
Background
The climate change phenomenon has contributed to severe 
weather disturbances over the past years. Extremely heavy 
precipitation, along with its concomitant consequences, has been 
observed in many places, and such weather condition is predicted 
to increase in frequency in the coming years. The effects of this 
heavy precipitation are aggravated by its unpredictability and 
unequal geographical distribution. Flooding and destructive 
runoffs are the end results of several factors, including sustained 
heavy downpour, inadequate drainage system, poor land-use 
planning, clogged waterways, and decimated watersheds and 
water catchment areas, among others. The devastations caused 
by floods and powerful surface runoffs are similar to the effects of 
other natural disasters, although they may vary in terms of their 
magnitude and impacts. What is certain, however, is the damage 
these disasters can inflict on vulnerable groups  
of people. 

This synthesis provides key lessons drawn from evaluations 
and completion reports of the Asian Development Bank (ADB)-
supported emergency response and rehabilitation efforts in 
developing member countries affected by natural disasters, 
particularly floods. Users of this brief are advised to carefully 
review these lessons in the context of the conditions of their 
current emergency and rehabilitation operations.

Highlights of Lessons
Innovations in Disaster Risk Reduction and Mitigation

Education can help promote disaster mitigation, protection 
awareness, and disaster preparedness. Countless lives have been

saved by the simple power of knowledge. National curricula 
could be revisited to incorporate teaching modules on 
disaster preparation. Disaster training sessions covering basic 
preparation, early warning signals, and emergency procedures 
should be offered to schools and communities. The government 
and its affiliated agencies must be prepared to allocate resources 
to prepare user-friendly training manuals and references, as 
well as to train teachers to promote awareness and enhance 
preparedness of the people in disaster-prone areas.

To optimize the positive impact of rehabilitation assistance, 
efforts should be made to rebuild at every opportunity with 
disaster-resistant construction. Rehabilitation efforts should 
always consider upgrading the infrastructure rather than merely 
restoring it to pre-disaster levels. The current ADB policy for 
emergency assistance recommends that disaster response and 
recovery support address both immediate short-term needs and 
long-term rehabilitation and reconstruction requirements.

The use of simplified procedures and approaches for 
implementation has proved effective and has enabled quick 
implementation of emergency rehabilitation projects. The 
introduction of new ideas and untested approaches into 
assistance programs should be carefully considered under 
emergency assistance, as emergency conditions would not allow 
sufficient time to plan, build capacity, and support such programs 
long enough to bring about the required change that would 
mainstream the activities. Also, under emergency conditions, 
the capacity of the government and its associated agencies 
is frequently overstretched, and may not be able to provide 
sufficient attention and support to such programs.

Responsiveness of Financial Management

The procedures for fund disbursements of emergency assistance 
should be tailored to take into account local conditions, and 
systems and procedures to prevent large implementation delays. 
Emergency assistance needs more frequent monitoring and 
adaptation to provide opportunities to rectify shortcomings, 
particularly in the early stages of implementation. An emergency 
situation often prevents most necessary data from being made 
available early, and the urgency and concomitant rush presiding 
over the formulation of an emergency project can inevitably lead 
to mistakes.  Hence, implementation processes should adapt 
iteratively to overcome challenges and shortcomings for project 
delivery to become more effective. Wooden boats ferry people to and from their flooded houses in Cambodia
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The need for adequate maintenance of all restored 
facilities must be addressed, and necessary budgetary support 
must be provided so that these facilities can face potential 
threats of subsequent disasters. The government should be 
encouraged to budget for necessary repair and maintenance 
expenditures in its recurrent budget and, where appropriate, 
to mobilize local communities to maintain rehabilitated 
infrastructure.

For emergency projects, it is more important to rank 
alternative potential interventions through simple benefit–cost 
ratios. The ranking will determine the most cost-effective way 
of carrying out emergency works, with efficiency consideration 
in the context of resource constraints. Concise and precise 
definitions of subprojects of emergency projects will facilitate 
the quantification of costs and benefits for basic economic 
and financial analysis. For flood restoration works, subprojects 
should be coordinated and designated based on a single 
functional system. Stand-alone civil works should be avoided.

Optimization of Results through Prioritization,  
Selectivity, and Targeting

In order to cope with the speed at which emergency projects 
have to be designed and organized, countries experiencing 
disasters could combine good knowledge of flood disaster 
characteristics with a facility for rapid release of funds in an 
emergency for carrying out temporary works. Despite the 
tight time frame, emergency response interventions should 
not allow the inclusion of unsustainable or economically 
or socially unjustifiable subprojects. It is also desirable that 
a comprehensive flood action plan be formulated for the 
development and implementation of a water and flood 
strategy in the long term. As much as possible, emergency 
projects should focus on immediate restoration of functions 
to (i) immediately provide relief to affected communities, 
(ii) restore economic activities, and (iii) reduce vulnerability 
to potential future disasters. One of the key issues for social 
protection and risk mitigation is identifying the vulnerable 
groups. While it is not an easy task to identify vulnerable 
groups since it relies on commonly agreed criteria and accurate 
data, neither of which may exist, the executing agency may try 
partnering with knowledgeable civil society organizations that 
operate in the affected area to identify the vulnerable groups.

To optimize positive impacts, there should be clarity of 
purpose of disaster response programs, i.e., to alleviate the crisis 
and to prevent things from getting worse; hence, it must not 
be mistaken for poverty reduction. The considerable overlap 
between these two objectives should be carefully addressed 
in the assistance program/project design. Given that some 
post-disaster needs may be associated with poverty reduction, 
designers of crisis-related assistance should be aware that 
interventions chosen to meet a short-term emergency need 
may not be sufficient to tackle the long-term problems of 
chronic poverty. A separate menu of appropriate interventions 
should be formulated to address the issues of chronic poverty.

 

As one of the core objectives of emergency response 
assistance is the immediate restoration of functions, disaster 
response programs must avoid the pitfalls of concentrating too 
much resource on infrastructure rehabilitation at the expense of 
long-term adaptation and disaster preparedness interventions. 
Disaster response programs could be examined by whether they 
were formulated for relief, recovery, or rehabilitation purposes. 
By categorizing interventions, the immediate, intermediate, and 
long-term needs of the affected area may be better understood. 
While such interventions may have spatial and temporal 
characteristics that promote differentiation, inherent overlaps 
on the scope and timing of their implementation need to be 
considered.

Executing agencies should carefully study all possible 
effects of an area intervention to its peripheral and adjacent 
areas in order to avoid creating negative impacts to neighboring 
communities. For example, executing agencies frequently tend to 
focus their efforts on resolving politically sensitive and pressing 
issues, such as flooding in an urban center, without giving 
enough attention to the effects of the interventions in adjacent or 
downstream areas (e.g., downstream water volume and quality, 
and potential erosion and sedimentation). Such attention should 
consider the views of downstream communities. It is important 
to recognize and address these issues up front to the extent 
possible, before hurriedly embarking upon solving pressing 
issues, which may entail serious downstream effects that can 
snowball into larger problems. 

Leadership and Coordination

To establish accountability and responsibility, governments 
should move quickly to clarify which agency or agencies will 
coordinate and manage the post-disaster reconstruction 
program, what it is they are empowered to do, and when its/their

To optimize impacts, there should be clarity 
of purpose of disaster response programs, 

i.e., to alleviate the crisis and to prevent 
things from getting worse; hence it must not 

be mistaken for poverty reduction.

Flooded highway, south of the city of Multan in Pakistan
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mandate(s) begin(s) and end(s). In the overall, a strong, 
experienced leadership team should be recruited and appointed 
to gain the full support of government agencies and providers 
of assistance. Implementation of complex projects, involving a 
large number of central and local agencies, requires extra efforts 
in coordination and follow-up of activities among the parties 
involved. Aside from close coordination among the executing 
agencies and providers of assistance, a flood management 
project using a sector-wide approach would also require a clear 
organizational environment that unequivocally defines the roles 
and responsibilities of all parties involved, and an effective flow 
of information from and to all concerned parties. As a rule of 
thumb, the institutions that ultimately own the infrastructure 
and are responsible for its operation and maintenance 
should assume a dynamic role in the planning, design, and 
implementation of the project.

Close coordination of multiple partners is important to 
ensure that works and programs are complementary, with 
minimal overlaps or gaps in support. An integrated project 
with multiple technical agencies needs full-time project 
management to address implementation problems effectively 
and efficiently, and to communicate and facilitate decision 
making across components. Carefully planned logistics and 
adequate arrangements for project management and personnel 
are necessary for effective project implementation, supervision, 
and coordination. For example, as ADB-assisted emergency 
flood projects have shown, the delegation of authority to 
the ADB resident mission in the country is essential for close 
monitoring and speedy decision making. It also helps if the 
program has simple and well-defined objectives. 
 
Stakeholder Participation and Consultation

Using a participatory approach, the community consultation 
process must be initiated before undertaking the actual 
design of flood control infrastructure in order to ensure that 
community needs are adequately addressed to avoid countless 
design revisions resulting from beneficiaries’ objections. 
This would also allow evaluating, from the beginning, the 
beneficiaries’ perceptions of the project as a whole, as well as 
their preparedness, in principle, to participate and contribute 
part of their resources in return for the expected benefits. 
Community participation in operations and maintenance 
activities may represent a cost-effective way to save 
governments’ valuable resources.

Consultation with stakeholders is essential to achieve 
local ownership, increase participation, and make the best use 
of local knowledge. Consultations need to commence early 
to build understanding and ownership rather than to simply 
resolve difficult issues when they arise during implementation.

Flexible approaches and procedures to ensure consultation and 
engagement of affected communities, during preparation and 
implementation, are required to facilitate the speedy processing 
and timely completion of emergency projects. 

Regular, proactive communication between partners 
should be maintained to manage beneficiary and stakeholder 
expectations about the pace and progress of reconstruction. To 
facilitate this, project design and formulation should include lead 
time to ensure that beneficiaries are organized (e.g., to support 
the creation of beneficiary associations if none already exist) 
and are ready to participate, and for personnel of executing and 
implementing agencies to be ready for the project.

Projects that involve multiple sectors and several executing 
agencies should be coordinated through a common project 
steering committee. Regular meetings among executing and 
partner agencies can promote interactions that, ultimately, lead 
to smooth and successful project implementation. The use of a 
sector approach can be very effective in identifying appropriate 
subprojects that are scattered over a wide area. A mechanism 
needs to be in place to enable funds reallocation from one sector 
to another as the need arises.

 
Collaboration and Partnerships

There are numerous experiences illustrating the merit of a 
collaborative approach involving multiple development partners. 
Collaboration and partnership exemplify close donor cooperation 
and harmonization. Projects formulated to respond to an 
emergency can provide a valuable entry point for a range of 
follow-up development initiatives. To derive maximum benefits 
from follow-up development initiatives, there is a need to 
maintain effective dialogue with the government and the broader 
community to share and act on development opportunities. The 
ability to respond with timely technical assistance or investment 
projects is necessary for capitalizing on these opportunities. 

Close coordination of multiple partners 
is important to ensure that works and 

programs are complementary, with 
minimal overlaps or gaps in support.

Consultation with stakeholders is 
essential to achieve local ownership, 
increase participation, and make the 

best use of local knowledge. 

Community people building dikes in Bangladesh
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Overall
Considering the frequency and magnitude of flood-related 
disasters, there is a need for more efficient and effective 
delivery of disaster response assistance. Identified lessons have 
highlighted the need for

n clarity in the objectives and priorities of disaster 
programs to optimize outcomes;

n establishment of accountabilities and responsibilities 
among mandated agencies, thereby enhancing the 
coordination, management, and delivery of disaster 
response assistance;

n adequacy of operation and maintenance provisions and 
regulations for restored infrastructure and facilities to 
optimize their service life;

n formulation of tailored and responsive financial systems 
and procedures for efficient and timely implementation 
of disaster programs;

n careful study of the upstream and downstream effects of 
disaster response programs to avoid creating negative 
impacts to neighboring communities; and

n use of innovative yet simple disaster program 
implementation approaches to ensure the effectiveness 
of assistance.

ADB, along with other development partners, continues 
to assess the appropriateness and applicability of disaster 
responses and mitigating measures. There is a tendency for 
disaster programs to focus more on infrastructure rehabilitation 
than on adaptation and disaster preparedness. Needs 
assessment will be made more difficult by variable geographical 
characteristics, as well as the uniqueness of the conditions 
(e.g., political, economic) in each disaster situation. Overall, 
the context of the disaster situations, as well as the inherent 
constraints to or limitations of the disaster response operations, 
will dictate the appropriateness and applicability of proposed 
disaster response interventions.
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Learning Lessons is a synthesis of key evaluative lessons drawn 
from the experience of ADB operations and non-ADB sources. 
Lessons presented in this brief are not prescriptive, and users are 
advised to carefully review these lessons in the context of country, 
sector, and thematic conditions.
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