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Lessons learned: Responding to Refugee and Host Community needs 

during the September 2019 heavy rains in Teknaf, Cox’s Bazar 
 

Background 
The normal monsoon season in Bangladesh, which peaks between June and August, will see 20-25 days 

of rain per month, with an average precipitation of between 400-600 mm a month nationally. However, 

rain fall patterns can be inconsistent and single day totals of over 200 mm are not unheard of. This climatic 

context has considerable impact on the Rohingya refugee response operation in Cox’s Bazar; in 2018, a 

total of 12,292 households were affected by landslides and erosion, flash flood, storms and lightning. 

Despite massive efforts to reduce risks during the 2018/2019 dry winter season, the equivalent number  

in 2019, is 18,378 households as of early October. 2019 has also seen 10 fatalities within the camp related 

to natural hazards and fire, while four people from the host district population have died due to landslides. 

To manage the risks related to the monsoon season regular rains and high-intensity events therein, the 

humanitarian actors in Cox’s Bazar have formulated a Monsoon Response Plan, last updated 10 June 2019.  

The present brief covers events, lessons learnt and recommendations based on humanitarian response 

to the 9 – 14 September 2019 monsoon heavy rainfall incident in Teknaf upazila, Cox’s Bazar.  

The analysis presented is based on  

a) the event records of UNHCR, IOM and UNDP DRR/emergency preparedness focal points and area 

focal points for Teknaf; 

b) three group discussions regarding the sequence of events, lessons learnt and recommendations 

(October 6 2019 Emergency Preparedness Working Group meeting; October 24 2019 meeting of 

DRR project manager UNDP and area managers from UNHCR and IOM; October 29 2019 meeting 

including ISCG secretariat, IOM, UNHCR, UNICEF, WFP, UNDP, SMSD sector, Shelter sector, Food 

Security sector, ETS sector, Logistics sector, and IOM Needs and Population Monitoring unit). 

The present brief has been reviewed by UNHCR and IOM designated focal points in Cox’s Bazar for 

accuracy of facts and for their comments on recommendations made.  

Forecast and Early Warning 
A multi-day spell of rain had begun in Teknaf Upazila on 6 September 2019. The Bangladesh 

Meteorological Department forecast likelihood of intensified rain a few days before the incident, but 

formal Warning for Heavy Rainfall came on 10 September, at 1 pm.  

On 8 September 2019, ISCG sent out the screenshot of the 9-11 September Bangladesh Meteorological 

Department (BMD) NWP forecast for Ukhia and Teknaf to sectors and the agency focal points for the ISCG 

Emergency Preparedness Working Group. This indicated that the rains would increase steadily from the 

evening of 9 September and throughout the day 10 September, although not beyond the threshold for 88 

mm in the course of 24 hours and decreasing on 11. At 1 pm on 10 September, BMD issued a Heavy 

Rainfall Warning which warned of heavy rainfall likely to cause landslide in hilly areas of Chattogram 

division, where Cox’s Bazar is located. A second BMD Heavy Rainfall Warning was issued at 1 pm the 
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following day 11 September, as well as a third on 12 September. Throughout the incident, ISCG forwarded 

Heavy Rainfall Warnings within 1-2 hours of receipt, and disseminated the screenshot of the three day 

NWP upazila forecasts on 8, 11 and 15 September.  

As the NWP forecast disseminated on 8 September did not indicate significant amounts of rain and no 

subsequent forecast was disseminated, early actions before the event were relatively limited in scope. 

Upon receipt of the forecast on 8 September, agency actions included: 

• IOM Site Management activated the camp Disaster Management Units to  

o Monitor the situation on the ground (including monitoring of river water level in 

Shamlapur);  

o Disseminate general weather early warning messages and targeted advice on temporary 

relocation to households in areas known to be at risk of flooding. 

• UNHCR took the first step to activate a Camp Coordination Cell by calling a meeting at the 

Nayapara Registered Camp 9th  September 2019  on  which included the CiC, Army, WFP, IOM, 

ISCG and 12 partners. 

 

 

Photo 1: Provided by IOM.  
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Incident 

Between 6 and 14 September 2019, a minimum of 774 mm of rain fell in Teknaf upazila1, which hosts 8 

Rohingya refugee camps. This rainfall episode reached a peak between the evening of Monday 9 

September and Wednesday 11 September, when a total of 609 mm of rain fell in 48 hours2. This rainfall 

caused significant impacts within the Rohingya camps in southern Teknaf. In addition to direct impacts 

from the rain on the slopes, valley bottoms and streams in the camps, river water intruded from the river 

Naf as water levels rose above the embankment on the night between September 9 and 10. Flash flooding, 

landslides, river-water intrusion and subsequent waterlogging impact was first felt across camps 24, 25, 

26, 27 and Nayapara on the same night, w blocks H, I and F in Camp 26 being significantly worse affected 

than other blocks.  

In IOM areas, 464 households relocated, with 70 households relocating to Learning Centers and 394 

households being hosted by neighbours and relatives, with most returning to their shelters once the water 

subsided in the afternoon of September 10.  Multiple bamboo bridges were fully or partially damaged, as 

were several pathways. In UNHCR areas, 4,500 refugee households relocated to 20 “safe havens” 

(strengthened facilities such as community centers, child friendly spaces and temporary learning spaces) 

and family members at their own initiative during the night between 9 and 10 September.  

The rainfall also affected Bangladeshi/host community households in Teknaf. The Upazila Nirbahi Officer 

(UNO, local authority) reported to the District Administration that the impacts of the rain on the 

Bangladeshi population in Teknaf included 2 deaths and 15 injured from landslide, 145 houses damaged, 

and 1,990 people affected3. Due to high landslide risk, 200 families (a total of 850 people) living in hilly 

communities were evacuated to Maymon School in Teknaf Sadar union from 10 to 13 September.  

 

Photo 2: Provided by UNHCR. 

                                                           
1 Calculated based on Bangladesh Meteorological Department daily forecasts AM editions, September 7 to 
September 15 editions. The figure is given as minimum, as data is missing for September 8 and September 13.  
2 Bangladesh Meteorological Department daily forecasts, 10 September 2019 6 PM edition and 11 September 2019 
6 PM edition.  
3 This report was not made in the Government of Bangladesh standard formats SOS or D-Form, but in a custom 
format titled “Loss/damage/harm report”.  
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Impacts recorded by humanitarian actors within refugee camps between 9th and 14th September (Source: IOM agency data and Site Management and Site 
Development sector Daily Incident Reporting data) 

Camp Hazard Total 
affected 
Rohingya HH 

Total affected 
Bangladeshi HH 
living within 
camp boundaries 

Fully 
damaged 
shelter 

Partially 
damaged 
shelter 

Bamboo 
bridges fully 
damaged 

Bamboo 
bridges 
partially 
damaged 

Pathways 
fully 
damaged 

Pathways 
partially 
damaged 

Camp 21 
(Whykong 
Union) 

Wind, rain, 
landslide 

7 0 1 2 No data 
publicly 
available  

No data 
publicly 
available  

No data 
publicly 
available  

No data 
publicly 
available  

Camp 22 
(Whykong 
union)  

Landslide 11 0 6 5 0 0 0 0 

Camp 23 
(Baharchara 
union) 

Flooding 18 0 0 0 0 2 0 8 

Camp 24 
(Nhila union) 

Flooding 416 80 14 38 3 2 1 8 

Camp 25 
(Teknaf 
Sadar union) 

Flooding 80 90 
 

1 14 2 2 0 6 

Camp 26 
(Teknaf 
Sadar union) 

Flooding 5,167*  28 319 No data 
publicly 
available  

No data 
publicly 
available  

No data 
publicly 
available  

No data 
publicly 
available  

Camp 27 
(Teknaf 
Sadar union) 

Flooding, 
landslide, 
wind 

100*  4 83 No data 
publicly 
available  

No data 
publicly 
available  

No data 
publicly 
available  

No data 
publicly 
available  

Nayapara 
Registered 
Camp 
(Nhila union) 

Wind 300*  0 225 No data 
publicly 
available  

No data 
publicly 
available  

No data 
publicly 
available  

No data 
publicly 
available  

 

*Disaggregated data not publicly available. 
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Response 
The weather forecast shared on 9th September had not warned of rainfall above 88 mm per 24 hours. 

Accordingly, the UNHCR protocol for prepositioning Emergency Response Team (ERT) staff in the field had 

not been triggered for the night 9th to 10th September. IOM had staff staying in Teknaf the night 9 to 10 

September due to other ongoing activities. News of river-water intrusion, flash flooding and landslides in 

the Teknaf camps first reached site managing agencies IOM and UNHCR in the early hours of the morning 

on 10th September 2019. The first teams on site was the IOM team who had stayed overnight in Teknaf, 

who reached camp 24 and 25 at 6 am and were shocked at the high-water levels.  

In Teknaf, IOM directly manages the camps in its Area of Responsibility and UNHCR was at the time 

without a Site Management Support partner NGO in the camps within its Area of Responsibility. Due to 

the difference in hazards and topography between the UNHCR and IOM Areas of Responsibility, impacts 

were more severe in the UNHCR Area of Responsibility, and UNHCR dispatched ERT on September 10. 

IOM was able to respond to the smaller impacts in their area through just their regular staff.  

Due to the public holiday associated with Ashura (observed from sunset 9 September till sunset 10 

September), many of the NGOs operating within the Teknaf camps had not planned on having staff 

present in the field on 10 September, and so were not present on the first day of response. The majority 

of the response delivered between September 10 and 13 was therefore delivered directly by UNHCR, IOM 

and WFP (including the Site Maintenance Engineering Project), with support from BRAC, Bangladesh Red 

Crescent Society, and NGO Forum. ACF is also known to have been in the field.  

Communications during the response were complicated by lowered cellular network speeds and lightning 

damage to the radio repeater, which had occurred on October 8. Messages sent via cellular network were 

delayed and phone calls disconnected due to the poor cellular network. Due to this, the main channels 

for communication were simplex (UNHCR) and Whatsapp (IOM). Consequently, information sharing 

sharing between agencies, government and refugee volunteers on the ground was significantly delayed, 

and information sharing back to Cox’s Bazar town even more so. Working wifi facilities in the UNHCR office 

allowed e-mailing back to Cox’s Bazar, but agencies’ internal reporting up to district level was kept to a 

minimum to enable focus on delivery of response.  

 

 

Support to affected refugee and Bangladeshi households living in camps and immediately adjacent 

areas 
In response to this incident, a life-saving, shelter/NFI, food and health response was initiated by the 

humanitarian actors within camps 24, 25, 26, 27 and Nayapara Registered Camp. This encompassed: 
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Response provided by humanitarian actors 

Response 
delivery site 

Food 
security 
– hot 
meals 
(WFP) 

Food security – 
High Energy 
Biscuits (WFP) 

Shelter and NFI 
– Emergency 
Shelter Package 
(IOM and 
UNHCR)) 

Shelter and 
NFI: Core 
Relief Items 
UNHCR) 

Shelter and 
NFI: Floor 
mat (BRAC) 

WASH: 
Drinking 
water (NGO 
forum) 

Protection 
(GBV): 
Thami 
clothes 
(IOM) 

Health: Mobile 
Medical teams 
(IOM) 

Public 
infrastructure 
repair (SMEP) 

Camp 21 
(Whykong 
Union) 

No 
response 
recorded 

No response 
recorded 

No response 
recorded 

No response 
recorded 

No response 
recorded 

No response 
recorded 

No response 
recorded 

No response 
recorded 

No response 
recorded 

Camp 22 
(Whykong 
union)  

No 
response 
recorded 

No response 
recorded 

No response 
recorded 

No response 
recorded 

No response 
recorded 

No response 
recorded 

No response 
recorded 

No response 
recorded 

No response 
recorded 

Camp 23 
(Baharchara 
union) 

No 
response 
recorded 

No response 
recorded 

No response 
recorded 

No response 
recorded 

No response 
recorded 

No response 
recorded 

No response 
recorded 

No response 
recorded 

No response 
recorded 

Camp 24 
(Nhila union) 

 414 Rohingya 
households, 80 
Bangladeshi 
households  

52 Rohingya 
households, 80 
Bangladeshi 
households 

80 
Bangladeshi 
households 

N/A  414 
Rohingya 
households 

Activated Repair of link 
road to Teknaf 
highway 

Camp 25 
(Teknaf 
Sadar union) 

 80 Rohingya 
households, 97 
Bangladeshi 
households 

21 Rohingya 
households, 97 
Bangladeshi 
households  

97 
Bangladeshi 
households 

80 Rohingya 
households,  

 80 Rohingya 
households 

Activated  

Camp 26 
(Teknaf 
Sadar union) 

Response in refugee camps* 
• 1156 tarpaulin distributed 
• 5000 drinking water bottles distributed 
• 3 ambulances on standby for 24/7 
• 2 mobile toilets and small drainage channelized 
 
Response in host community  
• 326 Core Relief items distributed  
• 1,554 tarps distributed to 777 families 
• Materials provided to host community to repair damage to River Naf embankments.  
 

Camp 27 
(Teknaf 
Sadar union) 

Nayapara 
Registered 
Camp 
(Nhila union) 

 

* Disaggregated data not publicly available.
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While due to the ongoing rains, monsoon response was ongoing in IOM camps from September 9, the 

inter-agency coordinated response delivery to affected Rohingya households began on 10 September. 

Commencing from September 10, all three UN agencies distributing food, shelter, NFI and water from the 

same WFP distribution. Distributions continued for 3 days.  

Response delivery to affected Bangladeshi households within the camps and in immediate (<3 km radius) 

area began slightly later. An initial support request for aid to this population as well as households 

evacuated to Maymon school was made by the Upazila Nirbahi Officer on 10 September, and a list of 

names submitted from the upazila administration to the Camp Coordination Cell on 11 September. 

Verification of the list continued late into the evening on 11, and response was delivered on 12, 13 and 

14 September, with all three UN agencies and senior representation from the UNO office present at the 

distribution point.  

UNHCR and IOM both individually had enough stock to respond to shelter and NFI needs of the 

Bangladeshi affected population inside their camps (IOM), and inside their camps and within a 3 km radius 

of the boundaries (UNHCR). However, to ensure a uniform response package to the whole affected 

Bangladeshi population, the two agencies divided responsibilities between them with IOM delivering 

Emergency Shelter Kit response to the whole affected population, and UNHCR delivering Core Relief Items 

(Non Food Items) response to the whole affected population.  

 

Photo 3: Provided by IOM. 
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The event impact was not limited to the refugee camps, and response was initiated to support affected 

Bangladeshi households in several locations in Teknaf Upazila. The upazila Disaster Management 

Committee and upazila Emergency Control Room (EOC) were not activated, but response was directed 

from the UNO office with the support of the Department of Disaster Management Project Implementing 

Officer (PIO). From the Government of Bangladesh side, this included: 

• Provision of three meals per day to the 200 families (850 people) evacuated from Puratan 

Pallanpara to Maymon School between the evening of 10th September and afternoon of 

September 13, utilizing BDT 2,00,000.00 from government’s own funds.  

• Distribution of 4,000 kg of rice, 20 kg to each of the 200 families evacuated to Maymon School, 

upon their departure from Maymon School on September 13.  

• Subsequent distribution of 14 metric tons of rice to wards 4, 5 and 6 of Teknaf Pourashava (3 

metric tons), Nhilla Union Parishad (3 metric tons), Teknaf Sadar Union Parishad (3 metric tons) 

and Sabrang Union Parisad (5 metric tons).  

At Maymon School, shelter management was provided by local volunteers from the the Cyclone 

Preparedness Programme (CPP).  At the request of the UNO, agencies WFP, IOM and UNHCR also provided 

support to the evacuated households sheltering in Maymon School on September 12-13. While the initial 

support request concerned food and shelter support, IOM requested Mobile Medical Team support when 

it was found during an IOM/WFP assessment visit that there were injured people as well as persons with 

disabilities present who requested medical support. WFP commenced distribution of High Energy Biscuits 

rapidly, while IOM and UNHCR distribution of shelter and NFI materials took place on September 13.  

UN aid distribution in Maymon school was at one point paused on September 12 while the UNO verified 

the identities of all those present. 

Response provided by Government of Bangladesh and humanitarian actors to households evacuated to Maymon 

Response 
delivery site 

Food 
security – 
hot meals 
(GoB) 

Food security – 
High Energy 
Biscuits (WFP) 

Shelter and NFI 
– Emergency 
Shelter Package 
(IOM  

Shelter and 
NFI: Core 
Relief Items 
UNHCR) 

WASH: 
Drinking 
water (NGO 
forum) 

Health: 
Mobile 
Medical teams 
(IOM) 

Maymon 
school, 
Teknaf town 

200 
Bangladeshi 
households 

200 Bangladeshi 
households 

200 Bangladeshi 
households 

200 
Bangladeshi 
households 

 Activated 

 

Coordination 
At present, humanitarian monsoon and disaster contingency planning works is based on three categories 

of incident: moderate, major and extreme (categories 1, 2 and 3). Moderate incidents encompass natural 

hazard and fire incidents which can be managed and responded to at the single camp level; major events 

encompass incidents with impact across multiple camps which require coordination beyond everyday 

camp-level modality to deliver response; extreme events are events causing massive disruption and 

impact in both refugee camps and the areas around it, such as a cyclone.  
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Between the 2017 influx and the end of August 2019, no major/category 2 or extreme/category 3 

incidents had taken place, while category 1 incidents had been an everyday occurrence throughout both 

the 2018 and 2019 monsoons. The ISCG Monsoon Response Plan (current version: June 10 2019 version) 

foresees two main categories of event in the monsoon: moderate/category 1, and major/category 2. 

About major incidents, the current plan says: 

“A Major (previously level 2) incident is defined for planning purposes as a weather event that causes incidents 

(flooding/landslide) across multiple camps, seriously disrupting normal operations and requiring area/sector 

level coordination for prioritization of response/resources. … Upon Activation of the Major Disaster Plan, the 

Humanitarian Coordination Cell (HCC) – for operational response coordination in the camps will be set up, at 

Cox’s Bazar and Upazila levels (depending on the situation)… For Major Emergencies it is unlikely that 

Government Emergency Operations Centres would be activated, but ongoing engagement with either DC/UNO 

or with the Disaster Management Committees at the appropriate level would be required. ISCG will provide a 

liaison function.” 

In 2018, the ISCG Monsoon Response Plan trigger for going from Category 1 incident modality (response 

coordinated at individual camp level) to Category 2 incident coordination modality (response coordinated 

at area level) was reactive to the number of incidents and affected people, without specifying critical mass. 

It was never triggered that year. In the 2019 ISCG Monsoon Response Plan4, the trigger for going to 

Major/Category 2 modality was kept loose5, although accompanied by a checklist of factors to be 

considered6 by the ISCG Senior Coordinator when triggering the modality. 

During this incident, no formal Humanitarian Coordination Cell (HCC) was activated by the ISCG Senior 

Coordinator. As the ISCG secretariat and cluster coordination teams are based in Cox’s Bazar town, sector 

coordination teams, the ISCG Emergency Preparedness Advisor nor the ISCG Field Coordination staff were 

not present in Teknaf on September 9 or 10.  

While no formal HCC was activated, the IOM, UNHCR and WFP area coordinators formed a Camp 

Coordination Cell on September 9 to ensure that their response actions were coordinated. A physical 

space for the Coordination Cell was designated at the UNHCR camp office in Nayapara Registered Camp, 

although the coordination between the three agencies remained primarily via phone, messaging service 

and email. The informal cell remained active until 14th September.  These three organizations liaised with 

the UNO directly between 10 and 13 September.   

A joint quick assessment covering camps 24-27 and Nayapara Registered Camp began from 6 AM on 10th 

September and shared with the operational partners for quick response by mid-day. The UNHCR and IOM 

                                                           
4 https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/operations/bangladesh/document/monsoon-response-plan-2019-
moderate-i-coxs-bazar  
5 The trigger for going to Major/Category 2 modality and HCC formation is more clearly defined in the ISCG Cyclone 
72 Hours Response Plan (June 2019 version), where it is tied to two possible thresholds: a combination of 
wind/rain intensity, or extent of shelter damage.  
6 The Monsoon Plan triggers for Major/Category 2 modality and HCC formation include:  Volume of structure 
damage outstripping camp level response capacity; Volume of displaced people outstripping Temporary 
Communal Shelter capacity; Displacement past 72 hours; Severe road access limitation; Strain on health and dead 
body management systems; Displacement to locations outside the camps; Compounding of natural disaster with 
security or health crisis. 

https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/operations/bangladesh/document/monsoon-response-plan-2019-moderate-i-coxs-bazar
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/operations/bangladesh/document/monsoon-response-plan-2019-moderate-i-coxs-bazar
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/operations/bangladesh/document/monsoon-response-plan-2019-moderate-i-coxs-bazar
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/operations/bangladesh/document/monsoon-response-plan-2019-moderate-i-coxs-bazar
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teams in the field submitted situation reports and incident reports to their district offices at mid-day and 

by 6 pm. 

Throughout the monsoon, regular practice is that Site Management Support partners report incidents and 

damage directly to the Site Management and Site Development sector through Daily Incident Report on 

Kobo tablets; this data is submitted before 6 pm and treated by the IOM Needs and Population Monitoring 

Team before being published between 6 and 9 pm every evening.   

As the majority of the impacts on the camps had taken place on the night between September 9 and 10, 

and agencies were responding from early morning and throughout the day. The decision made by the 

agencies was made to focus on response rather than reporting on September 10 to allow response 

managers to focus on the triple job of delivering response, coordinating and government liaison. UNHCR 

also faced the additional challenge of not having a Site Management Support partner to report to SM/SD 

sector, and so did not have Kobo tablets available for reporting until September 11. 

The timing of the event (impact after 6 pm) and the absence of dedicated reporting/liaison staff in Teknaf 

created an information vacuum at Cox’s Bazar town level. Sector coordinators have reported that they 

received word of the flooding and response only informally until the September 10 Daily Incident Report 

– which on that day only included impacts in IOM camps due to lack of Kobo reporting from UNHCR7. 

Confusion about the severity of the flooding and affected population was reported by both sectors and 

non-Site Managing agencies.  

On 11 September, the ISCG Emergency Preparedness Advisor and Head of Field Coordination travelled to 

Teknaf and were given an update and led on a transect walk by staff of the agencies. The most substantive 

engagement with the coordination system at Cox’s Bazar level reported by the agencies was engagement 

with the Shelter sector, where the sector coordination team responded to agency requests to quickly 

formulate a standard host community Shelter Response package.  

                                                           
7 UNHCR impact figures for September 10 were shared the next day, in the Daily Incident Report for September 11.  
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Key Lessons Learned  
• The refugees living in the most at-risk areas in the Hnilla and Teknaf Sadar camps understand the 

risks related to the monsoon in the camp setting and know how to take protective action. The 

majority of refugees living in vulnerable areas of the camps 24, 25, 26 and 27 appear to understand 

the rainfall thresholds for increased landslide and flash flood risk and know the humanitarian 

preparedness messaging sufficiently well enough to recognize when they should – as a cautionary 

measure - temporarily relocate to family or community facilities. 

 

• The threshold for river water inundation from the Naf into camp areas is lower than previously 

assumed. Disaster and extreme weather contingency planning scenarios for the Rohingya refugee 

response have so far treated river-water inundation from the River Naf primarily as a risk only if a 

cyclone damages the embankments along the river. The September 2019 event has shown that the 

threshold for overflow of the embankment can also be reached by a combination of regular high tide 

and a river water level increase due to extreme rainfall. 

 

• The effects of a monsoon rain event on the host community do not need to affect an extensive area 

before support is requested from the local government – an event intensely affecting a small area 

can be enough.  In the ISCG Monsoon Response Plan (10 June 2019 version), coordination with host 

community authorities is only foreseen in the event of an extreme event such as cyclone or extreme 

rains:  

 
“While unlikely due to the high level of resilience to flooding, there is also the possibility of a disruptive events in the 

host community or other areas of Ukhiya and Teknaf, while the camps are not severely affected. In these instances, 

the priority would be on ensuring effective coordination with local government to ensure that any requests for 

support are addressed in an appropriate manner. If both the Camps and Bangladeshi community are severely 

affected, the Extreme Disaster Plan (72-hour plan) would go into effect. … For Major Emergencies it is unlikely that 

Government Emergency Operations Centres would be activated, but ongoing engagement with either DC/UNO or 

with the Disaster Management Committees at the appropriate level would be required. ISCG will provide a liaison 

function.”  

 

The lesson learnt from the September 2019 rains is that the humanitarian organizations may find 

themselves in a situation where support to affected Bangladeshi households and communities is 

requested from local authorities or determined by the humanitarians as necessary even in the 

absence of an extreme event. In Teknaf, the everyday close working relationship between the UN 

agencies, UNO, Army and CiC also makes it an organic choice for the government counterparts to 

route their requests directly to agency area managers rather than ISCG at Cox’s Bazar town level.  

 

• The current response plan thresholds and mechanism for triggering Moderate incident/category 2 

incident (response coordinated at area level encompassing multiple camps) are not appropriate for 

Teknaf. By forming a Camp Coordination Cell to prioritize, coordinate response across camp 

boundaries, and liaising with local government the three UN agencies responding to the Teknaf rains 

effectively triggered Moderate/Category 2 incident response with the equivalent of a Humanitarian 

Coordination Cell. 
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In the case of the Teknaf September rains, none of the checklist factors for escalating to Major Incident 

modality in the Monsoon Plan were occurring, and the modality was triggered at the initiative of the 

field-level UN agencies, not the ISCG Senior Coordinator. Similarly, while data from the Geological 

Survey of Bangladesh rain gauges indicate that the rain/wind trigger threshold described in the ISCG 

Cyclone 72 Hours Response Plan was met, this was unknown to the agencies that triggered the 

modality shift at the time. Response in the camps could have been done as per Moderate incident 

modality, in that individual camp resources were sufficient to meet needs. However, to ensure 

harmonized response, UNHCR, IOM and WFP initiated coordinated assessment, response and a joint 

distribution point. The conditions leading to this chain of events are inherent in the Teknaf context 

due to the mixed settlement pattern of Bangladeshi and refugee population households, the 

clustering of nominally discrete refugee camps in Teknaf Sadar and Nhilla union, and the existing 

upazila practice of evacuating Bangladeshi households from the hills during rains. These factors are a 

permanent feature of the Teknaf context, and contingency plans must take this into account.  

 

• In the absence of field-based ISCG staff, dedicated capacity for government liaison during response 

to both refugees and host communities is a critical gap. The humanitarian coordination structure is 

based in Cox’s Bazar town, approximately 2.5 hours’ drive away from the Teknaf camps even in good 

conditions. While the ISCG Secretariat had an Emergency Preparedness staff member based in Teknaf 

during the 2018 monsoon, the reduction of the Emergency Preparedness team from 8 to 1 staff at the 

end of 2018 meant that this was not the case for the September 2019 event. The pre-existing practice 

of close, area-based coordination enabled IOM, UNHCR and WFP to form an ad-hoc Camp 

Coordination Cell in the absence of an ISCG-led Humanitarian Coordination Cell. Communication 

within this cell enabled the agencies to jointly assess needs, engage with the local government and 

deliver harmonized response packages to both affected refugee and Bangladeshi households’ needs, 

However, the lack of dedicated manpower for the Coordination Cell and government liaison stretched 

the agency area managers’ capacity as they had to execute both coordination, liaison and field 

response function at the same time.  

 

• Protocols for information channeling to Cox’s Bazar town level and information sharing at this level 

is a critical gap in both monsoon and cyclone contingency planning. Government liaison function 

was picked up by the three UN agencies together, and the agencies reported impact and response 

through the SMSD sector Daily Incident Report kobo forms. Agencies also reported internally to their 

own heads of sub-office, but coordinated information sharing to the ISCG Heads of Sub-Office Group 

and sector coordinators did not take place. This is particularly critical gap considering the current plan 

is for the Senior Coordinator to trigger escalation from Moderate to Major incident coordination 

modality – if not provided timely and necessary information, decision-making will be delayed. 

 

• Lack of Standard Operating Procedures for humanitarian support to Bangladeshi households living 

within camp boundaries or in the immediate vicinity in the aftermath of natural disaster and 

weather events delays response to this affected population. The lack of standard beneficiary 

verification protocol, distribution protocols and standard response packages for host community 

response can contribute to delay aid delivery to Bangladeshi households.   
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Recommendations to reduce risk and enhance preparedness in 2020 

Risk Reduction - Monsoon 
1. Further enhance refugees men, women, boys and girls’ capacities to reduce their risk and 

protect themselves at night-time and weekends by investing in their skills and knowledge 
development while involving them actively in preparedness planning. 
 

2. Invest in integrated watershed management across the Nhilla and Teknaf Sadar camps and the 
adjoining areas down to the Naf river embankments to reduce flash flood and waterlogging risk 
before the 2020 monsoon.  

 
Preparedness for Response - Monsoon 
3. Continue ISCG monitoring of the upazila weather forecast on a daily basis and twice-weekly 

cascading to partners, but cascade updated forecast snapshots at higher frequency when 
forecasts indicate intensification.   
 

4. Revise the ISCG Monsoon Response Plan to clarify how coordination with local authorities will 
take place in non-extreme events (i.e. Moderate and Major Incidents). The revision should 
consider whether this should remain an ISCG task or be delegated to an operational agency, and 
the responsible party should commit to having staff based in the field throughout the monsoon. 

 
5. Review and revise ISCG Monsoon Weather Monitoring and Communications protocol to include  

standard messages to be sent when coordination modality is escalated from Moderate (camp-
based) to Major (area-based) Incident. 
 

6. Revise the disaster and extreme weather scenarios in the ISCG Monsoon Response Plans to 
reflect lower than expected threshold for significant river-water intrusion from the Naf.  
 

7. Separate the ISCG Monsoon Response Plans into two – one plan for Ukhia, one plan for Teknaf 
and define thresholds for escalation from moderate/category incident 1 to major/category 2 
incident according to local conditions. 

 
8. Meet with the UNO and Upazila Disaster Management Committee, Armed Forces Division, RRRC 

office, and Bangladesh Red Crescent Society to share revised Monsoon Contingency Plan(s) so 
that these critical counterparts know what to expect and whom to liaise with. 

 
9. Consult with the UNO and Upazila Disaster Management Committee, Armed Forces Division, 

RRRC office, and Bangladesh Red Crescent Society to understand better their contingency plans 
and roles in monsoon and cyclone response in respectively Ukhia and Teknaf.  

 
10. Formulate Standard Operating Procedures for coordinated response to Bangladeshi households 

living within the refugee camps or in the immediate vicinity, including routing of support 
requests, standards for verifying identity, standards for verifying needs, distribution protocols 
including Protection measures, and details of the appropriate response packages.  

 
Preparedness for Response – Cyclone 
11. Take lessons learnt above on liaison with local government, reporting, Naf risk scenario and host 

community support and apply to revision of the ISCG Cyclone 72 Hours Response Plan.  

 


