
1. Give a brief general description of the disaster that you are reporting on.  

a. Name                  Tsunami  

b. Place  South Indian coastal area in and around Nagapttinam  

c. Time  December 2004/January 2005 

d. General effects: The 26 December 2004 tsunami significantly affected the coastal regions of southern 

peninsular India.  According to official statistics more than 8,835 human lives were lost in the tsunami in 

mainland India, with 86 persons reported missing. However, several reports have noted that the figure is 

considerably higher.  Two reconnaissance teams traveled by road to survey the damage across mainland 

India. Geographic and topological features affecting tsunami behavior on the mainland were observed. 

The housing stock along the coast, as well as bridges and roads, suffered extensive damage. Structures 

were damaged by direct pressure from tsunami waves, and scouring damage was induced by the 

receding waves. Many of the affected structures consisted of non engineered, poorly constructed 

houses belonging to the fishing community.   Nagapattinam district was the most affected not only in 

the state of Tamil Nadu, but in the entire mainland of India.More than 6,000 people lost their lives. At 

that time there was no grass roots community radio station operational in the country. (The guidelines 

to legitimize ngos and community based organizations to set up their   community radio station were 

announced in November 2006. 

2. Describe the disaster area where you worked. 

Kalanjiam Samuga Vanoli Community Radio Station is in Nagapattinam District in the southern state of 

Tamil Nadu. Nagapattinam district was the most affected not only in the state of Tamil Nadu, but in the 

entire mainland of India. More than 6,000 people lost their lives in this district. The specific locale of the 

station is in Vilunthamavadi village of Keelaiyur Block in Nagapattinam District, Tamil Nadu. Given that 

no community radio station was operational at that time Kalanjiam Vanoli also reached out to four 

hamlets located around the village in PR Puram, Kameswaram, Pudupalli and Vettaikaraniruppu 

covering a population of about 1700 families. These families were connected to the Station through 

audio and cable based narrowcasting. (It was only in 2009 that the station started broadcasting after it 

received its Wireless Operating License reaching around 25 villages.  Till then the station functioned 

through cable casting and broadcasting community based programmes on the local FM All India Radio 

station.) 

At that time, I was Director,VOICES,an NGO based in the neighboring state of Karnataka which had 

media democratization as  its core mandate. Community Radio advocacy and legitimization was a key 

are of its work. Although there was no   grassroots community radio at that time in the country, we (in 

my capacity as Director VOICES ) were actively engaged in advocating its legitimacy. Towards this end, 

VOICES had already started its flagship community media project  in the village of Budhikote, in Kolar 

district Karnataka (100 kms from Bangalore). The Namma Dhwani (Our Voicesin the local language, 

Kannada) community media centre was a partnership between ngos MYRADA, VOICES and the farmer 

community at Budhikote. Supported by UNESCO, Namma Dhwani had already demonstrated the power 

and importance of community voice through audio narrowcasting and cable casting. Community based 



audio programmes produced by the local community were cable cast into peoples homes in Budhikote 

village. (A channel on the television set functioned as the Namma Dhwani audio channel). 

The disaster wrought by the Tsunami had reinforced the relevance of community broadcasting. UNDP 

was a lead supporter of the community radio movement and supported VOICES to set up a partnership 

with Dhan Foundation (an ngo in Tamil Nadu state) to develop a similar community media centre in 

Nagapattinam – the district which was hardest hit by the Tsunami in the country.  

3. Describe your initial knowledge of the afflicted community.  

My work is directly linked to community media – both as an advocate and a practitioner. My 

interactions with survivors of disaster are linked to the role that community radio stations have played 

or can play in times of calamities. I was introduced to the community through the VOICES-DHAN 

Foundation partnership to set up Kalanjiam Samuga Vanoli or Kalanjiam Community Radio. 

 Kalanjiam Samuga Vanoli was established   after the devastating effects of the   2004/5 Tsunami  which  

struck the southern   coast in India.  The community   media station was established in October 2006 

near Nagapattinum one of the areas worst affected by the Tsunami. Post the Tsunami, the Community 

Radio Station was set up by two ngos : VOICES and Dhan Foundation with the support of UNDP.  VOICES 

was the technical and communications partner while the community mobilization and management was 

the responsibility of the Dhan Foundation. I was the Director of VOICES at that time. As such my  

interactions with the community was initiated through field visits and capacity building interactions on 

developing a community media centre. 

Initially,  programmes were made and narrowcast   via loudspeakers and weekly one episode of 

programmes was broadcasted through AIR’s Karaikal FM. Given that the guidelines to establish 

Community Radio in India were put into place in early 2007, Kalanjiam functioned as a community based 

media production centre for the first two years. Most of the answers below pertain to that period.  

2. Who were the most affected members of the community? 

Poor women, children, elderly and among them fishermen & farmers were the most affected. These 

were members of communities who live about   1-2 Kilometers off the coast. They had to contend with  

loss of lives, assets as well as damage to their livelihood (eg: farms, crop cultivation)  

3. After the Tsunami – did you get to know the survivors? 

 As mentioned earlier my interaction was primarily as a member of VOICES   (an NGO in Bangalore of 

which I was Director during that time). The    interactions were primarily to set up the station and build a 

team of community members who were trained/sensitized in community production and narrowcasting. 

As a partner who helped to set up the community radio station my interactions were most active with 

the studio team and the manager. Through the technical team, I was introduced many of those who 

were affected. Several were children and women who had been rescued by other members of the 

community (mostly men) from the affected villages. 



3.What did the survivors tell you about their situation? 

While the survivors were familiar with floods, cyclones, rough seas, they were not aware of a Tsunami 

earlier. They were unprepared and could not undertake precautionary measures and safeguard 

themselves, or minimize loss of their assets.  

4. Have you kept in touch with the survivors? How? 

 My interaction with the survivors was through the Community Radio Station which VOICES had helped to set 

up and the programmes that were initially made.  I do not have direct contact with the community now, 

although I am in contact with the Community Radio Station and continue to keep abreast of its work.   

While the Community Radio Station was established post-tsunami and focused initially on recovery and 

rehabilitation the emphasis of programming has shifted to livelihood and economic development, social 

inclusion and efforts to rebuild a better future.  

Through programming and broadcast the e station had disseminated the experience of the community on 

how they manage to overcome the distress, and develop coping mechanisms. The programmes have also 

demonstrated support rendered by government, NGO’s and others. They have discussed the needs of the 

community to rebuild their lives to normalcy. Many of these initiatives were made with active community 

support and were narrowcast and broadcast. Several of them were also broadcast in a 40 episode series 

which was broadcast through All India Radio.(This is  local radio station of All India Radio – Karaikal FM. Radio 

All India Radio is the owned by the government and is committed to serving as a public radio)  * 

5. What were the things the survivors most often mentioned wanting to do? 

 Rebuild their homes or region  

Pucca (Concrete) houses for vulnerable communities, roads and infrastructure access to community hamlets 

hamlet, access to health care services, support to protect their farm lands and produce were most mentioned from 

the affected communities. 

 Help others as a volunteer  

During the time of disaster (2005) the immediate volunteer response came from the affected communities (and 

communities in nearby areas) although they had no training in Disaster Risk Reduction. The response from 

government, ngos and other voluntary organizations came subsequently. 

 Find employment  

It took more than a year for the fishermen to reengage themselves in their livelihood. The farmers’ plight was even 

more problematic as they had lost their standing crops. Tsunami happened at the peak of their monsoon (This was 

the North East monsoon which takes place in November/ December in South India) Their losses were substantial. 

In many cases recover came after three to four years.  

7. Did you notice any actions taken by the survivors to become active agents in their own recovery? 

Please explain in detail. 



There were survivors from the affected communities who did indeed become active agents in their own recovery 

and also helped to provide support to others to get back to normal life.  Many transformed into local leaders 

gaining the respect of the community. They also became reference persons within for the local administration and 

ngos who required volunteers to carry out development activities.  

8. Did the Community Radio Station provide any stories which were health related? Has there been 

any effort on the part of the CRS to respond to the health requirements of the affected? How?  

Yes. However, these were not restricted just to health issues that emerged in the immediate aftermath 

of the Tsunami. Rather, these programmes have focused on production and broadcast of   health issues 

which have been raised by the community. For eg: on health issues like mother and child health, thyroid 

issues, HIV, importance of safe drinking water, Measles, viral fever, dengue, etc. 

9. Have you noted if the survivors have made any efforts to record/improve their health situation?  

Documentation by survivors is weak, although many of the audio/radio   programmes made by the 

station are likely to be a part of the inventory. Some of these also track issues related to health and 

other critical concerns. However, documentation remains a vulnerable area and needs to be 

strengthened.* 

10. What signs of distress did you note among the survivors with whom you worked?  

Coping with the loss of dear ones, family members and the emotional trauma caused by the Tsunami 

were the starkest signs of distress. The psychological impact of the disaster was the hardest to 

overcome.(For eg  Children who lost either  of /or both their  parents; learning to adopt in a new family.)  

11.  What steps, if any, did you take to address distress related to your methods or work with the 

survivors? 

The Community Radio Station produced stories of empowerment – of those who were able to get back 

to normalcy and overcame the scars. Programmes with community volunteers who were working on 

Disaster Risk Reduction and distress were also made. The Radio Station organized Disaster Risk 

Reduction Management (DRRM) programmes, mock drills & social mapping processes to facilitate 

understanding for the need of DRRM in association with competent and/or local authorities.  

12. How useful were the steps you took in addressing the situation? 

These steps were taken to address long term needs for the capacity building of the communities on 

DRRM. The efforts bore fruit in subsequent years during times of floods and cyclones such as cyclone 

Nisha in 2012.  The community radio station manager recounted that when Pudupalli village was 

flooded as a result of four days of continuous rain fall, flooding threatened to invade several houses. 

However, the preparation of the community members enabled them to quickly swing into action helping 

to drain floods. Their intervention also helped to restore power supplies which had been disrupted 

within 24 hours.  



13. Any special observations about the survivors stories interviews during the disaster and 

immediately after?  

The post-tsunami coping models that the community evolved underscored that the community had the 

resilience to overcome hardships in their lives. 

14. Did you use narrative (interviews, dialogue) as part of your response process? Would you explain? 

Many of the Community Radio Station’s programmes were   interview based initially. However, there 

was a need to change this approach subsequently as several respondents broke down while recalling 

their memories.    

15. What were the results? 

Sharing and dissemination of the stories helped to build empathy and confidence among the affected 

members of the community. It helped them to break the barriers of isolation and victimization. Those 

who participated in peer to peer counseling and producing stories related to how they were reckoning 

with the personal and socio-economic loss also felt a sense of worth and purpose.  

 Over a period of time this also helped to reduce the feeling of helplessness on the part of the 

community and enforced the belief that they could take charge of their lives.  

16. Are any of the survivors employed at Kalanjiam? Who? Has this made any difference to their lives? 

Six reporters from the affected communities have so far had been employed by the radio station. Two of 

them worked at the radio station for more than three years. They have now established their own 

multimedia shops and are gainfully employed in the production of commercials.   

17. Briefly summarize the most successful aspects of your project. 

When the station was established there was no idea of weather surveillance or disaster preparedness 

through ON AIR transmission as there was no operational grass-roots Community Radio station in India 

at that time. The evolution from narrowcasting to broadcasting has strengthened community 

preparedness and underscored the importance of local community voice as a critical component both 

for preparedness and mitigation.  

 The success of Kalanjiam Vanoli Community Media Centre also inspired the setting up of a community 

video unit in the centre. In order to reach all sections of the local community and cater to their multiple 

information and communication needs, video component was added with the Kalanjiam Community 

Radio. A team of women volunteers from the local community were trained both on audio and video 

production tools and techniques. They documented socio-economic and development issues concerning 

the local communities, especially women in video format.  

These videos were  screened to the villagers. The Centre also worked with the local television cable 

channels to screen the video products made by the community video volunteers at fixed time schedules.  

The volunteers have made videos on issues such as backwater fishing, HIV–AIDS, and conflicts on 



resources; local best practices such as harvest festival, local market, and folk arts; promotional videos 

such as community plantation, veterinary care, and paddy cultivation.  

 

The community radio’s efforts to promote disaster risk reduction (DRR) have also yielded positive 

impact. Prior to broadcasting   Kalanjiam also sensitized the community to disaster preparedness. 

“Firemen” were brought in to sensitize community members on techniques of providing relief 

and rehabilitation. Mock dills were conducted to put the skills in practice. With support from 

local ngos and the local administration disaster preparedness exercises like resource 

mapping, vulnerability mapping were carried out and vulnerable sections of the society were 

identified. Disaster mitigation groups were promoted at the village level. The Kalanjiam 

media centre facilitated the process and documented these activities through audio and 

video formats. These were disseminated through radio and the local cable channel. This 

helped to widen the scope of knowledge attained in the process. 

These efforts reaped dividends: 

On September 12, 2007 when the tsunami alert was issued, Kalanjiam narrowcast the 

information and shared it with the local cable channels to put the information as a scroll 

message to ensure wider coverage.   

In the event of any disaster the advantage of a community FM station was that it could 

function round the clock to assist mitigation efforts.  When a tsunami warning was issued in 

11th August 2009 at 3:30 AM, the station received the information from a listener who 

was in turn informed by his relative - a migrant from south-east India. The community 

reporters of the station started broadcasting early in the morning (4:00AM) issuing tsunami 

alert messages.  

 

On April 11, 2012, community reporters at the radio station could “sense the earth 

shaking beneath their feet.” They were shortly informed of a severe tsunami warning which 

had also been issued across 28 nations including India. The reporters swung into action and 

issued tsunami alerts. Members of the CBO also issued alerts via mobile phones and Public 

Address Systems along the coastal settlements. Women and children were moved to safer 

places. Although  the alerts where withdrawn subsequently and  message was passed on, 

women and children preferred  staying at the cyclone shelters than taking the risk of being 

at home at night in case disaster recurred.  

Cyclone warnings were issued during Cyclones Nisha (2008), Thane (2011), and Nilam 

(2012). Other than issuing warnings through the community radio and  AIR broadcasts the 

information is also shared with Cable networks, mobile telephony in order to   CBO’s are in 

reach the last mile last post.  

Community video footage has also demonstrated examples of change and transformation in 

the community behavior and perception. These include footages of DRR committee 

members removing stagnant water and  helping to clear flooded  drains and (Of timely 



information which resulted in)restoration of  electricity and power breakdowns in less than  

24 hours, during cyclone Nisha.  

     

18. Final statement. Assuming enough support from various sources (governmental and 

nongovernmental) to create the best possible outcome for disaster responders, what would you do 

what resources would you employ, and how would you involve the survivors? 

 Community voice and participation is at the core of combating disaster. There needs to be mechanisms 

to strengthen this core so that the gap between government information and local knowledge can be 

bridged. Community Radio has proven credentials as an effective mechanism in this context.  

  Disaster Risk Reduction and Management (DRRM) is a learning and evolving mechanism and the 

community requires input and training on how to access current and immediate access to information 

as it helps reduce loss of lives. The number of community reporters / volunteers with more exposure to 

Community Radio and the demystification of technology are critical components in order to combat and 

contain disaster.   

There needs to be greater and more regular contact between the National Disaster Management 

Authority the government and community media houses so that the advantage of having this tool could 

be maximized and rebuilding lives post disaster scenario would accelerate the process of development. 

Against this backdrop the following points assume critical significance in the Indian context: 

 Expedite the licensing process for setting up community radios that are promoted in disaster 

prone / affected regions. 

 Facilitate institutionalized linkages between the community radio stations and mainstream 

agencies involved in early warning systems at national, state and district level to provide 

legitimate and localized information on disasters. 

 Support the Network of Community Radios (CRF) to set-up and operate a portal at the national 

level to connect community radios to facilitate exchanges of content, expertise and experiences 

in disaster risk reduction among the various community radios across the country. 

 Support in capacity building of community radio broadcasters particularly on communications in 

disaster situations. 

 Organize resources akin to ‘Emergency Relief Fund’ for protecting community radio stations 

against disasters as it is critical to ensure uninterrupted broadcasting during disasters. 

 


