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Implementing 
Disaster Risk Reduction  
A case study from Merlin’s programme in Myanmar

Disaster Risk Reduction in Merlin:
Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR) is a key focus for Merlin. 
Merlin’s approach to DRR aims to mitigate the impact 
of disasters on health and promote the critical role of an 
effective health system in risk reduction at local, national 
and international levels. Experience and learning from 
Merlin’s programmes is vital in understanding the approach 
and promoting it more widely.

In Myanmar, Disaster Risk Reduction has been integrated 
into the programme approach in the Ayeyarwaddy Delta. 
The case study below outlines what has been learnt from 
the experience so far and how the experience can help other 
programmes prepare for potential disasters.

At a time when disasters are on the increase, helping 
communities understand the risks they face and working 
with them to prepare and plan their response to potential 
disasters can mean the difference between life and death 
when disaster strikes.

The impact of Cyclone Nargis:

When Cyclone Nargis hit Myanmar’s southern coastline 
on May 3rd 2008, it caused the deaths of over 140,000 
people, whilst an estimated 2.4 million people lost, 
completely or partially, their homes, livelihoods and 
community structures.

The area most severely affected was the Ayeyarwaddy Delta 
region in the south-west of the country. 80,000 deaths 
were recorded in Laputta township alone, with a further 
60,000 fatalities arising in the remaining 36 affected 
townships.

The category 3 Cyclone, compounded by a 7 meter 
storm surge, washed away villages, destroying houses, 
infrastructure and livelihoods. Ponds and paddy fields were 
polluted with saline water, making them hazardous and 
unusable.

Tropical storms seasonally pass through the low-lying coastal 
delta, resulting in destructive winds and flooding, Cyclone 
Nargis was unprecedented in its strength and impact. With 
the increase of hydro-meteorological disasters in South 
East Asia, it is expected that the area will be more at risk of 
future cyclones.

Implementing Disaster Risk Reduction:
In the 16 months following the disaster, Merlin has 
implemented a Disaster Risk Reduction programme within 
areas where Water and Sanitation (WatSan) and Health 
programmes are implemented. Covering over 9000 
households across 60 villages in Laputta Township, Merlin 
has worked with the communities to raise awareness about 
the risks they face, promote a culture of preparedness and 
build community resilience.

Implementing Disaster Risk Reduction:
The programme has five main components:

RISK AWARENESS RAISING

Through initial community workshops on disaster risk 
management (DRM), Merlin’s teams use Vulnerability 
Capacity Assessment (VCA) tools with community 
members to identify the hazards that communities face. By 
looking at the history of the village (historical timeline tool), 
understanding seasonal patterns (seasonal calendar tool) 
and visually mapping risk areas on community-drawn village 
maps, communities can clearly see what risks they face in a 
disaster context, as well as what groups and resources are 
at risk.
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During these community-based disaster risk management 
(CBDRM) workshops, Merlin staff discuss past and current 
hazard risks with communities, and promote the importance 
of disaster mitigation, preparation and response at village-
level. Working with highly literate communities, DRR IEC 
materials have been developed and distributed, sharing 
key messages about disaster preparedness and response 
complemented with relevant health and hygiene messages. 
In response to community requests, Merlin has developed 
an additional poster which explains how to understand the 
information provided in radio weather reports and how to 
apply to field conditions.

HAZARD ANALYSIS AND PLANNING

Using the information collected through the Vulnerability 
Capacity Assessment tools – communities can identify 
their risk of hazards. Focusing specifically on reducing the 
vulnerability of the most at-risk groups and resources, 
Merlin teams talk communities through the analysis of each 
hazard, resulting in a discussion of possible solutions. The 
team then facilitates the development of community 
disaster plans, both long-term disaster management 
plans and emergency response plans. The former often 
focus on how to mitigate the impact of disasters through 
the strengthening of local infrastructure and protection 
of valuable resources. Merlin offers support and advice to 
communities on how to implement these activities. The 
latter is an agreed community response plan in the event 
of a future disaster (tailored towards cyclone, but widely 
applicable), including early warning systems and evacuation 
plans; along with key DRR messages. Merlin prints the 
community response plans on vinyl wall posters for the 
communities to display in the village, so that all members of 
the community know what to do in the event of a disaster.

BUILDING COMMUNITY RESILIENCE

The programme engages with established community 
committees, providing village-specific support on reducing 
vulnerability and building resilience. Having facilitated the 
development of community plans, Merlin works with the 
community to identify basic resources which can assist them 
with the implementation of their community development 
plans. The items distributed are low input and specific to the 
community needs. They can include tools for strengthening 
local infrastructure, life-rings to stay afloat in flood waters, 
loud speaker systems to share preparedness messages 
and warnings, and multi-channel radios to track weather 
systems and local hazards.

When the teams return to the communities to distribute the 
items, they explain to the communities how to use the items 
to support their plans and reduce their vulnerability. Merlin 
also provides training sessions on Early Warning Systems and 
information management, so that communities are more 
able to support and manage community needs in the event 
of a hazard warning.

In addition to this direct support, Merlin has also arranged 
training with the Myanmar Red Cross Society for Community 
Health Workers and Village Health Committee members in 
First Aid.

DRR INTEGRATION

In order to broaden the impact of the programme, DRR 
concepts are being integrated into the Health and 
Watsan programming. This step should lead to the 
development of more disaster-specific Health and Watsan 
messages as well as increase the disaster resilience of 
these other programmes. Additionally members of the 
Public Health Care team have been trained and are working 
alongside the DRR team to implement programme activities 
so that the knowledge and skills in DRR can be maintained 
beyond the life of the programme. All staff have received 
DRR training, and communities have been informed that 
they can receive additional DRR technical advice from Merlin 
if needed.

A DRR strategy for Merlin Myanmar is also being developed 
to provide guidance to the Health and Watsan staff on 
how to integrate DRR concepts into future programming 
and ensure the sustainability and resilience of their own 
programme efforts.

ACCOUNTABILITY TO BENEFICIARIES

For a community programme to be successful, it is essential 
to have the involvement and trust of the communities. In 
order to ensure this, contextually-appropriate accountability 
practices of information sharing, participation and feedback 
have been integrated in each stage of the programme’s 
development. Basic steps such as informing communities 
about workshops in advance and clearly introducing the 
programme’s objectives and limitations have been found to 
have positive impacts as community members have been 
more informed of Merlin’s activities.
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By training staff in accountability and encouraging them to 
solicit feedback from communities, the programme has been 
better able to adapt to more effectively meet the needs 
of the community within its capacity and the communities’ 
expectations.

Programme achievements:

While it is still too early to see the main achievements of the 
programme, some indications of success are already evident:

Communities are very responsive to hazard •	
identification and analysis, and are keen to learn more 
about what they can do in the event of a disaster. The 
VCA tools, which the communities keep, are particularly 
popular as they report that it helps them “see their lives 
more clearly”.

The active participation of the community in the •	
programme helps to show the community how they can 
be better prepared and build their own resilience. By 
planning activities, communities report they feel more 
empowered and prepared in the event of a disaster.

The Early Warning system training, which explains •	
how to understand a radio weather report, has been 
particularly well-received. Community members claim 
that, using the distributed maps of Myanmar and the 
training, they can now understand weather reports and 
gauge better whether storm systems are a direct threat 
to them or not.

The DRR IEC materials and Community Response Plan •	
posters are proving very effective. Even community 
members who have not attended a DRR workshop 
are knowledgeable of DRR messages and emergency 
preparedness.

Lessons Learned:
The programme to date has provided a number of lessons. 
These have not only proved useful for the programme 
but can also help other country programmes planning to 
implement a DRR approach:

 
A MAJOR INCIDENT CAN OBSCURE OTHER RISKS:

Despite efforts to address a broad range of hazards 
affecting the area, the cyclone-affected communities 
have only been interested in understanding their risk to 
future cyclones. As Cyclone Nargis was the most significant 
disaster to affect the region, the risk of other hazards seems 
insignificant by comparison. In order to address the other 
risks – particularly health risks - in the programme, the team 
has found ways to look at them within the context and as 
potential consequences of future cyclones, integrating key 
health and hygiene messages.

 
COMMUNITY EXPECTATIONS ARE OFTEN VERY HIGH:

Communities often have high hopes for large inputs such 
as Cyclone shelters and boats. With a low input or “soft” 
approach adopted by Merlin, it can be difficult to manage 
the expectations of the community without losing their 
trust. To maintain the communities’ interest and trust, Merlin 

adopted a transparent approach from the start, explaining 
clearly what support Merlin could and could not provide to 
the communities, carefully explaining programme decisions 
and being attentive to the communities’ needs.

 
COMMUNITIES AND STAFF REMAIN DEEPLY AFFECTED BY 
THE DISASTER:

Community-based disaster risk management inevitably 
involves the discussion of communities’ experiences 
of disaster; in this case, of Cyclone Nargis. The level of 
psychological distress is high in many communities, often 
resulting in heightened sensitivity to discussions about 
disaster. In the Myanmar context it was apparent early in the 
programme that some staff were struggling with the high 
levels of distress exhibited by workshop participants and 
were unsure how to manage such staff. As a consequence 
the staff have been trained in Psychosocial support (PSS) 
which has markedly improved their ability to effectively 
work with psychologically affected participants.

Taking the lessons forward
Although resources for DRR in Myanmar have been limited, 
the “soft” approach to community-based disaster risk 
management has proved very popular and effective in 
reducing the vulnerability of cyclone-affected communities 
to natural hazards and health risks. For both socially and 
physically vulnerable communities, it is important to build 
resilience through risk analysis and community education. 
It is also essential that communities recognise the value of 
their experience and local knowledge as a key resource to 
their resilience, and how they can use their past experiences 
to better prepare and plan for the future.

With the integration of DRR into Merlin’s programmes, 
and with support from the community committees and 
Community Health Workers (CHWs), this integrated 
community approach to DRR will hopefully reduce the loss of 
life and resources in the event of future disasters, both small 
and large scale.
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MORE INFORMATION

For more information and examples of Merlin’s 
approach to DRR, visit our website at 
www.merlin.org.uk
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