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ABSTRACT

The Indian border region of Ladakh, in Jammu and Kashmir State, has a sensitive Himalayan ecosystem and has
experienced natural hazards and disasters of varying scales over the decades. Ladakh is also situated on a fault-
line of multiple tensions, including ongoing border disagreements and intermittent conflict with China and
Pakistan. The Indian army has thus become a permanent fixture in the region. This paper examines the im-
plications of the intersection of these environmental and security factors for disaster governance in the region.
Using Social Domains theory, the paper argues first, that a hazard-centred paradigm of ‘universal’ disaster sci-
ence emerges from the colonial period, which has continued to dominate disaster management in the region
today. Secondly, it argues that, as the border military complex expanded significantly in Ladakh from in-
dependence in 1947 and the region faced a number of conflicts, disaster governance has been additionally
shaped by national security priorities. The paper then examines the impacts of that hazard-centred, military-led
disaster governance for the population of Ladakh. These include: a relief-orientated disaster management ap-
proach, reduced civil society presence and capacity in the region, and limited local ownership of disaster risk
reduction activities. This case study provides important insight into why disaster risk reduction has been slow or

absent in conflict zones.

1. Introduction

On 6 August 2010 the Himalayan city Leh, India, and 70 other
towns and villages in the Ladakh region were hit by a cloudburst, which
sent muddied and debris-ridden flood water gushing through the city
and nearby villages, killing over 200 people [19]. Many spontaneous —
and often duplicative — donation distribution sites were established in
Leh and people did not know who was meant to be responsible for
what. Almost immediately, the military and civil defence forces kicked
into action for emergency rescue, airlifting in supplies and out the in-
jured. Running alongside local and national aid were the efforts of a
steady stream of tourists and onlookers, ' some of whom were changing
travel plans in order to offer assistance or survey the damage — which
has been argued elsewhere as “disaster tourism” [36].

The response was felt by many local people as reactive, ad hoc and
largely insufficient (Interviews, June 2017). Recognising shortfalls, the
local administration — the Ladakh Autonomous Hill Development

Council (LAHDC) - devised a Disaster Management Plan for Ladakh
2011-12. Its aim was to enable the District Administration ‘to effec-
tively deal with disaster in future so that loss of life and property is
minimized’ ([37]: 2). Though, it has yet to be tested in practice at any
great scale, interviews and conversations in Leh some six years later
portray a cynicism over its implementation: ‘people in Ladakh don’t
know what disaster management is’, noted one Ladakhi who had
worked on the Plan with the LAHDC; ‘Nothing has changed... no pre-
parations [for future hazards]’, noted a member of a prominent Bud-
dhist religious association. Constructions, sometimes illegal, and made
of non-resilient materials in high-risk flood areas, continue apace; flood
mitigation projects remain unfinished; and local knowledge of what to
do in the event of a hazard warning is based on experiences of the 2010
cloud burst, rather than any systematic, village-level assessments of
vulnerability and disaster risk reduction (DRR).

The intense level of construction and development in Ladakh, par-
ticularly in the urban centre of Leh, has long been acknowledged as
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driven by increased tourism to the region since the 1970s (creating an
explosion of service-orientated businesses and general wealth among
tourism entrepreneurs) and globalisation processes driven by increased
international connections (through the younger generation seeking
education elsewhere, inward investment by foreign individuals and
businesses, trade, tourism, and labour migration) [45,53]. Observations
of the deleterious socio-environmental impacts of this construction,
urbanisation and modernisation date back almost as far as these de-
velopments ([53]: 101-120).

Nonetheless, while these observations and critiques were (and re-
main) pertinent, they are, for the most part, “disaster-silent”.” Despite
the frequent occurrence of floods, landslides and other hazards over the
centuries there has been limited recording and analysis of them and
how, more broadly, the changing relations between nature and society
are increasing the incidence and nature of damaging impacts of hazards
on human life [57]. Thus, the first aim of this paper is to begin to fill
that gap. Part one will frame hazards and disasters in Ladakh in their
wider historical context, highlighting several major incidents and re-
sponses to them over the last two centuries,” and beginning to tease out
processes of change — including the evolution of disaster governance
from local levels to state and national government.”

Moreover, it is important to go beyond narrative accounts of historic
hazards and processes of change and to consider contemporary devel-
opments and their implications for understanding disaster governance.
Increased vulnerability to hazards in Leh, and wider Ladakh, in recent
decades is certainly affected by the same processes of change identified
in development and economic literature on Ladakh [53,62]: i.e. mod-
ernisation, urbanisation and globalisation. Nevertheless, given that
critiques of such processes, and observations of their impacts, have
been around for decades [45] — with recommendations of how to mi-
tigate their effects seeing limited results [52] — analysis must dig deeper
and ask: What else is contributing to the continuance/acceleration of
these maladaptive socio-environmental relations? Are there other pro-
cesses limiting inclusive and effective disaster governance?

The second and third parts of this paper are dedicated to answering
these questions by focussing on the contemporary nature of disaster
governance in the region, and how it has been impacted by much
broader shifts in national security governance, including a heavy
military presence in the state. To undertake such an analysis, we use the
theory of Social Domains expounded by Dorothea Hilhorst [25].

Social Domains, [25] explains, are areas ‘where ideas and practices
concerning risk and disaster are exchanged, shared and ... organised’,
both internally (within a single domain) and externally with other
domains. The three domains Hilhorst lists as dominant in the sphere of
disaster response are: the domain of international science and disaster
management, the domain of disaster governance, and the domain of
local knowledge and coping practices. These domains are not exclusive,

2 “Disaster-silent” is a term we coin here to capture situations in which ha-
zards are not included in accounts of a period, despite their occurrence and
their likely impact on the given topic, whether that be local economic devel-
opment, urbanisation, poverty and so on. These accounts may be on topics not
directly about hazards and their impacts, but they could arguably be deemed
insufficient if they do not account for disasters in their analysis.

31t must be noted that this analysis is based on ongoing research (and
therefore incomplete data) as there has been no systematic recording of disaster
events to date, and what the authors have recorded is undoubtedly incomplete.
As such, it should be viewed as the beginning of a record rather than a com-
prehensive account.

4 “Disaster governance” is here defined here as an inclusive term that looks at
the responsibility and management of disaster risk reduction, disaster response
and the normative knowledge production around these areas of action by a
diverse range of actors [68]. Disaster governance can be considered at different
scales (urban/rural, local, national, regional, and so on). This paper is con-
cerned with disaster governance at an urban level in Leh, Ladakh, and situates it
within the wider Ladakh district and Jammu & Kashmir state contexts.
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with people moving fluidly between them depending on their role in
society at any given moment. Moreover, the ideas and practices shared
in the domains can be conflictual and contradictory as well as affir-
mative, underlining the need to accept complexity in disaster man-
agement rather than seeking the singular, universal explanation or
“solution”. Building on this framework, part two of this paper will ex-
plore historically how knowledge and practice of disaster governance in
Ladakh has been exchanged, shared and organised.

The main argument of this section is not that disaster management
knowledge in individual domains is inherently wrong or that they are
distinct from each other. Nor is it that, for example, there are “solu-
tions” lurking in long-forgotten local knowledge. Rather, that under-
standings of risk, and therefore expectations of responsibility over mi-
tigation (and the effectiveness of these interventions), have been
affected by more than just environmental change, modernisation and
urbanisation; they have been shaped by developments in international
science, by the securitisation of the border zone, and by state and na-
tional political exigencies.

Using a critical historical approach to frame the wider context and
Social Domains theory to examine contemporary practice, this paper
hopes to offer new ways of thinking about disaster governance in the
region. In doing so, it offers an important case study that i) speaks to
wider discussions around civil-military relations in a securitised context
where a disaster occurs [11,27,41,66], and ii) contributes to a growing
body of literature examining local and national capacities when hazards
devastate the Himalayan region [33,42,58,71]. Moreover, as the se-
curity threat in Ladakh is primarily external (from China and Pakistan)
rather than internal (e.g. through insurgency or terrorism), this case
study offers the opportunity to explore how disaster governance evolves
when the civil-military relationship is not, by and large, antagonistic,
such as in the case of Kashmir in India [13], or Pakistan [41], but is
instead cooperative and the military is viewed as a protective force.

2. Methodology

This paper is based on seven months of desk, archival and interview
research in New Delhi (National Archives of India), Jammu and
Kashmir (J&K) (State archives) and Leh, Ladakh (interviews and library
research) from January to July 2017. Desk research included the wealth
of secondary literature that has emerged since Ladakh opened to
tourists and researchers in the 1970s. The focus of archival research was
largely in the National Archives of India on official disaster manage-
ment and response records. A brief scoping of records in the J&K State
archives was undertaken, focusing particularly on council records of
meteorological change, but much more remains to be done with these
documents. Finally, nine semi-structured interviews were undertaken
with 14 individuals involved in disaster management, including the
District Commission, faith based non-governmental associations, NGOs,
and local experts and researchers working on the subject. The majority
of representatives in the NGOs were at a senior management level.
While not exhaustive, these key informants represent a significant
cross-section of the various formal actors involved in disaster responses
in the region, and their interviews are used illustratively within the
analysis. It was not possible to engage with the Indian Army during the
course of this research which remains a limitation of the study and a
gap for future analysis.

3. Ladakh's hazard histories
3.1. Locating Ladakh: a historic border-conflict zone

Ladakh is an isolated mountain region and its boundaries, geo-
graphically and culturally, have long been complex and contested. In
1834 the kingdom was invaded by Hindu Raja Gulab Singh and his
Dogra army, and in 1846 it was incorporated into the princely state of J
&K, which acknowledged British supremacy over the Indian empire.
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Since partition of the Indian subcontinent in 1947, Ladakh has re-
mained within J&K state as part of the Republic of India, but with
contested borders to the north and east with China, and contested rule
over the majority of the state, with Pakistan. In the late 19th century,
boundary commissions designed to demarcate J&K (the princely state)
and its neighbouring state Himachal Pradesh (under direct British rule)
were primarily driven by trade priorities — specifically, trade routes
with Western Tibet and Central Asia [28]. Upon independence of India
and Pakistan in 1947, the boundaries were redrawn once again with
national concerns in mind: Pakistan sought to include the Muslim-ma-
jority Kashmir Valley within its sovereign boundaries, however the
ruler of the J&K princely state, Maharaja Hari Singh, signed the In-
strument of Accession with India for reasons that remain disputed ([5]:
23). The resultant border lines have been the subject of continued
contestation and violence on both sides, and resulted in the division of
families. Moreover, wars between the two countries erupted in 1948,
1965, 1971 and 1999. On the eastern side of J&K's border, peace has
fared little better.

Due to historic ties to Tibetan Buddhism, Ladakh ‘remained more in
the orbit of Tibet than of Kashmir’ right up to the 19th century ([5]:
13). When the British took over administration of it in the mid-19th
century, officials determined that ‘the Ladakh-Tibet boundary "was al-
ready sufficiently defined by nature, and recognised by custom™ and so
did not need readjustment (Aitchison cited in [63]: 103). Though this
customary boundary was imprecise and included the vast, unin-
habitable and un-demarcated Aksai Chin region.

When a newly-communist China annexed Tibet in the 1950s, it
occupied the Aksai Chin region. Resultant conflicts with China, most
notably the Sino-Indian War of 1962 and their occupation of the Aksai
Chin, have led to the securitisation of the border, and the stationing of
tens of thousands of Indian troops across the region. This boundary is
known as the Line of Actual Control (LAC), with cross-border move-
ment prohibited.® Border antagonisms have continued unabated. In the
last few years alone, the eastern Ladakh region has seen the Chumar
standoff, a 2014 incursion of China into what India view as their side of
the LAC following Chinese construction of a road; and a second ‘in-
trusion’ over the border by the Chinese following perceived illegal road
construction in 2016, this time by India [26].

Such an extensive military presence with ‘live’ hostilities all-but
guarantees the Indian army as key responders to disasters — they are an
extensive and mobilised resource, and it is their primary concern to
maintain stability in the region. Moreover, because of Ladakh's strategic
geopolitical importance, ‘New Delhi, together with the [J&K] state ca-
pital, Srinagar, [have become] involved at every level of socioeconomic
policies related to the ‘development’ of Ladakh’ ([38]: 127; [10]). This
historic securitisation of the border region and top-down governance of
its development has had profound effects on the way the Ladakhi polity
frames natural hazards and, as a consequence, experiences and miti-
gates risk. The following section will chart that hazard history in a little
more detail, examining which disasters made the records (and why),
and what the implications of that record are for post-independence
disaster governance.

3.2. Colonial hazard histories: Taming the environment

Official, historical records of hazards and disasters in Ladakh are
patchy and dispersed. In the National Archives of India (NAI), based in
New Delhi, post-independence disaster documentation primarily sits
within the Ministry for Home Affairs collection, particularly that of the
Prime Minister's Office, which directs urgent disaster appeals from the
centre. However, these records are sparse and, when they exist, are

S Anecdotal reports suggest that the border with Ladakh and China opens for
one month every year in winter for Indian traders to purchase Chinese-made
goods for sale in the Indian market.

652

International Journal of Disaster Risk Reduction 31 (2018) 650-658

often incomplete or have not yet been transferred to the NAI for cata-
loguing. At the state level, the relevant records are kept in the Jammu
Archives and specific mentions of hazards are dispersed within standard
colonial Council records, though more work needs to be done on the
extent to which disaster experiences in Ladakh and wider J&K have
been captured since independence.

This inconsistency of record-keeping on hazards and disasters is
similar to historical records of disasters across the rest of India (and it is
certainly not unusual, globally). As Anu [35] explains, while the doc-
umentation of disasters in a semi-systematic fashion began during the
rule of the British over India (particularly 1930-1947), this was for
governance purposes and focused largely on disasters that impacted
their administration — particularly famines. After independence, there
was a lull in disaster research and a continued, reactive focus on relief,
which saw the early militarisation of disaster responses (a subject to
which we shall return to shortly). What both the colonial and post-
independence records show is a framing of hazards as a disruption from
the norm and a lean towards reactive, technocratic solutions.

Perhaps one of the most significant colonial records of a disaster in
Ladakh came from the account of Alexander Cunningham [7], author of
Ladak: Physical, Statistical and Historical. Cunningham was an engineer
and government official who led a government commission to establish
the Ladakh-Tibet border in the mid-nineteenth century, undertaking
two tours of Ladakh in 1846 and 1847. In this text, he speaks of three
significant floods in 1826, 1833 and 1841, of which the latter was the
‘greatest’: ‘Suddenly down rushed the wave of the inundation, thirty feet in
height, and the whole camp took to flight: most of the men were saved, but
the baggage, camp equipage, and guns, were swept away... The devastating
effects of this terrible flood were still quite fresh in 1847’ ([7]: 100-104).
Ninety-two people lost their lives and 351 houses were destroyed ([7]:
105). For explanations as to the cause of this inundation, Cunningham
turned to local knowledge of previous flood patterns and pinpointed it
to the bursting of a glacier in the Shyok valley, which caused the 1833
flood ([7,69]: 11).

The second largest of that period, as per the colonial record and
written after Cunningham's account, appears to be the Indus flood of
1858, which “swamped” Attock and washed away a significant portion
of the town of Tarbella ([69]: 8). This 1858 disaster was at the centre of
the analysis of both Captain Henderson's [23] ‘Memorandum on the
Nature and Effects of the Flooding of the Indus on 10th August 1858’,
and Major Becher's [4] article on the flood in the same issue of the
Journal of the Asiatic Society of Bengal. Both authors disputed Cun-
ningham's explanation for the 1841 flood, with Henderson dismissing
Cunningham's reliance on local sources and instead using scientific
theories originating from Europe to explain the flood's origin from the
same source as previous inundations ([69]: 12). Becher, however, dis-
agreed entirely with the explanation, instead using his own local
sources to locate the flood some 400 miles from the site indicated by
Cunningham and Henderson, identifying its cause as a dam blockage
([69]: 12).

In many of these official records, disasters are constructed through
the frame of exceptionalism, characterised by “unprecedentedness”
([13,15]: 57), a theoretical approach first critiqued by Hewitt [24].
Colonial administration reports of J&K note a ‘hurricane’ in April 1898
that, lasting 36 h, ‘devastated many huts, wrecked many boats and
uprooted many trees. Within living memory such a hurricane has never
visited Kashmir’ ([30]: 151-152). A few years later in 1904, J&K Ad-
ministration records note an ‘unprecedented flood which swept over the
valley on the third week of July, the intensity of which was not sur-
passed by any within living recollection’ ([31]:512). In both cases, the
damages were not inventoried, rather the descriptions seem to stress
the hazards as a break from the norm. This emphasis served both as a
colonial expression of the region's tropical vulnerability and otherness —
i.e. as distinct from the temperate clime of Europe ([2]: 21; 2003: 17) —
and to justify expansions of colonial influence and control over nature.
Where disasters were occurring, scientific expertise would need to
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follow to prevent future loss of life and damage to infrastructure. This
extension of control, argues Weil, was to make both the land and the
people ‘productive’ for Empire ([69]: 5), as well as being part of the
high colonial mission of rational and objective documentation ([2]: 27).
Weil argues of this period that:

[E]nvironmental managers of the British Empire in India increasingly
created a bureaucratic and segmented mental landscape that profoundly
affected the physical landscape. This occurred progressively, if almost
imperceptibly, as specialists trained in narrow reductionist science re-
placed an older generation of generalists, whose knowledge was more
qualitative and based in local relationships and experience; and en-
gineering became the dominant mode for managing the environment of
colonial South Asia. ([69]: 4-5)

The flood of 1858 served as a key gear-shift in colonial environ-
mental management in Ladakh, as the ‘local knowledge’ used to inform
the work of Cunningham and Becher, was vociferously disregarded and
superseded by a ‘universal scientific’ knowledge, championed by
Henderson and his successors. In the works of the latter, the testimonies
of the local populations were dismissed as false or mistaken. This was to
reinforce their exclusion from the official record. Moreover, conclusions
as to flood causality were presumed to be concomitant with those
emerging from European science relating to European floods ([69]: 12).
That is not to say that the earlier accounts of Cunningham and Becher of
floods in the region were authentic and correct.” Indeed, the broad
absence of direct accounts from local Ladakhi observers of hazards
makes the colonial record inadequate. Nonetheless, what such records
of disagreement do show is that there was an administrative move from
‘the local’ to ‘the universal’ in terms of hazard and disaster knowledge,
and a displacement of local experiences to ‘objective’, often techno-
cratic, explanations of causality. This was part of the colonial state's
attempt to ‘spatialise[]its power’, as territoriality and the control of
natural resources had become ‘a matter of statehood’ ([20]:37-38; see
also: [56]). And this was a top-down eco-governance trend which was
to accelerate under the independent Indian republic but, following
several border wars in the early years of independence, it would take on
a militarised hue — particularly in the border regions.

4. The evolution of disaster governance in independent India
4.1. Management from the centre, post-Independence

While [35] notes that scientific knowledge-production around dis-
asters stagnated in the decades following independence (exampled by
minimal research outputs and limited investment in research centres),
the management of disaster responses from the centre accelerated and
took a distinct civil-military course.

In the mid-1950s the Government of India (Gol) commissioned the
creation of an Emergency Relief Organisation, to be situated within the
Ministry of Home Affairs (MoHA). Those responsible for its creation
were charged with drawing up ‘a coordinated plan for each part of the
country taking into account all these agencies [who previously re-
sponded to disasters on an ad hoc basis], and assign specific roles to
them so that, whenever an emergency occurs in a particular area, the
Organisation will be able to start its relief operations according to plan,
in an effective manner within the shortest period’ ([48]: 1). There was
to be a connected Committee in each state, and emergencies that were
to fall under the Organisation's purview ranged from famine and floods
to ‘serious fire outbreaks’ and ‘large-scale accidents (railways, docks,
mines, collapse of buildings)’ ([48]: 7). ‘Each of these’, the policy report
continued, ‘will require a particular type of relief and set of operations.

6 Indeed, Cunningham and Becher were not interested in anthropologically
engaging with local experiences, but had their own development-focused ad-
ministrative responsibilities [69]: 3).
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Even so, practically, all of them will have certain operations which are
common to them, such as medical relief, communications, transport
and welfare (i.e. provision of food, clothing, shelter and information)’
([48]: 7). Recruits were sought from the ranks of the civil service and
civil defence, with preferences frequently expressed for individuals
with an engineering background and some form of ‘officer/rescue ex-
perience’ [47].

The amalgamation of environmental hazards and industrial dis-
asters in this framework, and the focus on relief activities with medical
aid and basic welfare, highlighted the reactive approach the Gol was
taking with disasters — hazard-centred and reactive rather than pre-
ventive and focused on risk reduction and mitigation. Moreover, the
emphasis on the need for technical knowledge and/or civil defence
experience underscored the perceived similarity of the threat of disaster
with that of a military attack. To quote Joint Secretary to the
Government, N. S. Mani, in a letter in December 1956:

Most of the arrangements usually designed for civil defence can usefully
and adequately be provided under a scheme designed to deal with natural
calamities only... The contrasting needs of civil defence and such natural
calamities as floods and famine... are not therefore very material in the
present context. Some of the hazards to be faced in the event of an actual
air attack, viz. the destruction of buildings, outbreaks of fire, disruption
of communications, death and disease may rise as a result of natural
calamities also. MoHA [49].

Subsequently, in 1957, a National Civil Defence College was
founded at Nagpur as the Central Emergency Relief Training Institute
(CERTI) and its main role was to serve as a training function for the
Emergency Relief Organisation ([50]: 124-125).

This linking of disasters and security was augmented in the 1960s
when the country faced war with China in 1962 and Pakistan in 1965.
According to Gol reports, these two emergencies ‘compelled the
Government of India to reorient its emergency training activities from
natural disasters to those concerning protection of life and property
against enemy actions. This college [CERTI] was renamed as National
Civil Defence College with the passing of Civil Defence Act, 1968 by the
Parliament’ ([50]: 125). While the organisation now is present across
the country, branches exist mainly in areas vulnerable to ‘enemy’ at-
tack. Currently these number 225 towns across 35 states/union terri-
tories, many of which are in Jammu and Kashmir ([50]: 124). Srinagar,
Jammu and Leh are all Civil Defence Towns and offer training sessions
on Disaster Management and conflict response [32].

Closely linked to the Civil Defence Forces, and also present in
Ladakh, is a State Disaster Response Force (SDRF), which falls under the
purview of the National Disaster Management Authority, created in the
National Disaster Management Act 2005. This erstwhile auxiliary police
battalion of the state government shares four aims with the Civil
Defence Forces:

. to save life;

. to minimize the damage to the property[;]
. continuity of production; and

. to keep up the high morale of public. [29]

A WN -

An additional layer of disaster response in Ladakh comes from the
Indo-Tibetan Border Police (ITBP), created in the wake of India's war
with China in 1962 and regularised by the Indo-Tibetan Border Police
Force Act of 1992. At a current strength of 86,432 officers, the ITBP
have been designated the ‘First Responder in the Himalayan Region’ to
disasters ([51]:183).

The presence and disaster management authority of these four
forces in Ladakh — the Indian army, Civil Defence Forces, SDRF, and
ITBP - has fostered a reactive, militarised disaster response culture in
the region. Moreover, their connections to Gol at the centre through
both policy governance (i.e. the norm-setting of the NDMA) and state
security (with the deployment of the military and border forces as a
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bulwark against less-than-friendly neighbouring countries), underscore
disaster management as a national governance priority, directed by
state policy and security interests, rather than a state-driven endeavour
influenced by hazard realities on the ground [59]. As [64] explain, the
NDMA, ‘acknowledges the role of the armed forces in disaster man-
agement[,] and states that [in theory] the armed forces are called only
when the coping capability of the civil administration is exhausted. It,
however, admits that in practice (as has been in the past) the armed
forces are deployed immediately and they have responded promptly’
(see also: [17]).

This centrality of the army in disaster response is further reinforced
by the everyday linkages the military has, particularly with the villages
in Ladakh: most of the smaller villages on the peripheries of the district
are cut off from the main supply routes for six months of the year due to
heavy snow fall, and so the army provides all emergency care to the
population. This includes emergency medical care and vehicle rescue.
The military also run some of the primary and secondary schools in the
remotest parts of the region. Although many of these public service
responsibilities should fall to the State government, rather than the
national government, the State are — largely for financial, bureaucratic
and logistical reasons — often are unable to meet local need, whereas the
army are well-equipped for such climates.”

This historic dominance of the military, and their locally embedded
role as service providers and rescue agents, is fundamentally (re)
shaping the state's understanding of disaster risk. The final section of
this paper will return to the 2010 cloud burst in Ladakh and will ex-
plore how the dominant disaster governance regime in the region is
shaping the possibility of various actors to address disaster vulner-
ability, risk reduction and capacity. To analyse this point, it is useful to
springboard from Dorothea Hilhorst's Social Domains theory and apply
it beyond disaster response in order to tease out how an increasingly
securitised form of disaster governance is impacting the possibilities of
longer-term preparedness and DRR.

5. The social Domains of disaster response in Ladakh
5.1. Social Domains as a lens

[25] Social Domains framework is designed to ‘accommodat[e]
complexity while taking into account diversity’ in disaster responses. It
builds on the ‘mutuality’ idea that disaster vulnerability has a number
of causes and these can originate, or be exacerbated, by language and
practices emanating from human responses to hazards. She explains
(2003: 40-41) that:

Social Domains can be defined as areas of social life that are organised
by reference to a series of interlocking practices and values ... Although
domains imply a shared repertoire of practices and languages ... conflict
and negotiation take place within the domain as much as in interactions
with other domains. Differential interpretations are often concealed be-
cause people use the same language.

As outlined in the introduction, the three main Social Domains of
disaster response are the domain of international science and disaster
management; the domain of disaster governance; and the domain of
local knowledge and coping practices. The first privileges scientific
discourse and is dominated by hazard-centred approaches to

7 Special thanks to Dr. Thusu Bindra for these observations. Anecdotal evi-
dence from interviews suggests that while the J&K State certainly has a limited
pot of money to deal with hazards and disasters (as with any government), the
problem of response is viewed to be less of a money issue and more a mix of
bureaucratic problems and inertia. The former is reported as a result of high
turn-over of bureaucrats in top-level positions, which loses governmental in-
stitutional memory and momentum, and the inertia is attributed to the fact that
the army is there and will do the job anyway. These anecdotal reflections re-
quire further investigation.
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understanding disasters — echoes of which can be seen in the earlier
account of colonial disaster records. Moreover, Hilhorst argues, this
international science is ‘coupled with modern forms of governing dis-
aster through disaster plans and emergency responses according to
military style organisation’ ([25]: 42). The second is the domain ‘where
disaster knowledge and management is mediated and altered through
political and bureaucratic governance practices and institutions’ ([25]:
44). This disaster knowledge is certainly derived — both in terms of
content and legitimacy — from international science and disaster man-
agement, but articulation is filtered through political and bureaucratic
exigencies, including (as we argue) national security concerns. The
third domain centres on local knowledge development around disasters.
Actors working on/in the third domain are often critical of modernist
and technocratic approaches to disaster response and seek to emphasise
a need to look at ‘the various ways in which the repercussions of social
systems can render people more vulnerable to the effects of disasters’
([59]: 420; [43,44]). However, it does not sit in isolation from the other
domains — indeed, all the domains overlap, such as local, indigenous,
and vernacular knowledges and external knowledge combining to link
the second and third domains. Not least because some people may
weave in and out of several domains depending on their position(s)
within a society ([25]:49).

The second domain of disaster governance is of particular relevance
to this part of the analysis as it is by using this frame that we see a
manifestation of the security values and priorities emerging in institu-
tional understandings of hazard risk and vulnerability in Ladakh.

5.2. The implications of a securitised disaster governance in Ladakh

As outlined above, across India, and particularly in its border re-
gions, national or military security are key priorities when imagining
the possibilities of disaster preparedness and response. This is certainly
not a unique phenomenon, as India's wider civil-military complex has
seen the army take a lead in disaster responses, social development
activities (Aggarwal and Bhan [1]), and environmental sustainability
elsewhere in the country [12]. Many argue this is positive, as the
military is often ready to mobilise as soon as an emergency hits, is
trained in search and rescue, and is fully equipped for a crisis scenario,
bringing with them their own life support equipment [19,67]. More-
over, their ‘strategic force projection capabilities’ and logistical ex-
pertise mean they can operate efficiently in humanitarian emergencies
and on difficult terrain, giving them an advantage over more modestly-
equipped civilian organisations ([67]:3). These positive assessments
were certainly echoed by the majority of our respondents, as we expand
on below. Nonetheless, these perspectives in military deployment in a
disaster form one part of a multi-layered set of experiences and view-
points.

Aggarwal and Bhan (2009: 528) note that the effect of the military's
involvement has often been the creation of parallel and competing ci-
vilian and military structures. In a sudden onset hazard scenario, in a
securitised and remote region such as Ladakh, this presence and au-
thority means that security forces must not only take the lead in an
emergency — thereby automatically instigating a chain-of-command
structure in the response — but this priority can also result in a limita-
tion (or prohibition) of support or intervention from other actors, such
as the community institutions and NGOs. Such an approach has a
particularly detrimental effect on the development of civil society or-
ganisations in hazard-prone areas. Yet, these organisations are often
(theoretically, at least) the key grassroots actors that drive everyday
risk reduction, rather than reactive relief, and a more locally-con-
textualised approach to DRR and disaster response. Moreover, it can
reinforce a marginalisation of state government authorities in local
governance (Aggarwal and Bhan, 2009: 528). That is not to say that a
military response should be replaced by a network of community-based
actors, or a state institution. Rather, to quote Garge et al. [17], ‘[d]
isaster risk management is a complex and multifaceted task which
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cannot be addressed by any single sector, any single group or in-
dividual’. Yet Ladakh appears to lack much of that civic infrastructure
and interconnected humanitarian and development working.

For instance, ‘alternative’ humanitarian actors permanently based
within the district who are engaging in DRR and are readily mobilised
in the event of a hazard are limited in number.® According to interview
discussions with the district commission and civil society leaders, the
main non-governmental organisation (NGO) working on DRR in Ladakh
throughout the year is the Leh Nutrition Partnership (LNP), who moved
into disaster response in 1978 following the destructive floods that hit
vast swathes of Northern India ([46]; Interviews, June 2017; [60]). LNP
was funded by Save the Children India to respond to the floods and
since then have expanded their programme to focus on education,
women's empowerment and disaster risk reduction for schools (Inter-
view, 7 June 2017). Other NGOs, that have sprung up in the region
primarily since the 1980s and 1990s, also have mixed mandates and
provide relief in the event of an emergency but have primarily focused
on developmental and ecological issues, rather than specific hazard or
disaster-focused activities [60].

The paucity of aid organisations working concertedly on disaster
risk reduction and emergency relief in the region has been affected by
the broader difficulty NGOs face working in J&K. As a securitised zone,
many of the villages near the LAC are classed as ‘protected areas’ and
require an Inner Line Permit for access. Aggarwal and Bhan (2009: 521)
describe these areas as largely restricted to outsiders — including in-
ternational and domestic tourists, researchers and scientists — for ‘se-
curity reasons’ and that they are ‘characterised by a visible military
presence’ (see also: [10). Several key informants working for national
aid organisations in Delhi noted that it can be difficult for humanitarian
actors to gain government permission to undertake long term, and even
emergency, work in many of those areas.

These restrictions and the dominance of the Indian army in areas
where it views it has operational responsibility have a long history
within broader Indian civil-military relations, and a particular em-
beddedness in Ladakh. Srinath Raghavan [55] writes that they can be
traced back to India's losses in the 1962 Sino-Indian War, where post-
conflict assessments of mistakes ascribe (wrongly, in Raghavan's view)
India's biggest failing to ‘civilian interference’ by the government in the
military operations of the war. This became the accepted view and
caused a sea-change in civil-military relations [6] — it led to ‘the idea
that civilians should focus on the political level and should abstain from
involvement in operational issues — a notion that continues to shape
civil-military relations in India’ ([55]: 150). The consequences of these
operational shifts across India have been the demarcation of separate
spheres of influence for civilian and military power structures, and the
precedence of the military in matters considered to fall within their
remit and geography. This in turn has ‘exacerbated the lack of co-
ordination between the services [and] resulted in extemporised and
poorly coordinated responses’ to crisis situations ([55]: 151). While
Raghavan is primarily talking here about coordination in conflict sce-
narios, the occurrence of hazards and disasters within their operational
sphere seems to follow the same logic as military command structures
take over in these circumstances, and civilian organisations have lim-
ited access to villages that fall within the India Army's purview. Ad-
ditionally, emergency-preparedness activities that the Indian Army
carry out within the villages have a distinctive military hue.

In 2003 the Indian Army started Operation Sadbhavana in Ladakh.
This Operation was initiated as a civic action and ‘since then’, they note,
‘our commitment to welfare, well being and empowerment of the locals
has only grown from strength to strength — thus enabling us to “win the
hearts and minds”... The “Winning of Hearts” involves establishing an

8 ‘Alternative’ actors are outlined by Ray-Bennett [59] as those which explore
nature-society-state relations and examine the ways in which social systems can
render people more vulnerable to a hazard.
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emotional connect and gaining the trust of locals by an ever ready
helping hand, whenever times are difficult and conditions hard.
“Winning of Minds” involves empowering the locals with knowledge
and skills and thereby promoting / generating employment avenues in
the remotest of areas’ [21]. Their specific programmes include infra-
structural development, training children to prepare for Military school
entry, and providing specialist equipment, camps and medical aid in the
event of an emergency [21]. The emergency-focused elements of this
programme focus overwhelmingly on reactive response and rescue ra-
ther than risk reduction, and the motivations are presented as “winning
hearts and minds”, a military counter-insurgence strategy that grew in
prominence during decolonisation conflicts of the mid twentieth cen-
tury ([16]: 340-341). This hints at the primacy of military strategy in
their local relations — namely, to gain the trust and cooperation of the
local population and legitimise their continued presence. While not
surprising nor problematic from a strategic military standpoint, such
authority also impacts disaster governance approaches.

On the one hand, the dominance of the army and absence of NGOs
as emergency responders in an area with such extensive and embedded
military infrastructure is not seen by many as a setback. Key informants
in Leh almost unanimously praised the efforts of the army in the relief
operations: ‘the military in Ladakh is cooperative, friendly and wel-
come’, explained one NGO worker. The main adjective used to describe
their efforts by officials and ordinary citizens alike was ‘helpful’, and
this reflection was frequently accompanied by a broader note of ap-
preciation for their everyday role as ‘protectors’ of the Ladakhi popu-
lation against Chinese and Pakistan military incursions into the state
(Interviews, 2017). On the other hand, the army's perceived efficiency
in disaster response and wider service provision has been argued as
contributing to the civil government's ‘over-reliance’ on their services,
which has in turn ‘stunted the[ir own] initiative, responsibility and
accountability’ in DRR and disaster response [17,18]. Whatever the
case, and it is almost certainly a mix of these factors, the dominance of
the military and the interrelated securitisation of Ladakh is not without
implications for disaster-related knowledge, policy and practice.

5.3. Shared language, different meanings

There exists a long-standing critique of the role of the military in
humanitarian action, and much of this centres on the tension between
the purpose and agenda of a military actor in a given area, and the
humanitarian principles adopted by some groups of impartiality, neu-
trality and independence [40]. [54], for instance, notes that one of the
main arguments against a militarisation of humanitarianism is that,
‘military humanitarianism is a contradiction in terms. Military acts are
inherently political and usually connote imposition, whereas humani-
tarian relief is morally autonomous and, in theory at least, neither
politically conditioned nor imposed’. While the point of non-govern-
mental humanitarian neutrality is certainly contested [61,65], it re-
mains true in the Ladakh context that the military has a primary poli-
tical purpose: border protection and the entrenchment of its power base
to maintain security and stability (Aggarwal and Bhan, 2009). Thus,
their governance of risk, and their related understandings of the rela-
tions between hazards, vulnerability and disaster, are mediated by
these concerns ([25]: 44). That is not to say the relief activities they
undertake are problematic acts in and of themselves, or that their hu-
manitarian intentions in the heat of an emergency should be ques-
tioned, but that their agenda may have certain effects on the possibi-
lities of effective DRR and disaster response for the affected
communities. For instance, as well as limiting access for researchers and
NGOs, in a tightly controlled security zone the military is not obliged —
and may view it as strategically risky ([10]: 32) — to share the full ex-
tent of data it has on climate conditions, resources it has mobilised for
various responses, access routes in and out of certain areas, and so on.
This information can be vital for disaster scientists and civil society
organisations to work together to prepare effectively for hazards over
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the longer term [8,34] — especially if they have limited direct access to
an area and the ability to gather their own data. Additionally, the
dominance of the military in a given context means that, if and when
local understandings of disaster governance differ from the military, the
community have little recourse (Aggarwal and Bhan, 2009: 530).

While the above concerns are more relevant for hazard-related
knowledge production and DRR in the remoter villages of Ladakh, the
dominance of the military as humanitarian actors has implications for
the more accessible urban centres, too. For instance, in the event of an
emergency, the army's command and control structure relegates civil
society organisations, and even to a certain extent the state govern-
ment, to the role of relief agents and service providers ([13]:135). This
was evident in conversations with the major faith-based organisations
in Leh, who were among the first responders to the 2010 cloudburst but
felt limited in what they were able to achieve for those affected. While
their centres operated as bases for sharing information and distributing
goods, this was an ad hoc, reactive arrangement and ran in parallel to
several other “pop up” distribution stations. ‘There was no preparation,
no disaster management... People [were] using their own vehicles for
aid’, recalled one informant. The tone throughout these interviews was
that the government had failed in preparing the people and mounting a
sufficient response. An official from the LAHDC remarked that, though
the post-2010 establishment of mock drills and the creation of an
Emergency Command Centre for disaster coordination are important,
‘technical expertise is limited. We need a disaster management unit
here’. Another key informant, a local with experience working on dis-
aster management planning, asked rhetorically: ‘How to reduce vul-
nerability at the Panchayat [village] level? ... We need to go to the
villages and do [preparedness] exercises. Printing reports at different
levels does not work’.

As well as highlighting the general sense of a lack of government
and military expertise on disaster management and their lack of on-
going work in risk reduction, this discourse is also interesting for its
reinforcement of the broader sense among Ladakhis of the government's
responsibility for preparedness and the community's sense of power-
lessness, inexperience or apathy in initiating their own programmes.
Though, rightly, in these discourses the civil government is seen as
having a key responsibility in leading effective DRR and disaster re-
sponses ([17]: 57), there remains limited recognition that the dom-
inance and the role of the army (and the related securitisation of the
border region) may be inhibitive — as part of a range of other factors — to
that civic development of a more comprehensive and inclusive disaster
governance structure.

A further consequence of this top-down, relief-orientated response is
the treatment of those affected by the disaster as disempowered victims
([13]:135). The militarised relief and rescue operations separate crisis-
affected communities from their wider history and from the processes
that have contributed to their vulnerability, in order to ‘save’ and return
society to the assumed state of pre-disaster ‘normalcy’ [3]. And the
governance authority held by these military and bureaucratic forces
create a feedback loop whereby focus remains on hazard or disaster
events, effectiveness is measured against lives saved and this sets the
benchmark for good practice captured in subsequent disaster manage-
ment policy formation. As noted by Virginie [39], ‘the [Ladakh] District
Disaster Management Plan, enacted in 2011 [after the cloud burst], is
hazard oriented, with little attention to the root causes of disasters. For
instance, although the hazards assessment is quite detailed, the plan
does not include any analysis of vulnerability or capacity’. This ap-
proach largely reproduces the top-down, hazard-centred approaches to
disaster management that has roots in colonial environmental man-
agement and has long been criticised in DRR literature [24,70].

The difficulty of discerning dominant frames and their implications
in disaster governance comes as a result of what [25] describes as the
internal contradictions within and between domains, which can be
hidden because of ‘a shared repertoire of practices and languages’. For
instance, in our research ‘preparedness’ for disasters, and its equivalent
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terms, was spoken of by a diversity of actors in the three domains as
variously requiring: sufficient historic climate data; the utilisation of
indigenous knowledge; village level capacity-building exercises (Inter-
view with local disaster management consultant, June 2017); the in-
volvement of retired army officers for risk management (statement by a
senior District state official, 2017); better planning regulation and the
construction of disaster-resilient buildings (Interview with local NGO
manager, June 2017), and so on. While they all may be important and
have a role to play, the influence of these ideas on policy and practice
depends on the political and bureaucratic exigencies through which
they are filtered, and the governance authority of the actor articulating
them. For Ladakh, disaster governance is framed by colonial and
modern environmental science, and dominated by post-independence
(particularly post-1962 Sino-Indian) security priorities.

6. Conclusion

Since at least the mid-nineteenth century, power structures in the
Ladakh region have determined a form of disaster governance that has
been simultaneously: driven by political and administrative concerns of
the central government; shaped by the hazard-centred paradigm of
‘universal’ disaster science; and filtered through border security prio-
rities. The argument of this paper has not been to unreservedly criticise
those developments, but to contextualise their history and explore their
implications. What is evident in the first instance is that hazard-related
research on Ladakh, and documentation of disasters, is very limited.
Initial scoping of the historical record and contemporary policy has
uncovered patchy information on several main themes: larger hazards
and the scale of their impact (with smaller events not making the re-
cord); the implications of an event for local and state governance
(driven by security concerns); or the geophysical composition of hazard
(emerging in more recent disaster science). What has been lost in this
top-down, hazard-centred knowledge formation and disaster govern-
ance approach is the everyday hazard experiences of Ladakhis, and
‘alternative’ examples of risk reduction (or even lessons learned to the
contrary). We have sought to theorise one of the contributing factors to
that gap in knowledge and have argued the security-governance com-
plex as being particularly dominant in current imaginings of the prio-
rities and possibilities of DRR and disaster response.

Given Ladakh's strategic importance to India as a border region, its
difficult terrain, and extreme weather patterns, it is not surprising that
the army are one of the key actors responding to hazards. Moreover, if
the concern here was over disaster management, then the reactive,
temporary relief and rescue operations undertaken by the military
could arguably be appropriate for its role as a humanitarian logistical
complement to local, government and civil society operations [17].
However, as the military is taking a more significant role in wider
disaster governance of Ladakh (i.e. a more normative role shaping the
knowledge and possibilities of disaster responses and DRR activities)
their authority becomes more problematic [11].

Using Hilhorst's Social Domains theory, we explored the implica-
tions of this securitised governance of society and the environment in
Ladakh during rapid-onset hazards and we argued it is possible to see
several ways that human activity is exacerbating the unpreparedness of
vulnerable communities. First, through the state and military frames of
disaster in terms of an ‘unexpected’ emergency. This hazard-centred,
reactive approach to disasters that assumes them to be a ‘break from the
norm’ has its roots in colonial discourses of environmental science (see
also [9]). So, too, does the assumed need to maintain stability — whe-
ther environmental or social — and “return to normalcy” in this politi-
cally-sensitive border region.

Second, through the securitised “access limitation” of diverse dis-
aster-related actors by the government from hazard-exposed areas —
whether that be NGOs, scientists or researchers — before and after a
disaster. This both limits the possibilities of data collection (and
therefore disaster-related knowledge production) from a diversity of
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actors, and the communication and coordination of ideas and practice.
It also reinforces a hierarchy of response, with the army at the top. The
national security concerns of the border region, particularly after the
1962 war with China, have normalised this structure among all sections
of society, including those that declare they support a fundamental
overhaul of disaster governance - resulting in an almost unanimous
praise of their presence (though this is possibly also emerging from
trepidation about openly criticising the military). One of the con-
sequences of this positive feedback loop on the army as ‘protectors’ is an
oversight of the limiting effects of securitisation on the possibilities of
developing an alternative disaster governance model.

Finally, these top-down disaster governance norms, and linear
transfers of data, are perpetuating the marginalisation of local knowl-
edge of historic disaster experiences [58], as well as taking the initiative
and the incentive to act away from local populations. That is not to
romanticise local knowledge as if it offers complete solutions to hazard
risk, or as if it is something homogeneously held by the community. It
can be just as erroneous and hierarchical a knowledge form as the other
domains of disaster management ([25]: 47). Rather, this is to recognise
that local values and areas of knowledge ‘shape the way that people
define a disaster, the way they look for solutions, and what they even
consider to be a disaster and a solution in the first place’ [14]. It is in the
mutual dialogue between domains — and the related contestation and
negotiation of ideas, theories and approaches — that disaster governance
evolves [25], if not in always in response effectiveness and relevance,
then at least in participation and ownership.
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