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Acall fordisaster
drills for Indians

WHEREVERWEliveinIndia,wenowfacesomeform
ofextremeweather.Thedangermaybeaheatwave,
cyclone,cloudburst,flashfloodorlandslide.Theha¬
zardsdiffer, but no part of thecountrycan assume

it issafe.Yet most of ushavenever taken part inadisasterdrill.
Everysummer, people collapse. Every monsoon, children

and adultsareswept away. During the recent Assam floods,13-
year-oldHridipPanikaenteredthefloodwaterstosavehispuppy.
Hesavedtheanimal,butlosthislifeinthecurrentManyof these
deathsunfoldwithinminutes,beforetrained helpcanarrive.Sur¬
vivaldependsonafewimmediatedecisions.

Inarecentassessmentwefoundthathotdayshaveincreased
byaboutfivetotendaysperdecadesincethe1950s,whileextreme
rain events causingfloodsover India tripled. Meanwhile, India
hasimproveditsabilitytoforecastheatwaves,cyclonesandheavy
rain.Alertsnowreachmillionsthroughtelevision,mobilephones
andsocialmedia.However,awarningonlytellsusthatdangeris
approaching.Itdoesnotteachuswhattodo.Thatknowledgehas
tobelearntand practised beforetheemergency.

A World Health Organization regional report cites36,362
drowningdeathsinIndiain2021.Just15centimetresof fast-mov¬
ingwatercanknockanadultdown,whileabout30cmcancarry
away many cars.Yet people routinely walk, ride or drive into
floodwaterwithoutknowingitsdepth,speedorwhatliesbeneath.

Indianeedsanationalcultureofdisasterdrills.Everyschool,
college,government office and workplaceshould conduct two
mandatoryseasonal drills each year, one before the heatwave
seasonandanother beforethemonsoon.

A heatdrill shouldsimulateastudentor worker developing
severe weakness, dizzinessor confusion. Participants should
knowwhocalls for medical help,where rapidcoolingwill begin
andwhochecksonthoseatgreaterrisk.Everyinstitutionshould
identifyashaded orcooled room, maintain drinking water and
knowwhen outdoorwork,sportsandassembliesmuststop.

A monsoon drill should be equally practical.Studentsand
staffshouldwalktheevacuationroutetohigherground,practise
headcountsand testanalternative routeincasethe mainexit is
flooded.Theyshould learn nevertoenterordrivethrough mov¬
ingwater,andtostayawayfromsubmergeddrainsandelectrical
wires.Childrenshould be taught tothrowa ropeorflotation aid
fromasafepositionandcalltrained rescuers,insteadof jumping
intothewater.Survivalswimmingand basicwater-rescueskills
should becomepartof education in flood-pronedistricts.

Disaster management must becomea practical part of edu¬
cation from the primary level. Childrenshould learn local ha¬
zards,wamingcolours,saferoutes,signsofheatillnessandbasic
first aid. Older studentscan leam emergencycommunication,
evacuationandcommunityvolunteering.Theseabilitiesshould
be demonstrated, not memorised. A child who learns them at
schoolwillalsocarrythemhome.

Indiaisnotstartingfromzero.TheNationalDisasterManage¬
ment Authority (NDMA) already provides for school disaster
plans,mockdrillsandvillage-leveldrillcalendarsbasedonlocal
hazards.Yet asix-state surveyfound that most schools had not
held the drills, many lacked evacuation plansand onlyabout a
quarter hadtrainedstaff andstudents.

Japanshowswhatsustainedpreparednesscanachieve.Dur¬
ingthe2011tsunami,around3,000schoolchildren in Kamaishi
reached safety after yearsof disaster education taught them to
movequicklytohigherground.InJune2026,Taiwantested how
multiple agencies would respond to three consecutivedaysat
40°C. Bangladesh has built a standing network of about 76,000
coastalvolunteerstrainedtocarrywarningstocommunities,or¬
ganiseevacuations, managesheltersand providefirst aid.

Every panchayat and urban ward should designateat least
onelocalsafetypoint.It should beaccessible topeoplewith dis¬
abilitiesandhavewater,cooling,firstaid, toilets,backuplighting
andcommunication.Itslocationandroutesshouldbedisplayed
publicly.Districtdisastermanagementauthoritiesshouldcoor¬
dinatedrillswithschools,healthdepartments,fireservices,local
governments and trained volunteers.Strong infrastructure,
healthservicesandemergency response remain essential.

Half anhourof practicetwiceayear isasmalldemand.Inan
emergency, the decisions made during those first few minutes
candeterminewho reachessafety.
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