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Project for Building Disaster Resilient Societies in Central Regions of Vietnam 
--Assessment Report on Response to Typhoon Ketsana in the Central Region-- 

 
I. BACKGROUND 
 

The Central Region in Vietnam was severely affected by the Typhoon Ketsana in 
September 2009. It is reported that 163 people died, 11 people missing, and that economic 
losses was evaluated at USD 785 million. The JICA mission1 (mission) conducted a rapid 
assessment on response activities in Thua Thien Hue, Quang Nam, and Quang Ngai 
provinces from 18 October to 23 October 2009. The mission’s objective is to collect 
information on hydraulic data, and on how communities and government offices concerned 
responded to the disaster. Lessons learned from this survey will be applied to the future 
implementation of the JICA project, “Building Disaster Resilience Societies in Central 
Regional of Vietnam”. The mission conducted (i) discussions with staff of central government, 
province, district, commune, and ward (hamlet, or village in English; or thon in Vietnamese)2; 
(ii) interview to local residents, and (iii) field survey on flood mechanisms for the assessment.  
 
II. FINDINGS 

 
1. Concept of “Neighboring Community” and “Self-, Mutual-, and Public Help”: 
While flood levels in some rivers were higher than floods in 1999, death toll was decreased to 
one third. The key lesson from the assessment can be translated to one word: “resilience” of 
the people and communities. Ward (Thon) played essential and core roles in managing the 
disaster. It became clear that the concept of “neighboring community” has already been 
realized in Vietnam. As noted as the key message in the Third World Water Forum in Kyoto 
2003, community is the most basic and essential unit to resolve disasters related to water. 
The steering committees for flood and storm control at the province, district, commune, and 
ward (thon) levels effectively worked to support to the people and concerned organizations in 
disaster management. The mission confirmed that the concept of “self-help,” “mutual-help” 
and “public-help” are the three key elements of cooperation among the communities in 
Vietnam to take effective measures against disasters. This is one of the key lessons learned 
from the Kobe (Hanshin-Awaji) Earthquake in Japan in 1995. 
 
2. Commune response: Responses differed from commune to commune. In Binh 
Duong commune of Quang Ngai Province, pre-disaster preparedness plan, workshops and 
meeting, periodic evaluation of their responses, and individual preparedness proved effective, 
resulting with limited damages to people and properties. The leadership of the flood 
committee played a strong role in this. On the other hand, in the Sg. Vu Gia river basin, 

                                                  
1 The mission consists of:  
a. TT Hue Province: Mr. Hideaki Oda, Member of United Nations Secretary General Advisory Board on Water and 
Sanitation; Mr. Hirohisa Miura, JICA Expert in Hue; Mr. Kenji Komaki, Japan Water Agency;   
b. Quang Nam Province: Mr. Mikio Ishiwatari, Senior Advisor, JICA; and Mr. Hirotada Matsuki, Research Director 
for Water, Infrastructure Development Institute, Japan; and 
c. Guang Ngai Province: Mr. Rajib Shaw, Associate Professor, Kyoto University; Mr. Tomoyuki Noro, ICHARM, 
Japan 
2 "Thon" in Vietnamese is an important form of social organizations in rural area of Vietnam. Generally, several 
villages form a commune. Residents living in a village often have relationship by blood and of neighbors. In the 
administrative system of Vietnam, the lowest administrative tier is commune. The Government of Vietnam 
promulgates the operational regulation for villages nation-wide, consider "village" as a self-managed group of 
residents. Residents of a village often appoint the village leader and a supporting body to manage activities of the 
village. 
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Quang Nam Province, some local residents were suddenly attacked by floods without 
receiving enough information on floods and storms as inundated water levels rapidly 
increased. Their knowledge to cope with floods was insufficient, since flood levels this time 
were some 50 cm higher than the highest level they had experienced in the past. Although 
they were able to escape from the floods, livestock, harvested rice, and other valuables were 
lost.  
 
3. Information: Usual communication systems did not work in most cases at the 
commune level because of power interruption. They had to rely on conventional methods of 
using mega-phones or door-to-door visits for information dissemination. Battery radios were 
useful information sources for local residents. Although mobile phone replaced their function 
in many cases, the system was often overloaded. Power interruption continued for almost 
one week at some places. It was difficult for government organizations to collect accurate 
information to make assessments on damages, loss, and needs in the affected areas. Dam 
reservoirs were operated during floods. Information on the operations was not sufficiently 
shared by government organizations concerned, and the people and community. 
 
4. Risk Perception: Risk perception of the people and community organizations is the 
most important element for the people to take decisive actions well in advance to protect their 
lives and properties. This was a key challenge faced by several commune leaders, where 
information and warning were provided to the ward (thon) leaders, but only a limited number 
of people evacuated due to several reasons including protecting their physical and economic 
assets.  

  
5. Community-based Structure Measures: Small structures functions well to protect 
properties. Bamboo forests decreased flood velocities to some extent, protecting houses, 
while houses in sections with no bamboo forest were severely damaged. The mission found 
technical issues, such as improper design of small works for bank erosion control. Quality of 
these works should be improved.  
 
III. RECOMMENDATION 
 

Effects of disaster can be reduced further by improving structural and non-structural 
measures currently conducted by communities. The mission reported its findings and 
provided recommendations to the Vice-Chairman of Provincial Peoples Committees and the 
heads of concerned departments in three provinces on 22 October, and to the Director 
General, Department of Storm Control and Dyke Management, Ministry of Agriculture and 
Rural Development on 23 October. Participants agreed on these findings and 
recommendations. Main recommendations are as follows.   
 

i. The communication system, in particular, at the grass roots levels, should be 
enhanced.  

 
ii. Information sharing system of reservoir operation should be established to 

provide the people and community with necessary disaster information. 
  

iii. Awareness raising campaign needs to be proactively supported by utilizing 
different media. The campaign should start within several months, while they 
have fresh memory on the disaster. 

 
iv. Equipment for emergency response, such as emergency batteries, electric 
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generator, battery radios, boats for evacuation, should be prepared.  
 

v. As “on site decision” is essential especially at the ward (thon) level, the 
capacities of ward (thon) leader should be enhanced. 

 
vi. Existing bamboo forests should be reserved and sufficient bamboo planting 

should be encouraged in areas along the riverside of flooded areas. 
 

vii. Community-based disaster risk management activities, which covers items i 
to vi above, should be conducted before the next rainy season at vulnerable 
communes which severely suffered from the disaster. 

 
viii. Data accumulation and data basing are essential when studying climate 

change. Experiences on flood management should be accumulated to 
develop effective strategies for climate change adaptation.  

 
ix. Supporting community activities for DRM should be mandated as one of the 

main functions of PCFSC at all levels. In detail, methods for institutional 
building, developing budgetary as well as reporting/monitoring systems and 
technical advisory mechanisms for structural and non-structural measures 
should be established in CFSC at Provincial and District level. Taking this in 
account, trainings for DARD, district, and commune staff in these new roles 
should be conducted. 

 
x. Hydrological and other disaster-related data should be analyzed to identify 

inundated depth and areas, and return periods of floods in each river basin.   
 
IV.  CONDOLENCE and ACKNOWLEDGEMENT 

 
JICA Mission expresses its deepest condolences to people affected by Typhoon 

Ketsana. The mission appreciates the arrangement of site survey and meetings by the 
organizations concerned. Because of their help, the mission was able to conduct its activities 
in success. 
 
 

Photo 1 collapse houses Photo 2 damaged houses
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Annex-1 
Report of JICA Survey Team on the Typhoon “Ketsana” in Thua Thien Hue Province 

 
a. General Observation 

 
1. The mission found that the structure of local governments in Vietnam, such as province, 

district, commune, “ward” (thon), is working fairly well to fight against floods and storms, 
and that especially “ward (thon)” is playing the essential and core role for “evacuation 
activity”. Nowadays, the importance of “Neighborhood Community” is intensified in 
international society. In Vietnam, this concept has been already put in reality.   

 
2. That Steering Committee of Flood and Storm Control at each level functioned correctly, 

and the information sharing among them sufficiently worked by tremendous efforts made 
by staffs of concerned organizations before and during the Typhoon Ketsana, although 
there was strong restrain of human resources and facilities. This resulted to the very 
limited number of human losses and damages.  

 
b. Recommendations 

 
1. It is noted that each interviewee stressed the importance of capacity building to activate 

the limited human resources. As “on site decision” is essential especially at the ward 
(thon) level, the ability of ward (thon) leader is expected to be more developed. 

 
2. Forecasting and Typhoon information could not be transferred to some areas in some 

case. Especially in mountainous and coastal area, information was not sufficient. The 
mission received some complaints from chairs and leaders of the committees. 
Improvement of forecasting systems is highly recommended to address their demands. 
As the first step, much more observation stations should be equipped and a numerical 
model should be improved. 

 
3. There were many problems caused by power interruption, such as non-use of loud 

speakers, telephone line, TV, and radio. Although mobile-phone replaced their function in 
many cases, in case of more severe flood and storm, it would be difficult to rely on it 
because it could be over-crowded and long duration of the situation would cut down its 
use. Therefore, we would like to intensify the importance to accommodate more 
emergency battery and electric generator at important sections. 

 
4. The mission was informed that number of boats for evacuation was not sufficient, 

although no serious problem happened in case of this flood. It is expected to equip more 
boats in the preparation towards larger and more severe flood. 

 
5. Sufficient information concerning the dam-reservoirs operation was not well shared by 

the concerned organizations, which frustrated even the residents. The mission heard 
similar opinions from different levels. Therefore, clear information of dam-reservoirs 
operation should be provided promptly and accurately by dam-reservoir operators to the 
steering committees and boards of each level. It would be more effective if 
dam-reservoirs operation data is transmitted automatically to Hydro-Meteorological 
Center and in the future, flood forecasting works and dam-reservoirs operation might be 
integrated in one organization. 

 
6. To adapt climate change, hydrological monitoring is a fundamental action. Experiences 
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obtained from flood management can be used for examination on climate change 
adaptation. These experiences should be accumulated.  

 

Photo 1.1 Discussion with 
Commune Officers 

Photo 1.4 Interview with residents

Photo 1.2 Hydro-meteorological Center 
THUA THIEN HUE 

Photo 1.5 Peak inundation level 

Photo 1.3 Interview with Ward (Thou) leader



 
 

7

Annex-2 
Report of JICA Survey Team on the Typhoon “Ketsana” in Quang Nam Province 

  
I. FINDINGS 
 
1. The Mission found that organization concerned properly conducted their roles according 

to their mandates and procedures. Also, communities properly responded to the disaster 
based on officers’ advices and their past experiences. While river water levels were 
higher than floods in 1999, death toll was decreased to one third. Information on typhoon 
and floods was shared with concerned organizations and communities in general. 
Because of power interruption, battery radios were useful information sources for local 
residents. Vulnerable people, such as elderly and handicapped, were safely evacuated 
under support of voluntary groups and officers prior to the disaster. Commune officers 
were patrolling communities to examine situations during evacuation.  

 
2. In the Sg. Vu Gia river basin, some local residents were suddenly attacked by floods 

without receiving enough information on floods and storms. Inundated water levels 
rapidly increased. Further, their knowledge to cope with floods was not useful, since 
flood levels were some 50 cm higher than the highest level in their lives. They could 
manage to escape from the flood, but lost variables, livestock, harvested rice, and other 
belongings.  

 
3. In other communities, local residents coped with the disaster based on their past 

experiences. Some residents started evacuation after their houses inundated. They did 
not have enough time to move belongings and livestock to safe places in some cases.  

 
4. The damages can be reduced further through improving software and hardware 

measures currently conducted by communities. Evacuation and information systems 
should be improved to decrease the losses of their assets. In addition, awareness of 
local residents should be raised. Raising awareness campaign should start within 
several months, while they have fresh memory on the disaster. 

 
5. Bamboo forests effectively functioned in decreasing flood velocities to some extent, 

protecting houses at Dai Hung Commune, Dai Loc District. Houses in a section of no 
bamboo forest were severely damaged. The existing bamboo forest zones along rivers 
should be reserved, and bamboo planting should be encouraged.  

 
6. Some technical issues have been found at the small works of bank erosion control at 

Duy Thu Commune, Duy Xuyen District. If government staff provides technical advices 
on these works, the works would function better to decrease damages.   

 
II. RECOMMENDATION 
 

The mission recommends the following actions, which were agreed by the heads of 
seven provincial departments at the wrap-up meeting, DARD office on 22 October 2009. 
 

a. Activities 
 

i. To improve information and evacuation systems in communities, in particular, Sg. 
Vu Gia river basin, severely damaged area, through public awareness campaign, 
evacuation drills, flood hazard mapping, providing equipment, such as battery 
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radios, and training staff 
ii. To strengthening protection of bamboo forests and to encourage bamboo planting in 

sufficient zone along the river side of flooded areas 
iii. To upgrade quality of community-based small works of erosion control 
 

b. Capacity Building  
 
i. To authorize that supporting to these communities’ activities be one of the main 

functions of DARD 
ii. To establish reporting, monitoring, and advising mechanisms of the communities’ 

activities software and hardware measures in district and province DARD  
iii. To establish a disaster management section in DARD, and to assign staff to support 

the communities’ activities in district and province DARD 
iv. To establish budgetary mechanisms to support the communities’ activities 
v. To conduct trainings for DARD, district, and commune staff in these new roles 

 
 

Photo 2.1 Evacuation equipment
Upper one: Evacuation Boat 
Lower one: Raft for livestock 

Photo 2.2 Bamboo forest protecting village 

Photo 2.3 Sediment Deposition 
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Annex-3 
Report of JICA Survey Team on the Typhoon “Ketsana” in Quang Ngai Province 

 
1. With deep condolence and sympathy to the lives lost and damages, and due 
appreciation to the Quang Ngai provincial government for its extremely effective role before 
during and after the disaster, the key lesson from the field work can be translated to one word: 
“resilience” of the people and communities. “Living with Flood” had been a common notion in 
the Mekong region for years, where people used to see disasters as opportunities.  Major 
disasters are not new in Central Vietnam, but its occurrence has increased in recent years.  
Past 10 years (from 1999 flood) have made Central Vietnam disaster preparedness more 
resilient to major events.  During the field mission, discussions with the province, district and 
commune officers were conducted.  Field observations were made in the hardest hit but 
successful commune (Binh Duong commune, Binh Son district) and two project communes 
(Duc Phu commune of Mo Duc district, and Binh Nguyen commune, Binh Son district).  
Following are some of the key issues which need to be noted and taken for the future 
implementation of the JICA project.   
 
2. Communication: The key of the typhoon was the communication at different levels.  
As appeared from the discussion in province, district and commune, the flow of early warning 
and different levels of notices went well and was in organized manner. However, the 
challenge starts at the commune level, and bring the information to the ward (thon) and to the 
households.  Due to power failure, usual communication systems did not work in most of the 
cases, and it had to rely on conventional methods of mega-phones or door to door 
information dissemination. The other issue of communication was the information back flow, 
from ward (thon) to the commune and upward.  Due to power interruption for a longer period 
of time (At places, almost one week), it was difficult to get the proper damage, loss and need 
assessment.  There needs to be a strong need to look at the communication system, 
especially at the grass roots levels and to enhance it for future disasters.   
 
3. Time Factor: For some of the commune, there was enough lead time for early 
warning and evacuation, however for some of the communes, which had flash flood the time 
issue was the crucial factor, which need a balanced approach of the evacuation of people and 
its livelihoods.   
 
4. Risk perception: The key to the success of the early warning system (EWS) is the 
aware community.  Risk perception of the people and community is the most important 
element for the people to take decisive actions well in advance to secure their lives and 
properties.  This was a key challenge faced by several commune leaders, where information 
and warning was provided to the ward (thon), village leaders, however limited numbers of 
people evacuated due to several reasons, including protections of their physical and 
economic assets.  Additional awareness raising campaign, suited to local context needs to 
be proactively supported using different media.   
 
5. Cooperation and Self-help: This appeared to be a key word through the discussion 
among different commune leaders.  Commune and other government structures can provide 
the information to the people in advance, however during the typhoon time, it is the local 
people’s cooperation (with their neighbors and relatives) and the self-help which can save 
their lives and properties. A similar concept is also used is Japan: self-help, mutual-help and 
public-help are the three key components of the cooperation among the people and its 
surrounding.   
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6. Solidarity and Leadership: Based on the leadership of the commune and the ward 
(thon) leader, the response was different. In Binh Duong commune, pre-disaster 
preparedness plan (with specific zones and responsibility sharing), workshops and meeting, 
periodic evaluation of their responses, and individual preparedness (this is of extreme 
importance in case of typhoon and flood preparedness) have achieved its results with limited 
damages to the people and properties of the commune.  The leadership of the flood 
committee played a strong role in this.  Some of the key activities like contract with local boat 
owner association for the rescue of people from the coastal areas, providing commune office 
as the evacuation shelter, providing appreciation and incentives to the villagers for their good 
work during the typhoon are the product of strong leadership and solidarity in the commune.   
 
7. Finally, even in the same province, the early warning, response and its nature varies 
based on the location context: coastal, river bank (plain) or mountain communities.  
Accordingly, specific measures need to be undertaken.  Following diagram shows a general 
risk communication framework and interaction between local people and specialists.     
 

 
 
 

 

Photo 3.1 Field survey in affected Area Photo 3.2 Reporting and discussion with 
Provincial People’s Committee 


