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Planet Earth and Natural Disasters 

 

1. The World is a vulnerable place. It is vulnerable to a long list of disasters that nature’s 

fury unleashes from time to time to remind us of our mortal and transitory presence on this 

planet. Planet Earth, were she to voice her opinion, and if someone were prepared to listen, 

may be tempted to add even man to this long list of disasters she has to endure. Even as I 

speak, disasters of all magnitudes continue to afflict this planet.  

 

2. The Indian Ocean Region (IOR) is particularly vulnerable to a number of natural 

disasters that include floods, cyclones, tsunamis, droughts and earthquakes. Prof Rob has 

hasalready dwelled on these aspects in his excellent presentation made earlier. Therefore, 

these need not be repeated here. Nevertheless, I wish to flag fourissues which are particularly 

relevant in our context and which bear repetition. These issues relate to peculiarities of the 

environment in the IOR that have significant impact on formulation of mitigating strategies for 

disaster relief or for providing relief and humanitarian aid in the wake of disasters that have 

already occurred. 

 

Peculiarities of IOR 

 

3. There are four issues as flashed that are peculiar to the IOR.  

 

4. The first issue pertains to risk assessment in the IOR. This region stands significantly 

exposed to wide ranging natural disasters. My own country, India’s example will suffice as an 

illustration. As stated in our National Policy on Disaster Management, in India 59% of the 

landmass is prone to earthquakes of moderate to very high intensity, 12% of the landmass is 

prone to floods and river erosion. Of the 7516 kms long coastline, 5700 kms is prone to 

cyclones and tsunamis; 68%[7] of the areas under cultivation are prone to drought and hilly 

areas are at a running risk from landslides and avalanches. Similar risks from natural disasters 

will apply in varying degrees to other countries in the IOR as well. Bangladesh, for example, is 

particularly vulnerable to the threats of floods and cyclones. 

 

5. The next issue is in context of human vulnerability to natural disasters. With the 

exception of very few countries in the IOR, most are developing or under developed 
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countries, with limited capacity and capabilities to deal with the frequency and magnitudes 

of natural disasters that affect them. It is acknowledged that heightened vulnerability to 

disaster risks can be directly related to expanding populations, concomitant environmental 

degradation, unplanned urbanization, rapid industrialization, fledgling infrastructure and poor, 

if at all any, risk management policies etc within high risk zones as obtain in the IOR. Further, 

when assessing human vulnerability to disasters, the economically and socially weaker 

sections of the populations are the ones that are more seriously affected. Lastly, the 

demography in the IOR is one such that coastal areas, which are particularly vulnerable to 

natural disasters, are heavily populated by weaker sections of the society. This is extremely 

significant since mitigating strategies that envisage evacuation from likely areas to be 

affected by a disaster that has been predicted, are difficult to enforce. For example, when 

cyclone warnings are in force, fishermen whose livelihood is determined by the quantum of 

their daily catch, simply refuse to stay at home or away from the sea. The same considerations 

will apply if we had to plan evacuation from coastal areas in advance, if an area is under 

threat of a cyclone or floods. 

 

6. The third issue that I wish to make relates to the geography of the Indian Ocean 

Region. As we can see, there are large littoral areas stretching from the Singapore Strait in the 

West up to the East coast of Africa in the East. North of this region is capped by the Makran 

coast and the Persian Gulf in the Northern Arabian Sea while the Northern reaches of Bay of 

Bengal are bounded by Bangladesh, Myanmar and the Malayan peninsula. The littoral areas 

are considered to be those that lie about 100 kms inland from the coastline. One can see that 

these areas are separated by large swathes of water from each other and connected 

therefore only by sea. Large distances therefore make mounting operations for a timely 

response a challenge, even if adequate capacity for DR exists. Thus, whether we like it or not, 

more than any other armed forces of a country that belongs to the Indian Ocean Region, it is 

the Navies that will have the lead role to play in developing and executing HA-DR strategies. 

Linked to this issue are also the capabilities or capacities of the regional navies of the IOR to 

undertake HA DR related tasks in a meaningful manner.  

 

7. The final issue, economics of the IOR has gained relevance with the shift of the 

economics COG from the west to the east. This unprecedented growth has caused both, 

better and sustained civil defence possibilities as well as a strain on the government resources. 

The next few slides flashed highlight these issues. 

 

8. It is only by pooling our resources that we can effect a proper response to an 

emergency in the region and hence the relevance of such seminars which the BN has 

organized and which allow us to meet and exchange notes.  

 

9. Having thus seen the necessity of pooling resources and sharing our knowledge for a 

timely and effective response to a disaster situation I will now in brief touch upon aspects 

related to organisation, planning, conduct, execution and capabilities of the Indian Navy in 

respect of HA DR. My aim is to make the audience aware of these crucial aspects so that, in a 

crisis we are all aware of what can be brought to the table in this region.  

 

India’s National Disaster Management Organisation 
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10. I will touch upon this very briefly. In India, the National Disaster Management Authority 

(NDMA), has been established as an Apex Body to lay down policies and guidelines for HA DR 

at the national level. In short, the role of NDMA is to coordinate and ensure implementation of 

a synergized disaster response nationally. 

 

11. NEC is the Executive Committee of NDMA, statutorily mandated, to assist it in the 

discharge of its functions. We can see how the Armed Forces are integrated into the system. 

At the national level, the Armed Forces will be represented by Chairman Integrated Staffs 

Committee (on behalf of COSC).  At the state level, the Administrative Authorities appoint 

suitable representative for interaction with the state governments within their respective areas 

of responsibilities. 

 

Role of Armed Forces 

 

12. A word now about the role of the Armed Forces in Disaster situations and for mitigating 

disasters. The Armed Forces are best organised and managed to provide support to a full 

range of public services such as public works, communication, transport, health, emergency 

medical services, rescue and support activities.  They can react quickly and in a self-

contained manner.  Military personnel are well trained in the individual skills necessary to 

perform their professional activities. They can also perform efficiently under a collaborative, 

coordinated, integrated and flexible management system. Thus, there is enormous potential 

inherent in the Armed Forces to render disaster relief.  Invariably, it is to be expected that the 

local administration would collapse during the initial stages of disaster relief operations as 

personnel forming the local administration themselves would be stunned/affected by the 

calamity.  In such situations, the Armed forces would be expected to provide immediate 

succour and restore normalcy. 

 

13. The Armed Forces will be deployed only to support immediate succour and relief efforts 

in case of major disasters, which are beyond the scope of State Government/ Union Territory.  

In the short and medium term, duration of such assistance should not normally exceed 15 

days, however this would largely depend on the situation.  

 

Types of Assistance 

 

14. The range of activities that the Armed Forces can perform to assist in disaster situations 

is large and varied. These are now shown in the order that these services would be required. 

 

(a) Restoration of communications. Loss of communications is invariably the very first 

casualty in the wake of a natural disaster. 

 

(b) Initial and Subsequent Surveillance Assistance. This is particularly relevant to 

coastal areas and ports and harbours where relief can best be provided by sea. 

 

(c) Medical Aid.   

 

(d) Transportation of Relief Material like logistic backup of aircraft / helicopters / 

ships / boats / inflatable water crafts / vehicles for transportation etc. 
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(e) Establishment of Relief Camps.  

 

(f) Construction and Repair of Roads and Bridges.  

 

(g) Maintenance of Essential Services.  

 

(h) Evacuation of People to Safer Areas.  Armed Forces units may need to assist in 

evacuation of people to safer places before and after the disaster. 

 

(j) Diving Assistance to Civil Authorities.  The Armed Forces, especially Navy, may 

be called upon to provide assistance of divers. 

 

(k) Management of International Relief.  The distribution of international relief will be 

undertaken by the Services if directed to do so by the Union Government when a 

request has been made by an affected nation. 

 

15. Services Organisation. This is now depicted on the slide. 

 

16.  Naval Ships are well equipped for rendering assistance in coastal areas, ports and 

harbours, affected by natural or man made calamities and may be called upon to provide 

assistance. The Naval Shore Authorities may also be involved in augmenting the effort.  

 

Role of Other Authorities 

 

17.  Local Authorities.     Depending on the nature of the disaster, availability of the 

helicopter, prevailing situation, weather conditions, communications, etc, it may be possible 

for representatives of the Local Authority, including the civil police, to be air-lifted for joint 

preliminary survey, before the naval ship or relief team arrives at the disaster area. If this is 

done, it will ensure better appreciation.  Local Authorities should be approached for 

provisioning of civil transport and sites for locating the relief camps. 

 

18.  Civil Administration – Navy Liaison.  The party sent ashore under an officer is to 

make contact with the respective LROC/Local Authorities where feasible and representatives 

of the latter should be invited onboard for a conference on the assistance required, and 

arrive at priorities for aid and the best methods of rendering it. This meeting need not delay 

despatching aid, as once the first priority is established by the ship’s Commanding Officer, 

those concerned will be mustered and landed.  

 

19.  Interaction with Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs).   There may be 

International Organisations, Non Governmental Organisations or Private Voluntary 

Organisations in the area who may respond to the disaster and whose role is useful and 

crucial for managing a disaster. A suitable Liaison Officer should be nominated by the 

ship/Local Naval Commander to co-ordinate planning, communications and ensure synergy 

of operations with these organisations.  The capabilities and limitations of each organisation 

must be taken into account when planning relief tasks. Some of the aspects which need to be 

kept in mind whilst dealing with NGOs is their registration with the Govt, duplication of tasks, 

self-sufficiency for execution of the task and effective coordination of their activities. 

 

Disaster Relief Stores 
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20.  I will now talk about the disaster relief stores that have been catered for by the Indian 

Navy and which can be deployed in a disaster situation with a minimal loss of time.  

 

21.  The items that need to be stocked are of two types. These are such items that would 

be required for immediate relief and those that would be necessary later during the 

rehabilitation stage. Within the Navy, the number of people each Command would have to 

support, when tasked with providing relief has been decided and is as shown: - 

 

(a) Western (Arabian Sea) and Eastern (Bay of Bengal) Naval Commands - Bricks to 

cater for a total of 5000 individuals @7days. 

 

(b) Southern Naval Command / Andaman & Nicobar Command - Bricks to cater for 

a total of 3000 individuals @ 7days. 

 

22.  Relief Stores.   Logistics forms a major aspect of providing disaster relief. Relief 

stores could be categorised into two broad categories viz. long shelf life stores and limited 

shelf life stores.  The stores under the long shelf life category would generally include items of a 

permanent or semi-permanent nature like : 

 

(a)  Tents, camp cots, ground sheets, plastic sheets, assorted sizes of clothing for all 

genders, plastic ponchos or rain capes, foot wear, blankets etc. 

 

(b) Pre-fabricated body bags, gloves and masks for disposal of the deceased. 

 

(c)  Daily use items like buckets, torches with batteries, emergency lanterns etc. 

 

(d)  Medical supplies and equipment for setting up field dispensaries. 

 

(e) Equipment and labour saving devices like shovels, pick axes, chisels, hammers, 

spades, choppers etc. 

 

(f) Portable generators, RO plants, DD pumps, water tanks etc. 

 

(g) Suitable clothing and fluorescent jackets with appropriate markings for the relief 

teams along with mechanized tools, fire extinguishers and adequate personal 

protection equipment. 

 

(h) Communication equipment including mobile phones, mobile satellite terminals 

capable of e-mail, chat and fax, fax machines, portable V/UHF sets, laptops etc. 

 

23.  Limited Shelf Life Category.   The stores under the limited shelf life category would 

include perishable items which would be required in the initial stages of relief ops. This will 

include items such as dry provisions, Meals Ready to Eat (MREs), chocolates, biscuits, milk in 

tetra packs, packaged water, paediatric and other medicines, and non-dietary daily use 

items like toothpaste, tooth brush, soap, mosquito coils, etc.  Suitable standard ready reckoner 
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for requirement of these perishable goods for different scales of 100, 200, 500, and 1000 

people have been promulgated by commands.  

 

24. Disaster Relief Bricks.  The stores that I have just mentioned have further been 

categorised into different bricks for ease of transportation and distribution. Each brick contains 

specific equipment/ stores and can be identified by its functional nomenclature. The types of 

bricks that are available are as shown. 

 

 (a) Relief Worker Brick. 

 

 (b) Communications brick. 

 

 (c) Rescue and rehabilitation brick. 

 

 (d) Clothing brick. 

 

 (e) Community kitchen brick. 

 

 (f) Diving brick. 

 

 (g) Medical brick. 

 

Attributes of Naval Forces 

 

25.  Naval ships regularly proceed on overseas deployments to different countries in pursuit 

of their official or diplomatic roles in peacetime. Indian Naval ships proceeding on Overseas 

Deployments embark appropriate disaster relief stores in form of these bricks. Recommended 

number of bricks are embarked on ships as per their size and role. 

 

26.  I will now dwell on the capacity that is inherent in the Indian Navy for carrying out 

disaster relief and humanitarian aid. As brought out earlier, such capability is inherent in all 

warships that are capable of blue water operations to a considerable extent. In particular, it is 

the well known attributes of global maritime forces which make warships such versatile 

platforms. These attributes derive from the characteristics of the maritime environment in 

which they operate. They enable the deployment of maritime forces in areas of interest, 

without any constraints. A sound and thorough understanding of these attributes is essential 

for all military planners, as these govern the application of maritime force both for war time 

roles and for benign and humanitarian missions or roles. There is a close relation between 

these attributes, some of which are developed from other primary attributes. 

 

27.  To fully understand the enormous capability that these attributes provide to naval 

forces, I will now dwell on some of these which have a direct bearing on disaster relief 

operations. 

 

28.  Access.  Over two-thirds of the world’s mass is water, with the major part navigable 

by ships. An estimated 75% of humanity lives in the littoral areas, near the coast. This accords a 

high degree of access to naval forces to areas of interest across the globe. 
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29.  Mobility.  Naval forces can move hundreds of miles every day over more than two 

thirds of the world’s surface. A naval task force is capable of moving 300-600 nm per day. In 

our context, a task force operating off the Eight-degree Channel could be off the Gulf of 

Aden within the next 36 hours, and could arrive at the entrance to the Persian Gulf the 

following day. 

 

30.  Sustenance.   Maritime forces have integral logistic support, including Fuel, Oil, 

Lubricants (FOL), provisions, water, machinery and electronic stores, ammunition and 

armament, and repair and medical facilities. These can be augmented through composite 

task forces with specialist logistic ships, which permit replenishment at sea. The time taken for 

ships to be replenished in own or friendly ports overseas is also minimal, usually 1-2 days for a 

full Operational Turn Round (OTR). This permits naval forces to sail at short notice, deploy to the 

area of interest using access and mobility, and remain there for extended periods. 

 

31.  Reach.  The attributes of access, mobility and sustenance together accord naval 

forces the ability to apply national maritime power at long distances from home base, and for 

extended periods. This (sustained) reach of naval forces enables a wide spectrum usage of 

maritime power in areas of national interest overseas, which would otherwise be beyond the 

sphere of the nation’s influence using other components of national and military power. 

 

32.  Resilience. Warships have high resilience. They are designed to absorb substantial 

damage and still be able to carry out their role. 

 

33.  One can therefore see, that maritime forces have the versatility and flexibility of being 

deployed for a large spectrum of operations including benign and humanitarian in nature. As 

an example I will now brief the audience on the ability of a Landing Platform Dock or LPD, of 

which India currently has one. The details of this particular ship have been quoted from Jane’s 

and the suitability of this particular ship for conducting disaster relief operations has been 

developed from our understanding of the nature of these operations which I have brought 

out earlier. 
 

Amphibious Transport Dock/ Landing Platform Dock 
 

34.  If we were to close our eyes for a minute and try and visualize in our minds a populated 

coastal area, providing for the hinterland of that country, that has been ravaged by a 

cyclone or a tsunami, we will see large scale destruction and deprivation. Immediate relief is 

the need of the hour. In such a case, how can such a ship help? 

 

35.  Medium LPDs have an endurance of nearly 8000 nautical miles at 20 knots. To put this in 

perspective as far as the Indian Ocean Region is concerned, the distance of Cape Town from 

Mumbai is about 5000 nm while from Vizag to Sabang (near Aceh) is about a thousand nm. 

The ship therefore has the considerable reach and endurance.  

 

36. The ship can carry up to five bricks and can therefore provide relief material for a 

thousand people for a period of number of days. Or only medical supplies for 5000 people. Or 

community kitchen supplies for 3000 people for seven days and clothing for people of 

different genders numbering 2000 people. The options are therefore many and depending on 

the nature of the crisis, distance to the affected area, existing deployment of the ship and 
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other such factors, the proper load, if required can also be decided other than a standard 

load of relief material that she carries. 

 

37.  Moving further on. The port has been destroyed or at least significantly damaged 

making it well-nigh impossible for ships to enter without carrying out a check survey of the 

approaches to the port and its limits for navigational safety. We would not want to compound 

the disaster with the additional burden of salvaging a foundered ship in the channel. Ships 

which have helicopters can then anchor and commence helo operations for immediate relief 

and evacuation of survivors or the injured. An LPD on the other hand can launch her LCMs in 

tandem with her six helicopters to maintain both a sea bridge and an air bridge thereby 

enhancing the rate of relief sorties many fold. 

 

Conclusion 

 

38.  These issues require our continued focus:- 
 

(a) Risk assessment versus vulnerability assessment. While it is clear that, that natural 

disasters do not distinguish between developed and developing countries, it is only the 

poor and the developing countries which are more vulnerable to their effects because 

of diminished capacity for coping with such crises. 
 

(b) Response versus contingency planning. The Armed Forces must focus on 

response planning processes and whole of government efforts must concentrate on 

contingency planning processes. 
 

(c) Combined HADR ops – interoperability Navies needs to be enhanced by regular 

exercises including holding table top exercises for refining operating procedure and 

coming on the same operating plane. 
 

(d) Occam’s razor. The need to keep things simple. Entities need not be multiplied  

unnecessarily to achieve desired results. 

 


