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ABSTRACT 
Every year, more than 200 million people are affected by droughts, floods, cyclones, tsunamis, earthquakes, 
wildfires and other disasters associated with natural hazards (Faulkner, 2012). Growing populations, environmental 
degradation and global warming are making the impacts worse, creating greater disasters and making the need to 
find better ways to protect people more urgent. These events have shown the high global vulnerability towards 
these types of disasters, and the potential impacts on human and environmental security. While it is true that 
disasters inevitably bring about crises, it is also a fact that is the degree to which people are prepared for disaster 
that determines how vulnerable or resilient their community will be. 
 
Tourism is dependent on an intact ecosystem and on institutional structures that can respond to the needs of local 
people and visitors. Therefore, disaster preparedness and management should be an essential part of any 
destinations’ integrated management plan. This paper explores the impact of Cyclone Thane in Pondicherry, which, 
with its rich cultural, architectural and artistic heritage is one of India’s greatest tourist attractions. However, 
Cyclone Thane completely devasted the tourist industry in the district. This paper will study the preparedness of the 
tourism sector in Pondicherry to handle such hazards as Cyclone Thane. The methodology used is quantitative using 
both theoretical and empirical methods. The theoretical methods include study of secondary data on the cyclone 
and its impact on the tourist sector of Pondicherry. The empirical method will include administering a questionnaire 
to a sample set of 20 travel agents in Pondicherry to understand what in their opinion must be done to establish 
effective disaster management plans. If this paper succeeds in developing effective disaster management plans for 
the tourism sector in India to better weather natural hazards like Cyclone Thane, it would have served its purpose.  
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1. Introduction  
In 2011, a very strong tropical storm called Cyclone Thane hit the town of Pondicherry in Tamil Nadu. The intensity 
of the storm was such that it left 35 dead in the district, uprooted trees and electric poles and completely cut off 
the district from the rest of the state (Das, 2013). According to Pothykumar and Sriram (2013), the worst affected 
were the poor, farmer and fisher folk most of whom suffered from building collapses, electrocution, drowning and 
the cold weather. In addition, widespread damage was inflicted on the roads and rail networks making relief work 
all the more difficult. Perhaps the biggest casualty in this entire scenario was the tourism industry. Tourism plays 
an important role in the economy of Pondicherry which otherwise has little other sources of income. The scenic 
beauty of the town, its picturesque beaches and its association with the French lend it a unique charm which 
makes it one of the most sought after tourist destinations in South India. Nevertheless, as the example of Cyclone 
Thane demonstrates, the town remains vulnerable to similar natural disasters in future as well. Post Cyclone 
Thane, the entire area witnessed a tourist exodus with disastrous consequences to the economy of the district. It is 
thus necessary to understand the preparedness of the district to weather future storms, whether there have been 
learning’s post Cyclone Thane and what needs to be done to put in place disaster management infrastructure. It is 
these areas that this paper will investigate.  
 
1.1. Objectives 
The main objectives of this research include:  
 
 To evaluate the best practices in disaster management for the tourism industry 
 To study the preparedness of Pondicherry weather storms similar to Cyclone Thane 
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 To examine what needs to be done in Pondicherry to secure its tourism industry from natural disasters such as 
Cyclone Thane 

2. Literature Review 
Pondicherry, also known as Puducherry or more popularly as “Pondi” has many appellations. These include “India’s 
little France”, “ French Riviera of the East” and even as the “Europe of India” (Venkateswaran, 2012). This is no 
doubt due to its associations with the French who, for nearly 300 years, made it their base for operations in India. 
The city still retains its French cultural heritage as is manifested in its broad boulevards, buildings, churches and 
the French language which is still spoken in the areas. Agarwal (2012) says that the culture of the town has been 
dubbed “Quintessentially French”. In addition it also offers water sports, resorts, backwaters and such famous 
places such as the Aurobindo Ashram, Auroville as well as 350 historic temples dating from the 10

th
 and 12

th
 

Centuries (Dutta, 2012). It is also easily accessible from such major cities as Chennai, Bangalore and Hyderabad.  
It is because of these attractions that the town has always been a very popular tourist destination in South India. 
Indeed, apart from tourism, the only other two sources of income include fishing and agriculture. It may be 
inferred from this that tourism plays a very important role in the economy of the region. Over the period 2001 – 
2010 about 18 million people visited Pondicherry with the rate of tourist footfalls increasing at an average rate of 
6.6% annually (Jitendra, 2012). However, post Cyclone Thane 2011, the rate of tourist falls has increased only 
marginally at the rate of 3% annually (Lingaraju, 2014). It may be inferred here that the main reason for this has 
been not only the Cyclone but the ill preparedness of the region to face such a disaster and mitigate the 
consequences to the inhabitants. The government plans to increase the tourist footfall rate to 10% by 2018. 
Achievement of this ambitious plan however, is contingent in putting in place a robust disaster management plan. 
The author assumes that this will be one of the most important factors that will increase tourist confidence to visit 
the town again.  
In the literature on disaster management, it may be noted that disasters are 
expected to occur with all the resulting consequences and crises. According to 
Santana (2013) there is no stopping natural disasters. Annually these disasters 
account for 200 mn lives across the world (Faulkner, 2012). As the heat wave 
of 2003, the Indonesian tsunami of 2004 and the Portugal forest fires of 2005 
indicate, tourist activity gets particularly impacted by natural disasters 
(Acharya, 2012). However, Das (2013) believes that it is not so much the 
natural disaster itself as the degree of preparedness that determines the 
resilience of a particular region to that disaster. It is in light of this that the 
“Disaster Reduction through awareness, preparedness and prevention” 
mechanism has been established to formulate global standards for disaster 
management across the world. Figure 1 the broad outlines of this disaster 
management plan.  
 
Figure 1. Natural Disaster Management Plan (Santana, 2013) 
As can be seen from figure 1, there are two enabling activities, which is to communicate and monitor and five 
major activities including establishment of context, risk identification, risk analysis and treatment of risks. 
Communication indicates the extent to which there is clear and open channels of communication between all the 
stakeholders involved. Monitoring and review mechanisms are important to establish continuous improvement 
procedures. Establishment of context includes establishment of perception of risk and risk criteria within a 
particular area. Risk identification includes establishing the particular risks that a particular region may be 
susceptible to. Risk analysis includes establishing the degree of threat posed by each and every risk identified. 
These include catastrophic, major, moderate or negative. This in turn will lead to the last step which is the 
treatment of risks which establishes in what manner each risk has to be treated to mitigate the consequences. The 
presence or absence of any of these activities indicates the level of 
preparedness of a region to tackle natural disasters and their aftermath.  
 
3. Methodology  
The quantitative technique is used in this research using both 
theoretical and experimental approaches. The first approach includes 
study of secondary literature on disaster management and the broad 
parameters against which disaster management may be studied. The 
experimental approach used in this study used a questionnaire 
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administered in person to a sample set of 20 travel agents in Pondicherry area by the author. The main purpose of 
the questionnaire was to understand whether any disaster mitigation mechanism has in fact been established in 
the area post Cyclone Thane and what form and shape these take. The answers obtained through the 
questionnaire have been analyzed in Microsoft excel and presented.  
 
4. Discussion & Analysis  
The respondents were first asked as to whether there has been a decrease or an increased in tourist traffic post 
cyclone Thane. Their answers are indicated in figure 2.  
Figure 2. Decrease in Tourist Traffic Post Cyclone Thane 
As figure 2 indicates all the agents indicated a decrease in tourist traffic post Cyclone Thane corroborating the 
findings of the theoretical survey. The respondents were then queries as to what in their opinion are the significant 
threats confronting tourism in Pondicherry. Table 1 indicates their responses  
 

 
Table 1. Significant Threats Confronting Tourism in Pondicherry 
From table 1, it can be seen that it is not so much a threat of competition from other tourist destination, lack of 
transport infrastructure or even falls in tourist footfalls that most threaten tourism in Pondicherry. It is natural 
disasters, particularly cyclones, that are perceived to be the biggest threats. Here an important point to be noted is 
Government Apathy which has been indicated as a significant threat. Here the inference is that the government, 
while recognizing the tourism potential of Pondicherry has not put in place the necessary infrastructure to increase 
tourist footfalls. Disaster mitigation plans, to boost tourist confidence in the areas is one of these areas which 
apparently is neglected by the government.  
The respondents were then asked if they had heard of the 
‘Disaster Reduction through Awareness, Preparedness and 
Prevention Mechanisms’ for South Asia Plan. Figure 3 
indicates their response.  
 

Figure 3. Awareness of Disaster Management Plan 
It may be seen that only 10% (or 2 of 20) travel agents have 
heard of the disaster management plan. It appears that this 
plan, expressly formulated for the Tamil Nadu coast area has 
not been well disseminated amongst the local inhabitants. A 
lack of knowledge thus precedes lack of preparedness and 
hence the vulnerability of the area to future storms that might occur.  
The respondents were queries as to whom they liaised with post Cyclone Thane in order to put in place disaster 
mitigation mechanisms. Table 2 indicates their response.  
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Table 2. Communications 
As table 2 indicates, it appears that the travel agents in Pondicherry have been left to their own devices to manage 
any disasters that might happen. Those most responsible for establishing infrastructure for managing disasters 
such as NGO’s and the government either plan a moderate role or do not play any role at all in managing disasters.  
The respondents were asked as to what in their opinion are the particularly vulnerable areas that get affected by 
natural disasters such as cyclones. Table 3 indicates their responses.  

 
Table 3. Most at Risk 
It may be seen from table 3 that all the options have been rated as being susceptible to some risk. However, 
human  lives is regarded as being susceptible to the most risk. This has important implications for tourists. It means 
that lives of tourists are at risk when cyclones strike Pondicherry.  
The respondents were asked as to why they believed that human lives were most at risk. Table 4 indicates their 
responses.   

 
Table 4. Reason for Risk 
As table 4 indicates, all the options indicate why human lives are at risk when natural disasters such as cyclones 
threaten Pondicherry. These include no coastal embankments being built, no installation of early warning systems, 
no emergency medical facilities, no evacuation plans, no flood rescue processes or infrastructure, no flood plan 
management systems, poor municipal responses in times of disaster and no annual flood rescue exercises. It may 
also be inferred from this that the establishment of these very parameters are the mitigation mechanisms that 
need to be put in place to reduce the impact of cyclonic storms in Pondicherry.  
 

Most Significant Significant
Average 

Significance 
No Significance 

4 3 2 1

NGO's 0 12 8 0 2.6 Significant

Fellow Travel Agents 17 3 0 0 3.9 Most Significant

Local Inhabitants, 

Fisherfolk and Farmers
0 2 18 18 3.0 Significant

The Government 0 0 3 17 1.2 No Significance

Foreign Nationals 0 5 15 0 2.3
Average 

Significance

Religious Authorities 0 0 0 20 1.0 No Significance
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Average
 Interpretation 

Most Significant Significant
Average 

Significance 
No Significance 

4 3 2 1

Human Lives 19 1 0 0 4.0 Most Significant

Roads / Rails 0 15 5 0 2.8 Significant

Electric Poles, Water Pipes 3 14 3 0 3.0 Significant

Fishing Boats 20 0 0 0 4.0 Most Significant

Fields 1 4 15 0 2.3
Average 

Significance

Lifestock 0 3 17 0 2.2
Average 

Significance

Weighted 

Average
 Interpretation 

Most Significant Significant
Average 

Significance 
No Significance 

4 3 2 1

Weak buildings Collapsing 0 0 18 2 1.9 Average Significance

No coastal embankments 1 19 0 0 3.1 Significant

No early warning systems 20 0 0 0 4.0 Most Significant

No emergency medical facilities 19 1 0 0 4.0 Most Significant

No evacuation plans 17 3 0 0 3.9 Most Significant

No flood resuce process or 

infrastructure
2 18 0 0 3.1 Significant

No flood plan management 

systems
16 4 0 0 3.8 Most Significant

Poor municipal response 16 4 0 0 3.8 Most Significant

No annual flood rescue exercices 12 8 0 0 3.6 Most Significant

Weighted 

Average
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5. Conclusion  
There are several implications arising out of the above findings. It may be inferred that there is clear lack of 
awareness of the five point action plan that has been mandated for all tourist destinations to follow in the wake of 
the 2004 disaster. This plan has been particularly targeted at the vulnerable Tamil Nadu coast and a lack of 
awareness of its existence in Pondicherry is very regrettable. It implies that the fundamental first building block of 
the plan i.e. communications – is missing. This again corroborates the finding from the literature that it is not so 
much the natural disaster itself as the lack of preparedness that accounts for the most deaths and disaster. With 
the first fundamental building block of the five point disaster management plan not being in place, it can hardly be 
supposed that the other four points are being followed or implemented. Here the key culprit seems to be the 
government and the municipal authorities. It is their apathy towards the disaster that prevents disaster mitigation 
plans from being established. The local inhabitants and the travel agents seem willing enough to embrace any 
disaster mechanism plan that the government thinks fit to establish, but the basic willingness to do this and invest 
in this on the part of the government seems to be absent. It is this that is a major cause of worry. In addition, the 
studies also indicate the alarming fact that it is human life that is most at risk in the event of natural disasters 
striking Pondicherry. The research also indicates what in their opinion are the most important mechanisms that 
will help secure and save human life in the event of disaster.  
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