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The World Bank has signed a USD 220 million or a Rs 1000 crore agreement with the Bihar government for the 'Bihar Kosi Recovery Project' (BKRP) to reconstruct areas devastated by floods caused by a breach in the embankment of the Kosi river at Kusaha in Nepal. The Bihar government will contribute an additional USD 39 million towards the project.  This was decalerd at a joint event, attended by the World Bank president Robert B Zoellick and the Bihar chief minister Nitish Kumar, in the state capital in the second week of January.  

According to official estimates, the floods affected 3.3 million people in the districts of Purnia, Saharsa, Supaul, Madhepura and Araria. About one million people were evacuated and about half a million people were provided temporary shelter in relief camps. 

The five key components outlined for the project are owner driven housing reconstruction, reconstruction of roads and bridges, strengthening flood management capacity, livelihood restoration and enhancement and improving emergency response capacity. The project includes reconstruction of about 1,00,000 houses for which a cash subsidy of Rs 55,000 will be provided to each of the family. In cases where the beneficiaries do not own land, the state government will provide additional assistance of Rs 5,000 to buy land. 90 bridges and 290 kms of rural roads will also be constructed.

One of the  poorest regions of India, where the only source of livelihood is agriculture, floods in the districts of north Bihar or the Kosianchal region are a regular annual phenomena. The 2008 floods were exceptional because they caused unprecedented devastation in terms of the number of people killed, displaced and the damage they caused to livelihood.  Let us first try to take stock of the damage caused by the floods before highlighting some of the key challenges that the government will face for a proper implementation of the (BKRP). 

According to official estimates more than 500 people were killed. However, aid agencies claim that this figure is a gross underestimation and the actual death toll was well over 2000 people. Over two lakh houses were damaged and nearly 1500 kms of roads were completely destroyed, these included close to 1,100 bridges and culverts. The flood waters bought and deposited white sand like silt that have made hitherto rich agricultural fields look like white desert. The desilting of such a huge mass of land is impossible and it will take years, if not decades, for the soil to become fit for agriculture. It is estimated that 350,000 acres of paddy, 18,000 acres of maize and  240,000 acres of other crops were adversely affected, impacting nearly to 500,000 farmers.  About 1428 (19  percent) of total schools in the affected districts were damaged. Most badly affected were elementary and secondary schools. 

The fact that only 10 per cent of the millions displaced by 2008 floods found shelter in government run camps is indicative of the capacity of the Bihar government to deal with such large-scale calamities.  Therefore, before an effective implementation of the BKRP, it  is obvious that the programme will face many challenges and hurdles. 

First and the most important will be matters related to governance, transparency and accountability. Projects like the BKRP will involve massive reconstruction of roads, bridges and irrigation systems. North Bihar is known for its feudal set up with a very active corrupt construction-criminal-politician nexus. The best way to ensure that there is least pilferage of BKPR funds can be done by designing innovative transparency mechanisms, on the one hand and on the other hand to involve grass root peoples organisations like the panchayati raj insitutions and civil society groups in the management of funds. For example, all the tenders, contracts and the break up of the budget should be published in the newspapers and displayed at the zilla parishad and panchayat offices and NGOs and elected village bodies like the Gram Sabhas should be allowed to monitor the progress and disbursal of funds for construction..

Second, peoples participation in the identification, design and reconstruction of the sites will make the new assets sustainable because such a strategy will create a sense of ownership amongst the people. The BKRP programmes will require large numbers of unskilled and semi-skilled workers for the construction of roads, bridges, schools, hospitals and of other infrastructure. The BKRP must ensure workers are recruited locally. The usual practice is that contractors hire construction workers from far off areas because they find it difficult to exploit the local people. 

Third, there are many on-going government schemes like the Indra Awaas Yojna (housing for the BPL families) and the MNREGA (employment guarantee scheme) to name a few which the BKRP programme will duplicate. Resources will be optimally utilised if there is better coordination and departmental linkages between various government departments rather than multiple departments implementing the programmes.

Fourth, even though these are not mentioned in the five objectives, the issues of soical exclusion and gender will have to be inbuilt in the design and implementation of BKRP. During the relief and rehabilitation programmes post 2008 floods, many landless families, the majority of whom are Dalits did not receive compensation because they did not own assets like land or livestock. It was rare to find any single women or a widow who received monetary compensation. The aged and differently disabled people were completely ignored. 

Finally, the BKRP lists improving emergency response capacity as one of its aims. Apart from investment in high technology like forecasting floods, what is equally important is creating local flood-response infrastructure and reforms. A sufficient number of boats should be made available in all the flood-prone villages. During the 2008 floods, evacuation was delayed because boats had to be bought for far off districts like Hajipur.  There is an urgent need for procedural reforms. At present, family members of those killed in floods have to produce post-mortem reports and FIRs to claim compensation. It is bizarre to expect people to get FIRs and post-mortem reports in such crisis situations. There should be efficient medical infrastructure available at the village level for skin diseases and water borne-diseases that become rampant during the floods.

These are just some of the major challenges that the BKRP will face in the coming year.

