Building Bangladesh's Flood Resilience: Lessons from Japan's Kobe Earthquake

Bangladesh, a country nestled in the fertile delta of the Ganges, Brahmaputra, and Meghna rivers,
is one of the most disaster-prone nations in the world. Its geographical location, topography, and
socio-economic conditions make it highly vulnerable to natural disasters, particularly monsoon
floods. These floods, which occur almost annually, devastate lives, livelihoods, and infrastructure,
leaving millions in need of assistance. To address these challenges, Bangladesh must adopt a
comprehensive approach to disaster reduction, drawing lessons from global experiences such as
the Great Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake of 1995 in Japan.

On January 17, 1995, a catastrophic earthquake with a magnitude of 7.3 struck the Kobe region
of Japan, killing 6,434 people, injuring more than 40,000, and displacing nearly 300,000. The
earthquake caused widespread destruction, collapsing buildings, rupturing infrastructure, and
triggering fires that raged unchecked due to broken water mains. The disaster exposed critical
weaknesses in Japan’s disaster preparedness and response systems, despite the country’s
reputation for advanced technology and infrastructure.

The lessons learned from the Great Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake have since become a cornerstone
of modern disaster management practices worldwide. These lessons are particularly relevant for
Bangladesh as it seeks to mitigate the impacts of frequent monsoon floods and other disasters.

One of the most significant lessons from the Kobe earthquake was the importance of community
involvement in disaster preparedness. In the immediate aftermath of the quake, it was local
residents, not government agencies, who played the most critical role in search and rescue
operations. This highlighted the need for communities to be equipped with the knowledge and
tools to respond effectively to disasters.

In Bangladesh, where monsoon floods are a recurring phenomenon, community-based disaster
preparedness is essential. Local communities should be trained in early warning systems,
evacuation procedures, and first aid. Programs like the Community-Based Disaster Risk
Management (CBDRM) initiative, already implemented in some parts of Bangladesh, should be
expanded to cover all flood-prone areas.

The Kobe earthquake revealed the wvulnerabilities of poorly constructed buildings and
infrastructure. Many structures that collapsed were not designed to withstand seismic forces,
leading to unnecessary loss of life.

While Bangladesh is not earthquake-prone, the principle of resilient infrastructure applies equally
to flood mitigation. Flood-resistant housing, elevated roads, and reinforced embankments can
significantly reduce the damage caused by monsoon floods. The government, in collaboration
with international organizations, should invest in building infrastructure that can withstand
extreme weather events.

The lack of an effective early warning system exacerbated the impact of the Kobe earthquake. In
contrast, Japan has since developed one of the world’s most advanced early warning systems for
earthquakes and tsunamis.

Bangladesh has made strides in developing early warning systems for floods, but there is room
for improvement. Mobile technology, community radio, and social media can be leveraged to
disseminate warnings quickly and effectively. Additionally, integrating traditional knowledge
with modern technology can enhance the accuracy and reach of these systems.

The Kobe earthquake underscored the importance of public awareness and education in disaster
reduction. Many residents were unaware of basic safety measures, such as securing furniture to
prevent injuries during tremors.



In Bangladesh, raising awareness about flood risks and mitigation strategies is crucial. Schools,
community centers, and religious institutions can serve as platforms for disaster education.
Campaigns focusing on the importance of evacuation plans, emergency kits, and safe drinking
water during floods can save countless lives.

The response to the Kobe earthquake was hampered by bureaucratic delays and a lack of
coordination among government agencies. In the years following the disaster, Japan overhauled
its disaster management policies, creating a more streamlined and efficient system.

Bangladesh has established institutions like the Disaster Management Bureau (DMB) and
the Ministry of Disaster Management and Relief, but these bodies often face challenges in
coordination and resource allocation. Strengthening these institutions, ensuring adequate funding,
and fostering collaboration between government, NGOs, and the private sector are essential for
effective disaster management.

Bangladesh can reduce the impact of monsoon floods and other disasters. The path to disaster
resilience is challenging, but with concerted efforts and global collaboration, it is achievable. Let
the experience of Kobe serve as a beacon of hope and a guide for a safer, more resilient
Bangladesh.



