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ABSTRACT

A critical element of sustainable disaster management is communities’ participation in these activities, because without sustainability, disaster management efforts cannot be preserved. Unless the disaster management efforts are sustainable at individual and community level, it is difficult to reduce the losses and scale of the tragedy. However, every community irrespective of its conditions has some form of capacity, no matter how small, to reduce or avoid the risk of disaster to which they are exposed. This research is aimed at examining the capacities of communities for disaster risk reduction in Minna metropolis. Structured questionnaires were drafted and prepared for one hundred (180) residents through stratified random sampling method. Also, specific questionnaires were designed for the State Emergency Agency (NSEMA). The questionnaire administered and physical survey conducted revealed the following: Majority have not been sensitized on the implications of their daily actions such as dumping of refuse in gutters and drainage channels; Personnel of Niger State Urban Development Board and State Emergency Management Agency interviewed said they lack adequate manpower to monitor and check developments in vulnerable areas; Majority of the respondents lack the means of communicating with/to the relevant authorities; There is no disaster preparedness and planning actions in place. Based on the findings of this research work, the following recommendations were made to strengthen and coordinate the identified community based capacities amongst others: Development of Community Risk Maps and Evacuation plans by NSEMA which is critical in achieving Disaster Risk Reduction; Basic evacuation trainings on how to assist victims at times of disaster should be conducted by NSEMA and the Local Government Authority to ensure disaster preparedness; List of medical facilities and key contact people in the areas should be prepared and kept at strategic locations to ensure efficient disaster preparedness and response in the event of disaster.
Introduction

Disaster risk is on the rise throughout the world. Over the past two to three decades, the economic losses and the number of people who have been affected by natural disasters have increased more rapidly than both economic and population growth. The physical, social and economic losses caused by these disasters are particularly harsh for developing countries since they have a long-range effect in the development process. The impacts of the disasters are deeply related with the socio economic conditions, tradition, habits, culture, and climate of the communities.

To minimize the damages caused by disasters, various efforts have been taken by government, international communities including donor agencies. However, in spite of participation of these sectors during the project period, it has been observed that many of the disaster management programmes have failed to be sustainable at local level after the completion of the project (Bishnu & Kenji, 2003).

A critical element of sustainable disaster management is communities’ participation in these activities, because without sustainability, disaster management efforts cannot be preserved. The most common elements of community involvement are partnership, participation, empowerment and ownership by the local people. The emphasis of disaster management efforts should focus on communities and the people who live in them. Unless the disaster management efforts are sustainable at individual and community level, it is difficult to reduce the losses and scale of the tragedy. There needs to be an opportunity where people can be involved from the initial programming stage of disaster management activities.

Through these community–based activities, people should be able to participate alongside government officials and experts group as the direct stakeholders of these activities. While people should own the problems, consequences and challenges of any mitigation and/or preparedness initiative, it is necessary to take people’s involvement further, into policy and strategy. This process induces sense of ownership to the people which results in their continuous engagement and long term commitment to these activities. Involvement of communities is important in both pre-disaster mitigation and post disaster response and recovery process (Bishnu & Kenji, 2003).

While disasters can strike wide region or a nation, that impact is felt at the community level although it may hit one or several communities at once. It is these communities that constitute what is referred to as “disaster fronts”. Being at the forefronts, communities need to have capacity to respond to threats themselves. It is for this reason that communities should be involved in managing the risks that may threaten their well-being (Bishnu & Kenji, 2003).

It is accepted that governments have the prime responsibility for managing disasters and for taking into consideration the roles played by different players. In the past, top-down and command-and-control approaches were oftentimes used to manage the consequences of disasters. In this approach, decisions come from higher authorities based on their perception on the needs and communities serve as mere “victims” or receiver of aid. In practice though, this approach was proven to be ineffective. It fails to meet the appropriate and vital humanitarian needs. Moreover, it increases requirements for unnecessary external resources and creates general dissatisfaction over performance despite exceptional management measures employed. This is due to the fact that the community, as the primary stakeholder and recipient of the direct impact of disasters, was not given the chance to participate in the process of decision-making and implementation of activities. On the other hand, communities if left alone have limited resources to fully cope with disasters. In many developing and underdeveloped countries, those who suffer the most are the poor, who, in the first place have limited survival resources and do not enjoy adequate infrastructure and access to social services (Bishnu & Kenji, 2003).

However, every community irrespective of its conditions has some form of capacity, no matter how small, to reduce or avoid the risk of disaster to which they are exposed. For most communities in Minna metropolis, this capacity needs to be identified, developed and used for disaster reduction. But what does this capacity consist? It may be grouped into four categories: Physical or material resources, Social organizational resources, Knowledge and skills and, Attitudes and motivation.

Capacities of the community and government to understand the risk causes, prevention, mitigation and emergency response helps by reducing vulnerability and occurrence of hazards or containing them from realization as disasters. Capacity to manage disaster risks and emergencies require knowledge, skills, resources, motivation and attitude at different levels. It includes training, education, guidelines and legislation, policy support for actions, and systemic accountability (Cutter et al., 2003).

It is pertinent to understand that with empowerment, local communities can play a major role in all stages of disaster management. Before Disasters happens, actions can be taken by local communities to reduce the hazards in their area and prepare themselves so that if disaster does happen they know what to do. During disasters local community members are the first people in the area that can help with vital actions that save lives. During the recovery stage communities know best what their needs are and can help to develop and manage their own recovery in a more effective and sustainable way (Cutter et al., 2003).

The people who are directly impacted by a particular disaster are the peoples whose preparedness for the disaster is most critical. Building capacity and knowledge transfer of these people in order to reduce their level of vulnerability should be the primary focus of Disaster Risk Reduction. The basic argument is that these people can and should indeed be assisted to strengthen themselves to find their own solutions to the disaster threat that they face.

But due to some micro forces such as population increase, environmental degradation and urbanization pushing peoples towards living in unsafe conditions of physically fragile environment such as dangerous location, dangerous building, fragile local economy, low income levels, high unemployment rates etc. In addition to these problems, these beautiful drainages constructed in Minna are indiscriminately converted to refuse dump sites instead of its great important to serve as a solution to flooding. People don’t understand that they are creating another mega problem that will be of higher magnitude than the former, and if such an event should repeat itself, it will result to claiming more lives and properties and also posing more threat and harm than the usual.

The main aim of this research is to examine the capacities of communities for disaster risk reduction in Minna metropolis and suggest possible ways it can be developed.

Therefore, the need to identify and develop existing community’s capacity in all its form cannot be overemphasized, which is what this research seeks to address. This study at the end will help in putting ideas into practice, especially for running a community-based early warning and preparedness system, which will also provide support to CBOs, government administration (such as LEMA) in Disaster Risk Reduction.

Community Based Disaster Management (CBDM)

Community based disaster management can be seen as risk reduction program designed primarily by and for the people in certain disaster prone areas.
Disaster mitigation using government and institutional interventions alone is insufficient because they pay little attention to addressing the community dynamics, perceptions or priorities. The aim of CBDM is to reduce vulnerabilities and strengthen people’s capacities to cope with hazards. A thorough assessment of a community’s exposure to hazards and an analysis of their specific vulnerabilities and capacities is the basis for activities, projects and programs that can reduce disaster risks.
It is important to adapt a new strategy which directly involves the vulnerable people themselves in planning and implementation of mitigation measures. A bottom-up approach is likely to receive acceptance because considered communities are the best judges of their own vulnerability and can make the best decisions regarding their well being. Because a community is involved in the whole process, their felt and real needs as well as inherent resources are considered, therefore there is a greater likelihood that problems will be addressed with appropriate interventions. People’s participation is not only focused in process but on content, the community should be able to directly gain resulting from improved disaster risk management (Schneider, 2002).

Key Aspects in Community Based Disaster Management

External responses at times, undermine local initiatives, replace local capacities, and even kill community based organizations. Victims’ capacities are difficult to support from outside. Most victims’ recover, reduce risks, and choose development paths for themselves. ‘Risk’ and ‘Resilience’ may be vague concepts, but when rooted or institutionalized within the community based organizations risk reduction become reality. A Community Based Approach begins with understanding local capacities and building institutional capacities to support victims own recovery efforts. What makes community based approach work is the “real” participation of the poor. Those who themselves are exposed to risks make decisions about teams, activities, and money which makes the percentage of reducing risk successfully goes much higher (Maskrey, 1989).

2.2.3 Levels in Risk Reduction Capacity 

Three levels can be distinguished in addressing risk reduction capacity:

• Individual: Identify needs and formulate solutions, professional skills/abilities, and understanding risk in ones own action and decisions.

• Organizational: Organize groups for meeting long-term goals, advocating resilient livelihoods, and training constituents how to meet human security needs.

• Enabling Environment: Legal recognition of human rights, standards of accountability, incentives for human security, and agreed framework/prioritization of risk reduction (Maskrey, 1989).

Role of Local Community Groups in Disaster Management
Informal organizations are usually locally based and managed by volunteers and may provide self help or mutual aid. The inclusion of grassroots and informal organizations can improve citizens’ participation in disaster responses particularly in isolated or marginalized communities.

The inclusion of these organizations can be empowering and improve access to services for such population; engage in public awareness campaign about disasters; coordinating disaster management and development activities; community capacity building at the social, economic and environmental levels, enhancing community preparedness for disasters and in building social capital which involves educating people on how to mitigate the consequences of disasters during relief, recovery and reduction strategies periods. This extends to playing a monumental role in providing psychological support e.g. counseling for disaster survivors; tracking people down for family reunions after disasters; communication particularly utilizing interpersonal communication for disseminating warning signals; recruiting local volunteers who are familiar with the local logistics, resource and coordination plans. A contingent of trained community organizers and policy advocates is the group most capable of promoting the needs of marginalized citizens who are displaced or who have returned but are living in substandard conditions (Schneider, 2002).

Training and Capacity Building
According to Tobin & Montz (2004), the effective utilization of social capital is crucial in the building of community and institutional capacities in disaster management projects. Social capital consists of social concepts as social networks, social conflicts, social cohesion, and social interactions and solidarity.

One tool used in disaster and complex emergencies that incorporate an understanding of local community knowledge and capacity building, one such example is Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA), an action research tool that involves community members in defining and working to solve local concerns. Groups can be used as an important vehicle for disaster risk reduction and management due to their unity of purpose.

Volunteers and social workers can form groups which will be available and very useful in times of disasters. Vulnerable communities and disaster victims can form their own groups for their psychological support, tracing the lost relatives, sharing of grief and assisting the most affected. Community groups can be used to initiate small scale enterprises by the victims of disasters in order to restore their economic power. Community groups can be used by the vulnerable and disaster groups to mobilize savings and give credit to their members. Groups can be supported to assist disaster victims in conducting funerals and assisting the orphans and vulnerable children's. Government, development partners and other stake holders can establish community enterprise funds which can be channeled through these groups.

Disaster and Communities

During disasters, the community’s vulnerabilities are more pronounced than their capacities. Recognizing the vulnerabilities and capacities of the affected population is essential for designing and implementing an effective disaster response. To identify these capacities and vulnerabilities, a Capacity and Vulnerability Analysis (CVA) matrix can be used to examine three aspects of information:

Physical factors: what productive resources, skills and hazards (e.g. land, environment, health, skills and labour, infrastructure, food, housing, capital and technologies) are available?

Social organization: what are the relationships among and organization of the communities (e.g. formal political structures and informal systems such as decision making, establishing leadership or organizing various socio-economic activities)? When prejudice or conflict is present in a community, social and organizational vulnerabilities are inevitable.

Attitudes: how does the community view its ability to adapt to changes? Strengths and weaknesses can make a significant difference in the communities’ ability to rebuild and improve their material base and social institutions. A community is psychologically more vulnerable when its people feel victimized, fatalistic and dependent (Johan and Aspian, 2001).

Lessons Learned

In regards to the issue of engaging and empowering communities for sustainable disaster risk management, followings are the major lessons:

1. Community empowerment and communication help to achieve sustainability in CBDM.

2. A holistic secure-livelihood approach enhances sustainability.

3. Community based action plans and training improves community's problem solving skills.

4. Transparency of activities and dissemination of knowledge and information encourage people's participation in activities.

5. CBDM efforts need stable financial resources.

6. 'What is accepted by the community' is more important than 'what is necessary'.

7. Institutionalizing the community and the private sectors can result in more sustainable disaster management programmes.

Discussion of Results

Findings made after the administration of questionnaires, physical survey and oral interview of personnel of relevant agencies involved in disaster management, in line with the objectives of this study are as follows:

The study area is faced with the hazards of flood and cholera outbreak. Residents in highly vulnerable locations (i.e. hazard footprint) are the poor, except for a very few individuals who have taken some level of precaution against flood by constructing embankments.

Illiteracy and ignorance was observed as factors responsible for the choice of location. Also, due to the negative attitude of neglect and carelessness even among those that have experienced the 1986 flood disaster in Minna, they still settle in these vulnerable locations.

Authorities like Niger State Urban Development Board (NUDB) and State Emergency Management Agency (NSEMA) have not met up to their responsibilities in regulating developments especially in hazard prone areas.

The respondents have community organizations and associations that can be utilized and incorporated into Community Disaster Management Associations (CDMA’s). 

Despite all the above, there are no indications that we are learning from our experiences in disaster management in this country. The findings of this research points to the fact that majority of the problems identified can be resolved by the intervention of the appropriate authorities and stakeholders.

Conclusion 

Natural phenomenon would not, by and large, constitute disasters if human settlements did not exist where they strike, if people had equal opportunities to settle in safe sites and in ways that create healthy and hygienic conditions. The magnitude of disasters reflects the level of inequality, exclusion and marginalization. Despite the widespread advocacy that housing should not be permitted on steep slopes, and that land which is subject to flooding should not be opened up to new settlements, these settlement patterns remain and will continue to be the predominant necessity for the urban poor. The human factor in creating or increasing vulnerability through structural processes is no less decisive than natural phenomena themselves. Therefore, this phenomenon exposes the weaknesses of our planning authorities.

An important indicator of the capacity of a community to adapt to environmental hazards is the extent to which plans and actions are decided upon before the disaster occurs. 

How can local actors – individuals, households, families, community groups etc be enabled to develop the skills and resources appropriate for building resilience to reduce vulnerability to environmental risk in the city? Answering this question is perhaps easier in theory than in practice. Whilst many tools exist for building local resilience, for good reason local actors are often unwilling to take on the extra burden of mitigating their own vulnerability. Why should the vulnerable, many of whom have to expend their resources, time and energy just getting by, be expected to plan for future uncertainties and risk? For many individuals and households this is a non-question – they simply cannot. Therefore, the government and other stakeholders like NGO’s, private institutions and well meaning individuals need to come to the fore and enforce Disaster Risk Reduction Initiatives.

When the capacities of a community are recognized the solutions come from within the community itself, making them stronger and self reliant. The solutions are realistic and the community feels responsive and involved in the disaster mitigation process, this leads to more effective and sustainable mitigation that is integrated as part of development process. There is need for community capacity building that encompasses consideration, that cover housing conditions and income generation while raising awareness and educating the people about the consequences.
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