
The platform would provide the necessary
“neutrality” which is a pre-requisite for
fruitful communication between different
sectors. Recognizing that knowledge
resources especially for “rural concerns”
have not been adequately consolidated and

basin-South Asia:
collaboration for knowledge

that poverty reduction in rural areas is
a priority in the entire South Asian region;
the basin-South Asia platform will focus on
issues pertinent to habitat processes,
technology and related livelihood concerns
significant to rural areas in the region.

What value can this platform provide and
how can knowledge development aid in
setting up facilitating environments at the
regional and national scales?  What is the
perceived value of the knowledge being
generated?  How can a multi-stakeholder
dialogue take place on the pertinent themes
in the rural habitat and livelihoods sector?
Can the ICT provide us with the means to
accelerate exchange and facilitate
knowledge dissemination at the grassroots
level ? Can the creation of new knowledge
and its dissemination be a viable
occupation? We are trying to find answers
to these and many related questions in this
incubation phase of the basin-South Asia
Platform.

This newsletter, a first in the series of
quarterly publications from the platform, is
a means to reach out to implementors and
decision makers in the rural habitat and
livelihoods arena in South Asia.  The present
issue is part of the basin-South Asia support
to the post Tsunami reconstruction efforts
in South Asia.

Other ways to reach out include a dynamic
website connected to the vast basin
knowledge base with a question and answer
service and a Rural Habitat Observatory that
maps trends and patterns in this sector.
Thematic regional events and exposure
programs are designed to bring different
stakeholders face to face and good practice
case studies and thematic over-view
papers will document the growing
knowledge.

We have a long road ahead of us and we
look for new partnerships and co-travelers
in this journey where the course is as yet
uncharted. The only known factor is that the
more learning we share, the more
knowledge we gain to map our route to that
distant destination of a world rid of abject
poverty.

Zeenat Niazi is the Co-ordinator of
Habitat Systems Design Unit and of the

basin-South Asia knowledge platform
at Development Alternatives

zniazi@devalt.org
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In any natural disaster, be it a Tsunami,
cyclone or earthquake, the loss of shelter
and livelihoods increase vulnerability of
communities leading to greater poverty.
People often do not know how to build better
and safer for the future. Traditional
construction methods cannot cope with the
urgent pace of work. Moreover, monitoring
the quality of construction is difficult due to
the large scale and highly decentralized
nature of construction. In addition, the
increased demand for  building materials
and skilled manpower adversely affects the
cost of construction.

Need for systematic delivery of habitat
products and services

An effective approach for reconstruction
and rehabilitation would be to understand
the immense need for building materials,
buildings and livelihoods, and then
catalyze the conversion of this need into
a demand for Sustainable Building
Materials enterprises. In this context, the
Building Materials and Services Banks
(BMSB) serves the needs of prompt
reconstruction, while setting up a
sustainable habitat development process.
Reconstruction  programmes provide an
opportunity for the setting up of and
demonstrating credibility of BMSBs in
local regions.

A long term habitat and
livelihood process

Beyond the immediate reconstruction
period, the BMSB has a potential for
serving as a one stop shop for building
materials, infrastructure development
and services. It builds up local capacity
to supply and manage materials and
skills. Thus, it significantly strengthens
the community’s economy.

BMSBs can enhance their portfolios by
facilitating access to finance as well as
to architectural services. Such banks can
seek the attention of both cement
manufacturers as well as that of housing
finance companies for patronage.

Functions of BMSB
• Production and Supply of building

elements.

Role of Building Materials
and Services Banks (BMSB)
in post-disaster reconstruction

• Training entrepreneurs in the
production of building elements and
ar tisans in various construction
techniques.

• Training of masons bar-benders,
welders, carpenters and other
affiliated tradesmen.

• Demonstration of building techno-
logies – by displaying equipment,
products, production process and
applications through practical
demonstrations.

• Keeping a record of and maintaining
links with skilled masons and other
artisans

• Providing expert construction
services through teams of trained
artisans.

• Facilitating habitat and livelihood
finance by connecting rural users to
local banks and other commercial
institutions.

Management
The BMSB includes  infrastructure for the
production of materials and production
units themselves. While the basic
infrastructure can be managed by the
panchayat or the local community group,
the production units, which are the
primary delivery agents, can be micro-
enterprises located at the BMSB site.
A technical team on the site, as basic as
a civil supervisor and a master mason,
provides the technology support initially
required after a disaster. BMSB can also
access information, technical and
marketing supports from the basin-South
Asia platform.

Ashraya BMSB – a case study
The Ashraya BMSB in Choudwar, Orissa
which was setup after the Orissa super
cyclone of 1999, is located 47 kms
from Bhubneswar on a approximately
3.2 acres of land. It provided the building
materials and skills required for the
re-construction of 1400 core homes in
association with two smaller BMSBs.
It is now a section 25 company owned
in par tnership by the 25 women
entrepreneurs and CORE, a local
facilitating agency.

The primary infrastructure includes an
office, godown, a two room labour shed,

a submersible pump to meet continuous
water requirements, a well 40 feet deep
as a backup source, a stacking yard of
75000 blocks capacity and a curing
tank of size 12 x 6 metres. Among the
production machines required are
4 hydraform block making machines,
1 plank and joist machine, 2 concrete
mixers, 1 MCR tile machine, 1 ferrocement
channel mould and other tools and
accessories.

Following are some of the achievements
of the Ashraya BMSB over the past
4 years:

• Produced 2.5 lakh hydraform blocks for
the CARE housing programme

• Provided 1 lakh blocks to CYSD for
construction of cyclone resistant
houses.

• Constructed 35 community buildings in
Cuttack, Jagatsinghpur and Kendrapara
district

• Provided 4000 planks and joists to
EFICOR for construction

• Provided employment opportunity to 85
‘adivasi’  rural women, artisans, masons
and rural youth.

• Upgraded skills of 250 rural women,
artisans and masons through continous
training programmes.

Today, Ashraya provides employment
and services to  local private and
government construction programmes.
It is linked with the Orissa Housing
Finance Corporation and with 200 self-
help groups and a Women’s Housing
Cooperative to provide access to habitat
finance for the rural population.

It is connected to technical services and
supports of the Orissa Appropriate
Technology Forum, Development
Alternatives and the basin network.

An initiative of Development Alternatives
(DA) in association with Care India, the
Ashraya BMSB has evolved into a
sustainable model for the delivery of
habitat and livelihood services within five
years of its inception.

Anjan Jena is the Director of
CORE – Ashraya BMSB in Orissa

Focus
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After the Tsunami disaster of 26
December 2004, var ious agencies
working on ground towards long term
rehabilitation of Tsunami affected areas
in South India have expressed a need
for technical and managerial inputs so
that the funds can be used strategically
for long term development and
preparedness rather than medium term
rehabilitation alone. basin-South Asia
Regional Knowledge Platform
organised a stakeholder workshop on
13th April 2005 at Auroville, Tamil Nadu
with a view to help facilitating agencies
‘unveil the hidden potential’ of post-
tsunami rehabilitation. The workshop
was intended as a forum for
development agencies working on
post-Tsunami reconstruct ion and
rehabilitation to discuss and develop
pract ical  solut ions to long-term
vulnerability of the affected people. The
object ive was to expose the
participants to breakthrough ideas that
have worked in the past as seeds for
solutions  that are creative, effective
and sustainable.

The workshop was supported by the
State Bank of India, Pondicherry
Branch, the Swiss Agency for Develop-
ment and Cooperation New Delhi;
Perfect Constructions, Karaikal; and
Development Alternatives, New Delhi.
About 30 delegates representing NGOs,
technical support agencies and funding
agencies working in Tamil Nadu,
Pondicherry and Andhra Pradesh
participated in the workshop.

Breakthrough ideas –
learning from successful post-
disaster rehabilitation projects

The workshop benefited from
experience-sharing by experts of post-
disaster rehabilitation. Following key
points were highlighted in the
presentations:

1. Community Based Disaster
Preparedness

The value and possibility of integrating
preparedness measures in development
response in various ways was high-
lighted. Local institutional structures
could be created with Self-Help Groups
or cadres of trained first aid workers.

Some successful and replicable
examples were shared including creation
of village level task forces of young,
healthy people between 18 – 35 years
of age. It was stressed that any such
taskforce should consist of at least 50%
women.

2. Building with Earth and Disaster
Resistance

While under taking the massive
reconstruction, it is cr itical to use
materials which not only diversify
people’s livelihoods but also protect and
conserve the natural resource base of
the region. The potential of alternative
non-conventional building technologies
using earth, championed through many
successful projects by the Earth Institute
at Auroville, was highlighted.

3. Addressing Long Term
Vulnerability

Reconstruction experiences after the
Orissa supercyclone were presented to
demonstrate ways of providing livelihood
options, and developing people’s
capacities to undertake better jobs as a
means of local support at the time of
disasters. Artisans and masons deserve
special emphasis for skill upgradation as
they are key in technology dissemination.
Attention was drawn to constructing
community buildings that would also act
as shelters in a disaster situation.

Offers made by participating
agencies

An interesting highlight of the workshop
was the offer by different agencies to
strengthen the work of others in the group
through tangible actions and exchange of
expertise. The offers ranged from direct
tasks such as translation of documents
in the vernacular to fairly challenging
activities such as a proposal for
establishing the coordination platform for
rehabilitation for Karaikal.

Technical Guidelines

The UN Advisory Committee to the
Government of Tamil Nadu offered to
provide guidelines and technical
regulations proposed by the Tamilnadu
Government to the rest of the group.

Local knowledge

Exnora Pondicherry offered to compile a
‘yellow pages’ for local materials and
human resources and translate relevant
manuals and guidelines in Tamil.

Role of community buildings

SOS Village – Chatnath Homes offered
to share their insights on the role and
relevance of the community buildings in
relief and rehabilitation.

Water and sanitation

Exnora International would provide know-
how on decentralised manage-ment of
waste and water treatment. Auroville
Earth Institute would make available
solutions for waste water recycling
through HARVEST.

Community based planning and
design

Development Technocrats Forum offered
to provide training and guidelines for
community based planning and process
design. Development Alternatives would
provide guidelines on par ticipatory
design of buildings.

Training of Trainers

CADME offered to provide a training of
trainers on various aspects of community
based disaster preparedness. The
Development Technocrats Forum offered
to provide training to masons, young
professionals and grassroots NGO staff on
safe construction practices.

Training in alternate livelihoods

Exnora International would provide
training in alternate livelihood options
such as embroidery, knitting and
solid waste management. Development
Alternatives and Ashraya  would provide
training in production of building materials
and assistance in setting up of local
production centres.

Coordination platform for Karaikal

BUILD offered to design and initiate a
coordination platform for Karaikal region.
Ritinjali also offered to share the base
information required for work in Karaikal
that they are collecting through a detailed
survey.

Mona Chhabra is a Development Planner
and manages basin-SA network

at Development Alternatives

Rehabilitation of
Tsunami Affected Areas –
unveilling hidden potential

Report
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Satprem Maini is the President of
Auroville Earth Institute at Auroville, Pondicherry

This collection of photographs has been extracted from Satprem Maini’s paper presented at the Stakeholder Workshop for
Rehabilitation of Tsunami affected families on 13th April at Pondicherry.

Earthen buildings which were well built resisted the earthquake: little damaged but not collapsed (Kutch district, Gujarat, India – 2001 and Bam, Iran – 2003)

Earthquake effects on structures

Traditional or modern buildings which were badly built collapsed (Kutch district, Gujarat, India – 2001)

Reinforced concrete buildings which were badly built collapsed (Kutch district, Gujarat, India – 2001)

Traditional or recent buildings which were well built resisted the earthquake: little damaged but not collapsed (Kutch district, Gujarat, India – 2001)

Earthen buildings which were badly built collapsed (Bam, Iran – 2003)

Steel frame buildings which were badly built collapsed (Bam, Iran – 2003)

Building with Earth and Disaster Resistance

Earthquakes don’t kill.
Only badly designed and badly built buildings kill people!

Earthquake resistance is not only related to building materials and technologies,
but mostly to proper design, well built structures and capacity building.
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As reconstruction and rehabilitation
(R&R) issues  take centre stage in
tsunami affected regions of India, the role
and potential  of the  Panchayat, comes
into focus.  It is important to understand
how agencies involved in R&R measures
view this village governance institution
and how can the Panchayat be
strengthened to participate in, and take
responsibility of the R&R activities? Also,
how can it be ensured that interests of
the most vulnerable are considered and
investments made are multiplied?  To
address the above issues, a workshop
on “Role of Panchayati Raj Institutions
in Post Tsunami Reconstruction and
Rehabilitation”, was organised by
Development Alternatives on April 15th,
2005 at Kutumbakkam village and
hosted by the Trust for Village Self
Governance, a member of the basin-
South Asia Platform.

The workshop sought to:

1. Enhance the understanding on the
strengths and capacities of PRIs for
undertaking disaster response and
future mitigation.

2. Facilitate a link between agencies
suppor ting R&R and local
Panchayat institutions

3. Promote a dialogue on bottlenecks
faced in involving PRIs in habitat
development and livelihood
rehabilitation

The workshop facilitated a dialogue
between various Panchayat leaders
from villages affected by the Tsunami
and those from the interiors.  It exposed
the Tamil Nadu Panchayats to the work
of their counterparts from flood affected
regions of Bihar and ear thquake
affected regions of Maharashtra.
Representation from Kerala brought in
lessons of village level planning and
action.

The workshop was facilitated by the
basin-South Asia Regional Knowledge
Platform and was suppor ted by

Engaging Panchayats in
Disaster Response and
Mitigation Measures

the Building and Social Housing
Foundation, UK, the Swiss Agency for
Development and Cooperation and the
Poorest Area Civil Society (PACS)
program of the DFID, India.

Disaster management and
response at the village level

The workshop emphasized the centrality
of the village governance institution in the
entire R&R process.  Each Panchayat
from Tamil Nadu shared its experiences
in post Tsunami relief work and also their
expectations in managing the
reconstruction and longer term
development activities.

The lessons from Bihar and Latur clearly
brought out the need for “technical
guidance and capacity building” of the
Panchayats in R&R work. The panchayat
can manage implementation at the
grassroots level  in the following ways:

• The Panchayat has the wherewithal
to compile and provide reliable data
regarding, loss of l ife and
livelihoods, availability of resources,
family details and other such local
information that is required to
assess damage and develop
rehabilitation plans.

• The Panchayat is in a unique
position to link local families with
R&R benefits ensuring fairness and
avoiding duplication.

• The Panchayat has the admini-
strative authority to provide land to
the landless from the vil lage
common lands thus supporting
relocation needs that have emerged
post tsunami in South India.

• The Panchayat has the admini-
strative authority to manage physical
and institutional assets of the village.

• Constitutionally, the Panchayat is
expected to make and implement
development plans for the village
which include habitat development,
livelihood suppor ts and also
vulnerability reduction.

The Panchayat can direct the re-
construction and rehabilitation in many
ways. These are:

Planning and design: Based on
damage assessment of various village
communities, Panchayat can provide a
village level plan for R&R work.
Moreover, they can help develop building
designs in line with  local culture and
lifestyle.

Educating the village community
regarding safety of new construction:
The Village Panchayat is a position to
“educate and convince” the village
families about safe construction
practices and safety of new  buildings
being constructed.

Quality Control:  With adequate
technical guidance, the Panchayat can
provide the necessary manpower to
manage quality of the reconstruction
work.

Ensuring community participation:
Panchayats, being the elected
representatives of the families, are best
placed to motivate families to participate
in R&R measures and also provide time
and labor towards  reconstruction.

Facilitation and supports to the
implementation of reconstruction
plans:  Panchayats can facilitate land
use planning and zoning, decision on
location of community assets,
conversion of land, allotment of land  to
the landless and validate  claims of
families for compensation and new
constructions.

Implementing community based
disaster mitigation measures: The
Panchayats are best placed to motivate
the Gram Sabha for participating in
R&R measures. Various means of
participation include plantation at the
coast line, creation of sand barriers,
training of local youth in evacuation
and relief measures, and maintaining
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records of vulnerable families and
village resources.

Interestingly, on 17th December, 9 days
prior to the Tsunami, all village
Panchayats in Tamil Nadu conducted
special Grama Sabhas to constitute
Village level Disaster Management
Committees.  These local committees are
best placed to implement disaster
response and future disaster
preparedness and mitigation measures.

Capacity needs and limitations faced
by Panchayats today: For the village
level disaster management plan to be
activated, it is important that Panchayats are
strengthened. They need to be equipped
with information skills and technologies to
manage disaster situations more effectively
within the framework of overall governance
and the longer-term development agenda
of the village. Most Panchayats lack
information about their constitutional
portfolios.  and are unaware of their
jurisdiction and areas of operation.
Beyond this, they suffer from:

• Poor technical information

• Inadequate management capacities
and orientation

• Lack of trust of the Gram Sabhas.

• Lack of a platform to advocate for
common issues.

• Lack of focus on core issues and
motivation.

The Panchayats present at the workshop
defined three core needs of a village
today; Employment – alternative non-
farm opportunities, Housing, and Habitat
infrastructure. Further, they felt that in
most cases, Panchayat members
themselves need to be motivated to take
on their responsibilities.

Opportunities to engage with
Panchayati Raj institutions:

• Inclusion in the dialogue on
reconstruction and rehabilitation and
design of the R&R plan.

• Leveraging finance for livelihood
creation at the village level

• Providing the institutional continuity
of processes from reconstruction
and rehabilitation to long-term
sustainable development

Reconstruction and rehabilitation is
intr icately l inked to long-term
development.  The Village Panchayat
is the only institution that can provide
continuity; growth and indeed
sustenance to the process of re-
development. initiated though R&R
interventions. Its participation in the
R&R process which includes decision
making in reconstruction, construction
management, maintenance of
community assets, ensuring livelihoods
and supports for the vulnerable is,
therefore, central. There have been a
series of meeting in Tamil Nadu where

some Panchayat leaders have pressed
for their inclusion in the process of
reconstruction. This is however not a
phenomenon in other states. This
workshop has contributed in defining
some of the challenges in engaging with
Panchayats and possible strategies to do
so.  It is hoped that, NGOs and other
agencies providing funding and
implementation support would, in view
of the findings from this workshop, enter
into a constructive dialogue with
Panchayats for ensuring that re-
construction and rehabilitation does
indeed transform into long term
sustainable development process.

Zeenat Niazi and Rangaswamy Elango

Rangaswamy Elango is the President of
Kutumbakkam Panchayat and

the Trust for Village Self Governance (TVSG)

Events Calendar

basin-South Asia endeavors to facilitate knowledge sharing by organizing multi-stakeholder events in South Asia.
Following are the themes of some events in 2005-06. Fore more details, please contact us at: basin@devalt.org

1 Stakeholders meet for post-Tsunami R&R April 2005

2 Role of PRIs in habitat development April 2005

3 Multiplication of rural habitat initiatives –
effective policy instruments May 2005

Forthcoming Events

4 Gender and Habitat Development July 2005, November 2005, February 2006

5 Livelihoods and loan recovery  for habitat development September 2005

6 Techno-Social Integration in the brick sector December 2005

7 Sustainable Building Practices February 2006
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basin-South Asia Regional Knowledge Platform (basin-SA) is committed to “developing knowledge
systems and promoting collaborative action within South Asia to enable access by the poor to
sustainable habitat and livelihoods.”

The South Asian  network node of the ‘basin’ was set up in 2004 to enable knowledge development and
sharing. It seeks to promote collaborative action in the area of habitat and livelihoods for poverty reduction.
The global basin Network has successfully provided relevant and timely knowledge and resource links to
governemnt agencies, financiers, builders and developers, architects, planners and producers of building
materials. The global network houses an intensive knowledge base and supports the regional node in
quality management of its products and services.

The Auroville Earth Institute aims to research, develop, promote and transfer earth-based
technologies, which are cost and energy effective. These technologies are disseminated through
training courses, seminars, workshops, publications and consultancy within  and outside India.

Development Alternatives is a not-for-profit sustainable development enterprise that designs
and promotes programmes and products which, through the use of alternative technology,
contribute to the enrichment of human life. Its symbol, a 5-pointed star, depicts a stylised human
figure with arms stertched outward, its head pointing skyward, and its feet firmly rooted to
the earth.

The fundamental objective of Exnora is to act as a catalyst in bringing about local initiative and
community participation in overall improvement in quality of life. It aims at developing civic and
environmental consciousness among public through self-help approach, enactment of suitable
legislation for the betterment of civic standards and environemntal protection initiatives.

The Aga Khan Planning and Building Services (AKPBS) works to improve the built environment,
particularly housing design and construction, village planning, natural hazard mitigation,
environmental sanitation, water supplies, and other living conditions. AKPBS achieves these
goals through the provision of material,  technical assistance and construction management
services for rural and urban areas.

Trust for Village Self Governance is a registered charitable trust working to establish local self-
governance in villages using panchayats as a tool. Major activities of the trust focus on creating
sustainable employment and providing opportunities in habitat development.

Regional Knowledge Platform

TVSG

South Asia
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