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Learning to live with it

How schools in India are preparing for floods

India, as well as the UK, has experienced the worst floods in years this summer. Assam in the north eastern corner of the country has been terribly affected. 
Here, more than 150 people, mostly children, have lost their lives. 12-year-old Atikur Rahman was drowned when he was washing in floodwaters with his friends. His village had been flooded for five long days and Atikur was weak and hungry when a strong current swept him away.

Manik who works for ActionAid in Assam was very sad to hear about this. He believes Atikur would not have died if had learnt about flooding in school.

In March 2007 Manik helped to set up a ‘Disaster Risk Reduction’ project to save people’s lives. This works in schools to help teach children, parents and communities about how to cope with flooding. 
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Crossing flood waters 

Flooding getting worse

Flooding has always been a part of life in Assam. The mighty Brahmaputra River flows through the heart of the state and most people live on the flat plains beside it. Lush paddy fields dotted with villages and divided by water pools reach as far as the eye can see.

But people have noticed the flooding getting worse over the past ten years. In 2000, 2004 and again in 2007 it was exceptionally bad. 
Ninety nine year old Mohir Uddin Hariapar from Karchua Bori village is helping ActionAid to educate children about flooding. Here, he explains how things have changed:
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Flood heroes

Luckily, no-one died in Karchua Bori village this year. The school lost its register book and learning materials but all of its children survived. This, explains eleven-years-old Imrana and Abbas (below), is because, “we’ve been learning how to be in floods in lesson time”.

Since ActionAid’s ‘Disaster Risk Reduction’ project was set up in their school, Imrana and Abbas have not only learned about how to save their own lives but they are also teaching the younger children.
These are some of the things they teach:

· “Learn to swim and know the water currents.”

· “Make a boat from banana stalks to move through the floodwaters.”

· “Go to higher ground when the flood comes. Take things like your birth certificate with you.”

· “Boil water before drinking it. You can use bleaching powder to make it cleaner.”

· “Talk to the old people to know when a flood is coming. When the Kuruwa bird cries and sways in the sky heavy rain will fall.”
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Imrana learns from her grandfather; Abbas teaches his friend to swim
Climate change

Children are also being taught about the reasons behind floods. Many factors are involved including global warming. Higher temperatures are melting massive glaciers in the nearby Himalaya Mountains and the Brahmaputra River is carrying a lot more water. 

Rain storms are much heavier now. They last for several days without a break and bring constant thunder and lightening. 
The situation is made worse by trees being cut down. This causes muddy silt to wash into rivers, clogging river beds and making them more likely to overflow. Dams that were built ten years ago are too small to hold all of the water. These overflowed this summer wiping out many villages. 
“There was a time in our childhoods when floods made us happy. They brought in fish and fertility. They created a new season and then disappeared. They didn’t destroy houses.





Now the devastation is more. When the Brahamaputra starts rising we get frightened. The floods take out the fertility rather than putting it back in. These are times of starvation for us. They are deadly. We need new ways to live.”
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