BETWEEN THE RIPPLES

MAPPING THE LIVED NARRATIVES OF THE 2025 PUNJAB FLOODS

Overview

Floods are one of the most recurrent of hazards that leave a widespread impact on communities around the world.
India, especially the northwestern region, faces recurrent river floods that are triggered by heavy monsoons,
snowmelt from the Himalayas, and the worsening effects of climate change.

The state of Punjab is home to three major rivers - Sutlej, Beas, and Ravi - and has faced recurrent seasonal floods
over the years, resulting in significant destruction and damage. The 2025 fiash floods were one such high-impact
disaster caused by heavy monsoon rainfall combined with upstream water releases from the Pong and Bhakra dams.
The unprecedented floods affected all 23 districts of the state with widespread damage to infrastructure,
agriculture, and livestock, primarily in rural areas.

Where was the impact? © Kakkar
Gurdaspur, Amritsar, Ferozepur, Kapurthala, ® Djowal
Pathankot, Fazilka, Hoshiarpur, Mansa, Tarn Taran, © Ramdas
Moga, Sangrur, and Barnala were some of the .
heavily impacted areas (Bahga 2025). Gurdaspur ® Pachhia
was the worst-affected with 329 villages affected © Ghonewala
and 1.45 lakh people impacted. Amritsar followed
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closely with 1.36 lakh people impacted (Sphere
India 2025).

Raja Sansi

Chogawan ~-

— District Boundary

Verka

In order to establish a defined boundary, the areas
affected by the floods in Punjab were observed.
Out of which five villages from the Amritsar district
in Punjab were selected for qualitative research.
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Why capture the Lived Narratives?

The conventional flood research largely focuses on data collection from administrative and economic perspectives
as well as large-scale physically observable data, including hydrological risk, satellite imagery of destruction,
statistical data on casualties, displacement, infrastructure damage, and recovery and rehabilitation costs.

This needs to be augmented by psychological and cultural dimensions of flood experience which remain
underexplored often overlooking the problems at grassroots level. The experiences of the flood-affected
communities are systematically underrepresented, and their local knowledge may remain absent from formal
disaster response frameworks, creating a systemic gap.

Who was impacted?

The 2025 Punjab floods did not impact everyone equally or in the same way. Across the state, the crisis rippled outward,
touching different stakeholders at different levels of proximity, power, and loss.
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How to read the map?

Threads through the whole map - follow alongside the panels above.
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The Flood Memory

One crucial narrative that emerged was that the 2025 floods were very similar to the 1988
floods in terms of severity. Response dynamics and personal trauma from the latter led to
community self-reliance and quick response systems during the 2025 floods.

The central theme of the map revolves around an old man stuck in the 2025 Punjab
floods, encountering the reflection of his younger self from the 1988 Punjab floods.

1988 - Flood Onset 2025 - Flood Onset
10-12 fr overnight water surges from Rapid 3-10 ft echoing 1988 patternsin
breached bundhs border districts
1988 - Response 2025 - Response
Days of isolation, wading chest-deep to Youth tractor and langar aid before
save cattle government aid arrived
1988 - Trauma 2025 - Trauma
“‘Everything gone” - monthsin tents, Roof shelters with support networks
famine fears elders endured repeats

1988 - Resilience 2025 - Resilience
Hardened distrust of dams amid Amplified sewa via Sikh meals/ fodder in

militancy chaos Gurdaspur/ Patiala

OO

The Knowledge-Power Dynamic

Flood response has historically been measured in a standardised way, using technical
knowledge. This deepens the vulnerability with each passing flood due to the gap
between local knowledge and the power to act.

Those closest to the flood - farmers, victims, local communities - held the most granular
knowledge of what happened. Those furthest from it held the power to decide how it was
recorded, resourced, and remembered.
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Desicion-making : Where & How?

Inany crisis, administration plays a critical role at every level. From state policy to village response,
decisions made across this hierarchy can determine survival. But under pressure, no level isimmune
to bias - all decisions, top to bottom, are shaped by decision-making heuristics born of urgency,

incomplete information, and the weight of past experience.

‘ Availability Heuristic - decisions driven by the most recent, vivid, or widely reported flood

events rather than statistical likelinood

O Anchoring & Adjustment - responses calibrated to past flood benchmarks (1988, previous

budgets, old records) with insufficient adjustment to present conditions

. Representative Heuristic - situations judged by how closely they match a known “flood
victim” or "flood-prone” profile, causing atypical cases to be missed
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Chief Minister
Declares emergency, deploys NDRF, releases funds
State Government
Deputy Commissioner Primary governance unit, evacuation orders,
District relief camps
SDM . L ,
T Bridges district and tehsil, emergency procurement O
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How the Floods
Unfolded?

Eight weeks. Five stages. One crisis that
moved faster than the systems meant to
containit.

Mapped here across key events, scale of
impact, dominant emotions, flood memory;,
and the cognitive systems that shaped
how communities and institutions
responded at each turn.

Relief distribution, links panchayats to district

First responder, local knowledge holder

Time Stamp

Scale of Impact

Key Event

Dominant Emotions

Flood Memory

Cognitive System

Land records, damage assessment, household lists .

Most granular, door-to-door, informal flood watch O

Early Aug

Community
Self-reliance

Communities organised
themselves autonomously
during the crisis, building
embankments, evacuating
vulnerable members, pooling
tractors, coordinating with
neighbours, with minimal word-of-mouth. floods in the past. received least.

government direction.

Aug 21 Onwards Aug 23-25

The Anatomy of the Ripples

Interviews with flood-affected individuals revealed the texture of a crisis that official records could not fully capture. Participants described the sudden rise of canal water, the
breaking of dhussi bundhs, submerged fields, and the weight of 1988 still alive in their memory. Thematic analysis of these interviews revealed seven core experiences of the
2025 Punjab floods. Like ripples from a single point of impact, each theme radiates outward from the community at the centre of the crisis - together mapping what formal
systems missed, and what communities carried on their own.

Absent Formal Experiential Vulnerable Aid
Preparedness Knowledge Groups Dysfunction

No mock drills, guidelines,
training sessions, or awareness
campaigns were provided
before or after the floods by any
government body. Communities
relied entirely on media and

Elder stories, canal-proximity
awareness, and past lived
experience replaced formal
training, but also created
dangerous false security in
villages that have survived

Structural inequalities shaped
who could respond, who
received aid, and who suffered
lasting loss. Children, migrant
workers, and elderly felt
vulnerability at different levels.

Aid was simultaneously too little
(farmland-only villages) and too
much (creating waste, traffic
jams, dependency, wage
refusal). Misallocation meant
those most in need often

Structural
Vulnerability

Participants identified
man-made factors - weak
embankments, unregulated
dam releases, and road
construction blocking drainage
- as drivers of increasing flood
severity.

Aug 27 - Sep 03

O
Rainfall Deficit

5% below normal,
floods not expected

Complacent, unprepared

Dormant

System 2

slow, based on planning, forecasting

Monsoon Surge

Unprecedented downpors,
25% surplus, schools closed

Shock, disbelief, vulnerability

The Flow of Information

Flood Onset

l

Warning Signals and
Information Generation

Informal Channels
Neighbours, Faith Leaders,
Rumours, WhatsApp

Formal Channels
IMD/ISRO, Administration,
Media, Social Media

Community Circulation

- and Interpretation =~
| 4 v
Filtering, Translation Loss, Community Knowledge,
Bureaucratic Delay, Local Observations, Lived
Distortion Experience

Community Response <_/
Evacuation, Self-protection,

Mutual Aid

!

Information and Data
Collection

Media Covergage Admin Data
Formal, Informal Surveys, Damage Reports

e

C Community Knowledge & Local Observations Missed )

Philanthropists & NGOs
Field Visits, Informal Reports

v

What Reaches Decision-makers
Incomplete, Curated, Delayed

|

Response Decisions
Relief, Evacuation Orders, Policy

Dam Releases Peak Flood Rescue & Response

Releases from Bhakra, Pong, Ranjit Critical level flooding, 20 lakh people 22,938 individuals evacuated to safer
Sagar due to water pressure across 2,050 villages affected, locations, 219 relief camps, damage
2.5 lakh acres farmland destroyed assessments, health alerts

( Adrenaline-induced behaviour ) Community bonding, grief, anger

( Panic, confusion, loss of control )

Activated Strong At Peak Moderating

System 1 Switching On

fast, memory-driven, heuristics

System 1 Peak

pure survival cognition
flee, grab, protect

System 1 Dominant
reflex, past flood map

System 1 & 2 Transition
deliberation returns

Relief & Rehabilitation

Aid from NGOs & philanthropists, Girdwari
ordered, continued relief in needful areas,
health department on high alert

Feeling of abandonment, fear

Receding

System 2 Recovering
analytical, planning next steps

Sep 01 - Sep 05 Sep 07-08 Sep 09 Sep 15 Onwards
O N
O o O

Stablisation

Water levels retruned to normal, displaced
families began returning to their homes,
focus shifted to preventing diseases

Damage Assessments

PM undertakes aerial survey,
announces financial aid

Optimism, suspicion Stress, exhaustion, continued grief

Background New Archive

System 2 Dominant

compensation claims,
institutional logic

Memory Consolidates
Anchor for future S1use

“One cristis, two methods, and still the full picture was never assembled.”

A flood generates more information than any single system can hold. What gets recorded depends on who is asking, how they are
asking, and who has the power to make it official.

o Measuring the Flood —

Statistical Data Narratives

Data Collection
Loss of Assets, No. of Casualties, Recovery Costs, Crop =

Damage, Displacement, Livestock Lost, Roads/ Bridges,
Physical Damage, Energy/ Power, Sanitation Needs

= Initial Signs, Trauma, Reasons for Disaster, Moment of
Impact, Community Reliance, Immediate Response, Past
Experiences, Changing Livelihoods, Information Gaps

through Storytelling

Where the Information Breaks Down

Both methods have their own limitations. Statistical data captures scale but strips context. Narratives carry depth but resist
aggregation.

Emphasis on Costs Political Manipulation Personal Bias Misinformation Emphasis on Emotions Greed for Aid
Rapid Assessments Homogenized Data Language Barriers Multiple Sources Multidimensional Stories Memory Loss
Institutional Bias Inaccessible Areas LImiiEee REsOUrGes PEMIE Inaccurate Stories Dissociative Symptoms
Power Play/ Neglect of Local Ethical Challenges Fragmented Collection May miss out on Key Psychological
Hierarchal Pressure Knowledge Interpretation Issues Issues/ Requirements Stress/ Exhaustion

|
The Structural Gap

These gaps are not failures of method. They are features of a system designed around those with power to report, not those with
proximity to experience. The closer to the crisis, the further from the decision.

The Inversion
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Knowledge High

Memory is not just recollection; in flood-prone
communities it functions as a form of
preparedness infrastructure, carried through
bodies, stories, and intergenerational
transmission.
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What the Ripples tell Us?

Community action often begins before the
state arrives, and local networks such as the
Sarpanch, tractor brigades, and langar
arrangements operate as the first response
system rather than as informal supplements.

Statistical evidence and lived experience are
complementary, not competing, and resilient
flood response depends on systems that can
hold technical data, local knowledge, and
collective memory together.
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