
 

 
Post-disaster social reconstruction and social development. © 2016 Manohar Pawar. This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the 
Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/), permitting all 
non-commercial use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.  
50 

RESEARCH ARTICLE   

Post-disaster social reconstruction and social development 
Manohar Pawar* 

School of Humanities and Social Sciences, Charles Sturt University Wagga Wagga, Boorooma Street, North Wagga, 
NSW 2678, Australia 

 
 

Abstract: The Asia-Pacific region has experienced major disasters, both natural and man-made, in the recent past. 
Hundreds of families and communities, and several governments, non-government organisations, international organi-
sations and aid agencies have been engaged in relief, rebuilding and rehabilitation activities with varying degrees of 
effectiveness and success. This article aims to reflect on some of these post-disaster reconstruction experiences; explor-
ing how a social development approach can be employed for the post-disaster social reconstruction; and suggest re-
gional social policies and strategies for multi-stakeholder cooperation to effectively address post-disaster issues at the 
local level. Although efforts made by several agencies in very challenging contexts are commendable, there are few 
examples to show the application of the social development approach. By discussing the social development approach, 
the paper argues that the conscious use of such an approach facilitates a better planning and preparation for anticipated 
disasters, rehabilitation processes and the comprehensive development of disaster affected areas, including environ-
mental and psycho-social issues. Towards this end, it underscores the role of regional social policies and multi-stake-
holder cooperation. The discussion has implications for local and international communities, which are engaged in 
pre-planning and preparation for disasters and post-disaster reconstruction. 
Keywords: post-disaster, social reconstruction, social development approach, planning and preparation, rehabilitation, 
regional social policies and multi-stakeholder cooperation 

 

*Correspondence to: Manohar Pawar, School of Humanities and Social Sciences, Charles Sturt University Wagga Wagga, Boorooma Street, 
North Wagga, NSW 2678, Australia; Email: MPawar@csu.edu.au 

Received: September 16, 2015; Accepted: October 29, 2015; Published Online: December 16, 2015 
Citation: Pawar M, 2016, Post-disaster social reconstruction and social development. Environment and Social Psychology, vol.1(1): 
50–60. http://dx.doi.org/10.18063/ESP.2015.01.004. 
 

1. Introduction 

isasters, whether natural or human caused, are 
not strange to us, but what has been so stran-
ge in the recent past is their magnitude, sever-

ity and frequency, and irrecoverable huge human loss 
and suffering. The first eleven years of this century 
has witnessed several major disasters. For example, 
the Asian Tsunami of December 2004, Hurricane 
Katrina, USA, August 2005; rains and floods in India, 
July-August 2005; earthquake in Pakistan, October 
2005; cyclone Nargis in Myanmar, May 2008; earth-
quake in China, May 2008; floods in the US, June 
2008; black Saturday bush fires in Australia in Febru-

ary 2009; Haiti earthquake, January 2010; floods and 
mudslides in Brazil, 2011; earthquake, tsunami, and 
explosions at the Fukushima nuclear plants in March 
2011; and earthquake in Nepal in April 2015. Pictures 
of these and similar disasters often come to our minds 
and remind us of loss of thousands of lives and im-
measurable human suffering, and damage to property 
in billions of dollars. In fact, the United Nations Of-
fice for Disaster Risk Reduction estimates the global 
economic losses from natural disasters range from 
$250 billion to $300 billion annually (United Nations, 
2015).  

Human endeavour to cope with these unfortunate 
events continues with a lot of support from individual 
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volunteers, communities, and government and non- 
government organisations at local, national and inter-
national levels (May and Walter, 1986; Anderson and 
Woodrow, 1989; Maskrey, 1989; Fischer, 1998; Prac-
tical Action, 2014; Khan and Ali, 2015). Due to cli-
mate change factors, further increase in disasters is 
anticipated and the importance of early prediction and 
communication and the preparation for disasters are 
often emphasised (Intergovernmental Panel on Cli-
mate Change (IPCC), 2013; United Nations, 2015). 
Mohan (2015a, p41) argues that “To ignore…the im-
pact of climate change is to endanger human survival”. 
This suggests that a good preparation for disasters is 
as important as post-disaster reconstruction. Rebuild-
ing disaster affected communities has mixed experi-
ences (Regnier, et al., 2008; Laksmono, et al., 2008) 
as it is often a difficult and challenging process, par-
ticularly for those who have lost their loved ones or 
are minors and dependent on others for their survival 
(Pawar, 2008). A good preparation has the potential to 
reduce human and material loss and suffering, and risk 
and vulnerability (Blakie et al., 1994; Cernea and 
McDowell, 2000). As earlier studies have warned, 
reconstruction needs to be planned and implemented 
in such a way that it prevents patterns of social ine-
quality and exploitation (Oliver-Smith, 1990; May and 
Walter, 1986) and ensures a comprehensive develop-
ment.  

To reflect on both disaster preparedness and re-
building experiences, a few questions may be raised: 
What was the preparation for these disasters? How is 
the reconstruction work progressing? Or what is the 
reconstruction outcome? While posing and seeking 
answers to these questions, this article aims to explore 
how a social development approach can be used to pre 
and post-disaster social reconstruction. Firstly, it re-
flects on disasters and post disaster reconstruction. 
Secondly, it presents a social development approach 
and its importance at the local level. Thirdly, it ex-
plores the application of the approach in disaster con-
texts. Finally, it discusses the implications for regional 
social policies and multi-stakeholder cooperation. In 
the conclusion it argues that the social development 
approach provides a better direction for disaster pre-
paredness and post-disaster reconstruction as compre-
hensively covering environmental and human factors. 

2. Reflections on Disasters and Post-disaster 
Reconstruction  

It is important to reflect on disasters and post-disaster 

reconstruction experiences with a view to learn from 
them and to reduce, or if possible, avoid human loss 
and suffering and damage to property. Generally, this 
reflective exercise often tends to focus more on disas-
ters and their consequences and relatively less on pre-
paredness and its outcomes.  

It is a common experience that any disaster results 
in shock, sadness, suffering and a deep sense of loss, 
particularly in those who have directly affected by it. 
Nearby individuals, families and communities who are 
able to help, readily extend their hands to save and 
support people. Depending upon disasters, such help 
may or may not be adequate. Organised rescue and 
relief operation by government and non-government 
organisations follows, but often the time-lag between 
the disaster event and rescue and relief operation is an 
issue. The lesser the time the better, but that is not 
often the case. One of the critical issues in any disaster 
is the reach-out of relief services to the weaker groups 
such as children, women, the disabled and the elderly, 
who are often bypassed as a type of “survival of the 
fittest” situation tends to prevail in the immediate 
post-disaster contexts. Sometimes, these groups are 
left out or do not receive timely services.  

The coverage of the disaster event by the media 
follows and such mass communication produces mass 
sympathy and often helping response to disasters. 
However, several post-disaster experiences show that 
there is a sudden outburst of sympathetic responses by 
individuals, organisations and communities to such an 
extent that it produces further disorderliness and chaos, 
which makes the rescue and relief operation process 
difficult and complicated. Disaster experiences portray 
the challenges of coordinating a range of human and 
material help offered at once and it is important that 
relief services such as delivery of food, water and 
medicine, providing medical treatment and shelter, 
and psycho-social and emotional support and identi-
fying children and connecting them to their parents, 
guardians or relatives are organised in an orderly and 
systematic manner, but often they are not. In some 
disaster situations, providing security and protection 
to properties of people affected by the disaster is im-
portant as sometimes some mean-minded people try to 
exploit the situation by appropriating items that do not 
belong to them.  

In major disasters, it is difficult to undertake accu-
rate assessment of human loss and damage to or loss 
of property, but such data and information are crucial 
for planning and providing necessary services to peo-
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ple affected by the disaster. It also takes time to collect 
and analyse the data and organise it in readily usable 
form, but the realities on the field cannot wait for it 
and services need to be delivered to meet the dire need. 
When services and compensation are provided ac-
cording to the collected data, it does not satisfy some 
people as it does not commensurate with damage to 
their property.  

The responses of people and communities to disas-
ters, in terms of human help, material help and dona-
tions, show that they are not often consistent and 
logical (Roar and Pawar, 2008). For example, irre-
spective of the nature and severity of disasters, some-
times people and organisations donate more for some 
disasters and sometimes less to other disasters, though 
the need in such disasters is equally great. A lack of 
adequate resources is a significant factor in rescue and 
relief operations and post-disaster reconstruction.  
This issue is often further complicated by the politici-
sation of external aid and politicisation of aid delivery 
and distribution in local communities. Often govern-
ance issues and corrupt practices tend to diminish the 
quality, quantity and pace of service delivery and the 
reconstruction process, at least in some disasters 
(Pawar, 2008). In relief service delivery and post-dis-
aster reconstruction experiences, it is often found that 
there is a mismatch between what people need and 
what has been delivered to them, though sometimes 
services have been altered to meet the need. This not 
only occurs in material service delivery, but also in 
undertaking psycho-social assessments and in provid-
ing psycho-social and emotional support (for example, 
the use of Western assessment scales and cultural is-
sues).   

Another important issue in most disaster affected 
communities is that rescue and relief services end 
relatively fast, but they are not often followed by 
adequate psycho-social and rehabilitation services 
(Bava, et al., 2010). Many a time, time works as a 
healing factor for survivors of disasters. Dislocation of 
family members, identity of persons and tracing of 
people continue to be ongoing issues in major disas-
ters. It is important to organise necessary and adequate 
services for the orphaned children and adults. Experi-
ences of disaster-affected communities suggest that 
disasters have long-term impact on them (Bava, et al., 
2010), the recovery process is often slow and it leads 
to some miss-out services, whether it is social, psy-
chological, cultural, economic or political. Whatever 
services are delivered, they are often limited to acces-

sible areas and many people located in areas that are 
difficult to reach are left out (Pawar, 2008). Despite 
such inadequacies, many individuals, families and 
communities have demonstrated tremendous resil-
iency and coped well with the impact of disasters and 
have started a renewed life with traumatic scars. Some 
post-disaster experiences suggest that often the recon-
struction process has not effectively engaged local 
people and communities in the reconstruction process, 
which is a major weakness and must be addressed 
(Maskrey, 1989). It is also important to look at the role 
of markets in disaster contexts as some greedy ele-
ments appear to exploit the situation by deliberately 
increasing the cost of some products. Disasters call for 
help and the alleviation of suffering, not exploitation 
(Oliver-Smith, 1990). 

Experience also suggests that one of the vital as-
pects of disaster management is disaster preparedness 
in terms of weather predictions, early warning systems, 
effectively communicating the same to relevant com-
munities, educating target communities, planning and 
organising evacuation plans and centres, the deploy-
ment of emergency personnel and basic services. Dis-
aster preparedness helps to reduce human loss and 
suffering and, to some extent, damage to property.  
Finally, post-disaster reconstruction experiences in 
many communities show that often only a few aspects 
of communities such as housing, health, infrastructure 
and education are addressed in an imbalanced manner 
by neglecting or inadequately addressing the other 
dimensions of disaster-affected communities. Thus, a 
social development approach that incorporates all di-
mensions of communities in a comprehensive way 
may provide a better direction for disaster prepared-
ness and port-disaster social reconstruction. 

3. Social Development Approach and the Im-
portance of the Local Level  

The understanding of social development differs de-
pending upon the authors discussing it and their disci-
plinary traditions (see Pawar and Cox, 2010a; Mohan, 
2010, 2011, 2015). Social development is about sys-
tematically introducing a planned (sometimes radical) 
change process, releasing human potential, transform-
ing people’s determination, reorganizing and reori-
enting structures (Mohan, 2011), and strengthening 
the capacity of people and their institutions to meet 
human needs. It is also about reducing inequalities and 
problems, creating opportunities and empowering pe-
ople, achieving human welfare and well-being, im-



Manohar Pawar 

 

 Environment and Social Psychology (2016)–Volume 1, Issue 1 53 

proving relationships between people and their institu-
tions and, finally, ensuring economic development. 
Anticipating, future planning, organising, systematic 
intervening, comprehensiveness, and overall welfare 
and well-being are some of the essential features. 
These features are relevant to disaster preparedness 
and post-disaster social reconstruction. Pawar and Cox 
(2010a, pp27–34) suggest that social development 
practice involves understanding and changing current 
conditions by setting and following clear goals, values 
and processes, and by developing and implementing 
plans and strategies at multi-levels and at multi-dim-
ensions. These aspects of social development practice 
are elaborated in brief below (adapted from Cox, 
Pawar and Picton, 1997).  

The goals of social development are to promote 
people’s well-being or quality of life and enabling 
people to experience freedom to satisfy their aspira-
tions and realise their potential. These goals need to be 
achieved by following the values such as: 

(i) Respect for people and belief in their capacity to 
grow and develop, 

(ii) A holistic understanding of human existence — 
physical to spiritual, 

(iii) Acceptance of social and cultural pluralism and 
incorporation of the centrality of people’s cultures and 
values, 

(iv) Acknowledging the importance of ecological 
issues and people’s link with nature and their envi-
ronment, and 

(v) Acknowledging that social relations are based 
on the right and obligation to participate, equality of 
opportunity, and the right of all to social justice. 

The core aspects of the process are participation 
and empowerment.  

Some of the strategies suggested are: 
(i) Capacity building of individuals, groups and 

communities, 
(ii) Local institution building and support for peo-

ple’s organizations, 
(iii) Fostering self-reliance, 
(iv) Creating an enabling environment within which 

all people can develop, 
(v) Participating in the development and function-

ing of social institutions, 
(vi) Promoting the provision of adequate resources 

and services accessible to all, 
(vii) Promoting a pro-active role for the state in 

supporting participatory planning, 
(viii) Engaging in the development and implemen-

tation of policies to enhance social development, 
(ix) Coordinating development initiatives at all lev-

els, and 
(x) Strengthening civil society in all its various as-

pects. 
The multiple levels are local, national and interna-

tional, and within the nation level are regions, 
states/provinces, districts, the lowest administrative 
unit of governments and grassroots level communities 
and villages, which are referred as local level. The 
multiple dimensions include culture, politics, economy, 
ecology, education, health, housing, equity groups and 
citizens and their institutions. Based on these goals, 
values, processes, plans and strategies, and multiple 
levels and dimensions a social development approach 
as presented below in Figure 1 is conceptualised and 
suggested. 

 

 
 

Figure 1.  An approach to social development. 
Source: Pawar and Cox (2010a, p28) 

 
A social development approach as presented in 

Figure 1 includes an understanding of current condi-
tions and bringing change in those conditions at all 
levels and all dimensions, and setting clear goals and 
achieving those goals at all levels and dimensions by 
following clear values and processes, and by develop-
ing and implementing plans and strategies. To under-
stand current conditions, two questions may be posed: 
What are the current conditions? Why do such condi-
tions exist? The analysis of such questions needs to be 
undertaken to develop and implement plans and 
strategies according to the values and processes so as 
to achieve the goals at all levels and dimensions.  

As discussed above, social development encom-
passes and covers multiple levels. Its most crucial 
level is the local level. The word “local” in local level 
social development does not carry any one specific 
connotation. Uphoff (1986, p11) saw it as signifying 
any or all of the following: locality (a set of interre-
lated communities); community (a relatively self- 
contained socioeconomic residential unit); or group (a 
self-identified set of persons with a common interest). 
In general terms, local level social development is 
development that takes place at the local level and is 
ideally initiated by the local level. It is not essentially 
or ideally action that occurs at the local level as a re-
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sult or flow on of central level planning and decision 
making (UN Centre for Regional Development 1988, 
14). As Midgley (1992) puts it, in what he refers to as 
the populist understanding of social development, 
“[Local level] social development is said to occur 
when local people collaborate to strengthen commu-
nity bonds and take concerted action to improve their 
social and economic conditions.” We would argue that 
the philosophical base of local level social develop-
ment is that local people, through their community 
structures, are enabled to assume responsibility for 
their own development (cited from Pawar and Cox, 
2010b, pp. 41–43). Although all other levels are im-
portant and their engagement is necessary, the empha-
sis and clear focus on local level is needed because in 
the overall development process, local levels are often 
neglected and comprehensive services are not deliv-
ered at that level. In the past, macro-level develop-
ment initiatives have often failed to percolate or have 
taken a long time to do so. The participatory process 
also requires a focus at this level. Both the disaster 
preparedness and post-disaster reconstruction occur at 
the local level, though other levels are engaged in it.  
Overall, the vastness of local levels, their relative ne-
glect thus far, high deprivation and need levels make a 
special case for an unequivocal focus at local levels. 
While some work is undertaken at some local levels, 
as stated above, the focus of work appears to be lim-
ited to one or two dimensions such as health, educa-
tion or income generation (economic) activities. This 
limitation partly emanates from comparative ap-
proaches such as economic development (Todaro, 
1997), health development, human development, ca-
pacity development (Sen, 2001), welfare and social 
work (as in other conceptions of social development 
by Midgley, 1995, pp28–36,), focusing on only one 
aspect of development. Whereas the local level social 
development approach suggests to include and address 
comprehensive dimensions of the community or local 
level by following the above stated goals, values and 
processes. 

4. The Application of a Social Development 
Approach  

Although the title of this paper is post-disaster social 
reconstruction and social development, the very es-
sence of social development requires looking at pre- 
disaster preparation, which is generally referred to as 
disaster preparedness, as anticipating, projecting, ad-
vance planning and preventing problems, meeting 

needs in a timely manner and planned intervention are 
the basic elements of social development. Thus the 
application of the social development approach calls 
for looking into the two phases of disasters, namely 
disaster preparedness (DP) and post-disaster social 
reconstruction (PDSR). The social development goals, 
values, strategies, processes and outcomes are equally 
applicable to both phases.  

4.1 Disaster Preparedness (DP) 

There are several significant aspects of DP. It is im-
portant to build the risk management capacity of indi-
vidual households and institutions (Vatsa, 2003). The 
foremost is the planning for accurate and nearly accu-
rate disaster predictions and predicting disasters as 
early as possible. Knowing the likely occurrence of 
disasters in advance helps to prepare better and reduce 
human and material loss. Predicting disasters is not 
possible without well-trained personnel and well-de-
veloped technologies and access to such technologies. 
Thus it is important to recruit necessary personnel to 
train them and provide them with the latest technolo-
gies. When disaster predictions are available, it is 
equally important to disseminate that information to 
all target people and communities without any delay, 
particularly to rural, remote and isolated areas. To-
wards this, available information and communication 
technologies and electronic and print media need to be 
effectively used. Where such technologies and com-
munication systems are not available, local indigenous 
communication methods needs to be used to dissemi-
nate disaster predictions.  

Most importantly, disaster preparedness requires 
human and material resource mobilisation. Inadequate 
human and material resources can hamper the process 
of disaster preparedness. Targeted community condi-
tions needs to be understood in terms of their strengths 
and weaknesses. Community mapping and engaging 
people to identify their resources, strengths and weak-
nesses are important steps in disaster preparedness. 
Identifying disaster prone areas and seasons, and edu-
cating people about ways of protecting their lives (and 
property if possible) are important aspects of disaster 
preparedness. Meticulous planning of the basic facili-
ties and services in evacuation centres and orderly 
evacuation processes and of basic and orderly facili-
ties and services in them needs to be undertaken. It is 
also important to identify and plan adequate support 
for vulnerable groups such as children, the disabled, 
elderly people and the sick. As part of the disaster 
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preparedness, it is important to introduce necessary 
market regulations so that some greedy elements in 
the society do not exploit the situation by increasing 
the prices of basic commodities. In the absence of 
such measures the poor are likely to be greatly af-
fected by such artificial inflation.  

Despite so much planning and preparation, often 
people experience unexpected disasters. Anticipating 
such events, adequate emergency plan and its effective 
operations need to be thought of, especially rescue and 
relief operations immediately followed by the disaster. 
Although most of the DP occurs or should occur at 
targeted communities, activities related to preparation 
needs to be coordinated at all levels, from local to in-
ternational. Lack of coordination is a major issue in 
DP as government organisations, non-government or-
ganisations, the business, local communities and peo-
ple are not often aware of what needs to be coordi-
nated and the significance and place of coordination in 
the DP. In summary, the application of the social de-
velopment approach to DP calls for planning for pre-
dicting disasters, personnel and technology, commu-
nication, resource mobilisation, evacuation, support to 
vulnerable groups, regulation of the market, emergen-
cy intervention and coordination.  

4.2 Post-disaster Social Reconstruction (PDSR) 

Although often disasters have eventualities and casu-
alties, experience suggests that good DP facilitates the 
PDSR work better. As stated above, the goals, values, 
processes and strategies of social development need to 
be consciously applied to post-disaster situations as 
far as possible. Disaster affected people experience 
significant trauma, stress and loss, depending upon the 
nature and degree of disaster. Those who are engaged 
in PDSR work need to respect people, their culture, 
their relationship with land and people and the way 
they are, and aim to restore their well-being or quality 
of life by employing participatory and empowering 
processes according to people’s pace as recovery takes 
time and significant support is needed. Several strate-
gies such as capacity building, creating enabling en-
vironment, delivering adequate services, coordination, 
engaging civil society, fostering self-reliance can be 
gradually employed depending upon the context of 
each disaster situation. However, in any disaster af-
termath the first focus should be on rescue and relief 
operations. 

Well-planned rescue and relief operations, if neces-
sary, need to be implemented immediately after the 

disaster, when it is safe to do so. Serious accidents 
could occur during rescue and relief operations and it 
is important to proactively prevent them. Towards this, 
knowing the conditions of the community in terms of 
topography, physical infrastructure and socio-cultural 
practices of people helps. Often rescue and relief per-
sonnel may come from outside the community and 
therefore, engaging capable local people, who have 
the knowledge of the local area, with the community 
is an important strategy. While providing relief ser-
vices, it is important to give priority to children, the 
disabled, the elderly and the sick as they are often ne-
glected or do not receive services in a timely manner.  

Along with rescue and relief operations, when pos-
sible, it is important to understand the current condi-
tions of communities to develop systematic plans and 
programmes for PDSR. Understanding current condi-
tions of communities involves ascertaining informa-
tion relating to loss of lives (both human and animal), 
loss of property, injury to people, damage to property, 
damage to crops, misplaced adults and children and 
identifying and linking dead bodies to survivors. Un-
der the disaster conditions, this is a complex and chal-
lenging task as accurate information is difficult and 
inaccurate information results in inaccurate pro-
grammes and services and compensation, and some-
times genuinely affected people do not receive such 
services. In all this process, engaging local people and 
understanding and impartially engaging with local 
politics are important so as to make sure that undue 
political influence does not occur and factual data are 
not manipulated. In addition to these data, a compre-
hensive understanding of communities in terms of 
their demography, economy, culture, physical infra-
structure, peoples’ needs and aspiration becomes im-
portant as post-disaster reconstruction work in terms 
of social changes needs to be based on such informa-
tion.   

Establishing identity of dead bodies, linking them 
to relatives, where possible, organising funerals ac-
cording to different cultural practices of communities 
are important aspects of the grieving process and they 
should be performed with due respect by engaging 
local people. Disasters may lead to orphaned children 
and adults, single parent families, mental health issues 
such as post-traumatic stress disorder and disability 
due to injuries. Depending upon the size of the prob-
lem, appropriate facilities and services need to be pro-
vided either by creating necessary institutions or by 
referring them to services/institutions where they exist, 
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without causing further separation from their families 
and land. Ensuring good conditions in temporary 
shelters and introducing necessary measures to pre-
vent health epidemics are equally important interven-
tions in PDSR.  

Since large-scale disasters call for large-scale in-
terventions by a range of players, proper planning of 
coordination of these players is needed to prevent 
chaos in delivering services. Government organisa-
tions, non-government organisations, business organi-
sations, volunteers, community people, and defence 
and security personnel are simultaneously engaged in 
post-disaster situations. Often the specification of the 
tasks and the targeted persons for these tasks may not 
be clear and may result in abuse, underutilisation or 
non-utilisation of resources. The social development 
approach helps to identify needs and issues and crea-
tively link the available resources to meet the needs 
and address the problems. This is possible through a 
complex coordination of a range of players across all 
levels and dimensions and through the application of 
plans and strategies as discussed earlier and summa-
rised in Figure 2.  

A good disaster management is possible through 
planning proper coordination of international govern-
ment organisations such as United Nations bodies and 
international non-government organisations, national 
government bodies at various levels (national, state, 
district and lowest administrative unit) national non- 
government organisations, community-based organi-
sations and people in local communities. They need to 
communicate with one another (Jha, 2010) and work 
together on similar plans and strategies. In the current 
PDSR work, it appears that a lack of coordination and 
communication and a lack of common plans and stra-
tegies are common concerns. Often rescue and relief 
services are provided with varying degrees of effec-
tiveness and efficiency and there is a sudden sympa-
thetic unmanageable response from several players 
during relief operations, but all these are withdrawn or 
come to an end in a short period, and mostly people 
and communities are often left to fend for themselves. 
Although some agencies continue with limited pro-
grammes and services, they appear to mostly focus on 
physical infrastructure such as building houses, roads 
and community centres. What appears to be lacking in 
PDSR work is the development and the use of basic 
plans and strategies by engaging local people. In addi-
tion, as pointed out under reflections, only a few as-
pects of communities such as health, housing or edu-

cation are focused rather than focusing on comprehen-
sive development of communities. 
 

 
Figure 2. The social development approach to post-disaster 
social reconstruction. 
 

By employing the social development approach to 
PDSR, a proper coordination among all the levels 
needs to be developed with clear and common values 
and processes and goals. Such planned and coordi-
nated effort at the local level communities is focused 
on nine comprehensive dimensions of communities so 
as to facilitate their PDSR.   

During the PDSR and long term rehabilitation, all 
these dimensions are equally important and the listing 
in Figure 2 does not suggest any priority or order. 
Similarly, the International Recovery Platform (IRP, 
2011) has identified nine recovery themes, which are 
not as comprehensive as the dimensions conceptual-
ised under the social development approach, which 
incorporates many of the IRP themes. The following is 
a brief discussion of each of these dimensions. By 
understanding the culture of local communities, it is 
important to strengthen and/or rebuild cultural aspects 
of people. These relate to their religious practices, 
relationship with ecological systems, belief systems 
and artistic and cultural expressions through arts, mu-
sic and play. They appear to be important avenues for 
venting their grief, shock, stress and trauma, and cop-
ing with their life situations. Many other dimensions 
are linked to people’s culture. Thus conscious cultural 
development is an important aspect of PDSR.  

Developing political aspects of the community be-
yond voting and partisan politics is important in 
PDSR. It includes awareness raising, awareness of 
facilities and services meant for them, their rights, 
entitlements and obligations, what opportunities have 
been created and what opportunities are needed, who 
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is doing what for them and how they need to be and 
can be part of the PDSR. It is also important to de-
velop community-based organisations and interest 
groups to address their PDSR issues. People need to 
be politically engaged to enable and empower them, 
and their resilience needs to be diverted for political 
engagement. Along with the political engagement, 
economic development is crucial in PDSR. Disaster 
affected people seem to be less interested in receiving 
material donations and services, except during the 
initial phases of the disaster, and more keen on em-
ployment or self-employment opportunities and assis-
tance that leads to clear employment outcomes. It may 
be providing training in a particular trade, equipment 
such as a fishing net or a boat or a small amount of 
loan with easy or flexible requirements (for example, 
very low interest and non-surety based) as grant. 
Well-planned public infrastructure projects could cre-
ate long-term employment opportunities for local 
people. Market mechanisms need to be well regulated 
for the benefit of the community. Although housing is 
important, merely building houses (often with low 
quality) or only focusing on housing projects is an 
inadequate response to the PDSR. Economic and 
housing development projects need to be carried out 
by taking into consideration people’s culture and local 
ecology. People’s relationship with their land and wa-
ter and flora and fauna, as well as their sustainability, 
should be the basis of economic development activi-
ties.  

Instead of piecemeal and reactive responses to 
health and education, long-term quality health and 
education provisions should be provided in post-disa-
ster communities. A crucial aspect of health is psy-
cho-social development of individuals, families and 
communities, which is closely connected to strength-
ening their confidence, resilience and hope. Psycho- 
social development approaches focused on individuals 
are relevant, but in disaster and post-disaster situations, 
they are not adequate and may not be appropriate in 
some cultures. Thus innovative mass psycho-social 
development approaches are needed (for example, 
systematically organising community funerals by re-
spected and accepted religious leaders, periodic mass 
support sessions and empathic presentations by re-
source persons, etc.). Good quality health and educa-
tion infrastructure (not temporary shelters) in terms of 
school buildings, water and sanitation, and hospi-
tals/health centres equipped with latest technology 
should be provided. In a way, this is a good opportu-

nity to utilise national and international funds for de-
veloping quality education and health services in post- 
disaster communities, making sure that these funds do 
not end up in corrupt hands. Equally important are 
recruiting well-trained teachers and health profession-
als, and introducing measures to ensure nutrition 
standards in children, regular schooling and maternal 
health. 

As pointed out earlier, for certain equity groups 
such as children, women, the elderly, the physically 
challenged and the sick, needs-based services and 
provisions needs to be developed and provided to en-
sure that they become part of the main stream of the 
society. Addressing all these dimensions in a coordi-
nated manner should be geared towards developing 
good citizenship and local institutions and good rela-
tionship between the two (Zhang and Wang, 2010). 
Rather than using post-disaster communities for the 
political popularity of some political leaders, it is im-
portant to develop and foster citizenship of people and 
their institutions in their communities. 

Based on the above, it may be argued that the social 
development approach provides a better direction for 
DP and PDSR. Implications of such an approach for 
regional social policies and multi-stakeholder coop-
eration are discussed in the following section.  

5. Implications for Regional Social Policies and 
Multi-stakeholder Cooperation 

Renewed regional policies and enhanced multi-stake-
holder cooperation are needed not only because of the 
social development approach to DP and PDSR, but 
also because of the climate change that leads to disas-
ters and precarious situation of people in small island 
states in the Pacific and in poor and relatively re-
source-less countries. Two broad norms may be sug-
gested to develop such regional policies. Firstly, re-
gional policies should be based on certain basic values 
emanating from human rights and international coop-
eration, understanding and law. Secondly, political 
consideration or motivations should not have any 
place in formulating and implementing these policies.  

In my view, clear regional policies need to be de-
veloped to address five common needs or issues. 
Firstly, as many countries do not have adequate hu-
man, material and technological resources, and peo-
ple’s donations and sympathetic responses are not 
consistent and reliable, it is important to create dedi-
cated regional disaster funds and resources and build 
them on a regular basis so that any country can access 
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these funds and resources, according to mutually 
agreed norms, for DP and PDSR. Access to adequate 
resources will help to implement the social develop-
ment approach. Secondly, although many countries 
and United Nations bodies have their own disaster 
management and coordinating institutions, a clear re-
gional policy is needed to develop an international 
network of disaster coordination institutions and on-
going communication, training and exchanges among 
them. Joint declarations (see for example, The Euro-
pean Commission, the United Nations Development 
Group and the World Bank, 2008) need to be trans-
lated into action. Thirdly, while many countries could 
potentially become the victims of disasters and some 
countries are more disaster prone than others, these 
countries do not have access to latest technologies, 
which may be used to predict disasters and communi-
cate early warnings. Thus broad regional policies 
would greatly help to facilitate technology transfer 
and sharing of technologies. Fourthly, since climate 
related disasters are expected and people in small is-
land states are at greater risk, regional policies are 
needed to carry out international evacuations and set-
tle climate change refugees in another country. Lastly, 
in many disasters, there is always an issue of time lag 
between the disaster event and rescue and relief teams’ 
response to such an event and the length of the time 
rehabilitation support is provided. Although this time 
lag will vary depending upon many factors such as the 
nature and location of disaster, resources and disaster 
preparedness, it would be useful to develop a regional 
policy for minimum standards for responding to dis-
asters and minimum standards for providing rehabili-
tation services on a continuing basis. Some steps to-
wards this direction are currently present (ASEAN, 
2009, p16).  

These and similar regional policies cannot be de-
veloped without multi-stakeholder cooperation and 
participation (EPC and TCG International, 2004), and 
without multi-stakeholder cooperation, adequate and 
effective response to disasters may not be possible. 
But it is difficult to be prescriptive as to how to de-
velop such cooperation. Thus I have suggested five 
basic principles for enhancing multi-stakeholder co-
operation, as follows: 

(i) Treat all stakeholders with respect and dignity.  
(ii) It is important to be inclusive of all stakeholders. 

On the basis of interests and needs, all stakeholders 
should be given equal consideration.  

(iii) Prevent harm to any stakeholder as they have a 

right to not be subjected to mis-treatment.  
(iv) Stakeholders have a right to participate, par-

ticularly in decisions that affect them. 
(v) Fair opportunity should be provided to all stake-

holders without discrimination (Matwijkiw and Mat-
wijkiw, 2010).  

It is hoped that the application of these principles 
enhances multi-stakeholder cooperation for DP and 
PDSR.  

6. Conclusion  

As stated in the introduction, the magnitude and fre-
quency of disasters have been increasing and so are 
human efforts to manage them. Towards this, this pa-
per has explored how the social development ap-
proach can be employed for the DP and PDSR. By 
reflecting on post-disaster social reconstruction ex-
periences, it has identified several issues and pointed 
out that disaster preparedness helps to reduce the im-
pact of disasters. The main thrust of this paper is that 
the social development approach can be used for DP 
and PDSR. To make this case, first it has presented the 
author’s conceptualisation of the social development 
approach and then it has discussed how it can be em-
ployed for DP and PDSR. The application of the so-
cial development approach calls for understanding and 
changing current conditions of communities by em-
ploying well-developed plans and strategies, by set-
ting clear goals and by adhering to values and proc-
esses. It also calls for the engagement of all levels 
across all dimensions of local communities. To prac-
tise and promote such an approach, it suggests to de-
velop renewed regional policies and to enhance 
multi-stakeholder cooperation.  

Many disasters often cause loss, sadness and de-
spair, particularly for those who are directly affected 
by them, and present complex and challenging situa-
tions to those who are engaged in dealing with them. 
Disasters on the one hand, hinder development proc-
esses already underway but on the other hand, provide 
opportunities for rebuilding and redevelopment. I 
hope the ideas presented in this paper contribute to-
wards reducing loss, sadness and despair; easing com-
plexities and challenges of disasters; and a compre-
hensive development of people and their communities 
with due regard to the environment.  
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