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Abstract

In mid-August 2025, an intense monsoon cloudburst triggered fatal flash floods and landslides
across Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KP), with the districts of Buner, Swat, and Bajaur among the most
severely hit. Official records and humanitarian flash updates indicate an exceptionally high death
toll concentrated in KP, especially in Buner, alongside massive housing losses, damage to
infrastructure, displacement, and acute public-health dangers. This commentary synthesises the
emerging situation reports and journalism to outline (1) the scales and drivers of the disaster; (2)
specific impacts and needs in Buner, Swat, and Bajaur; and (3) actionable recommendations for
risk reduction, health protection, and the planning for recovery. The analysis highlights how
compound drivers, climate-amplified rainfall excesses, deforestation, settlement on floodplains,
breakable mountain geomorphology, and governance gaps converged to turn a meteorological
incident into a humanitarian emergency. It argues for a "protect-before-reconstruct™ approach
centred on preventive action, micro-watershed management, resilient public facilities, and
district-level early-warning and the effective evacuation protocols tailored to fast-growing flood
pulses typical of cloudbursts.
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Introduction

Cloudbursts are short-lived but very intense rainfall events, mostly >100-150 mm within an hour
over small catchments, which are capable of generating destructive rubble flows and flashy floods
in a sudden landscape. In KP's mid-mountain districts, these pulsations entrain boulders, woody
debris, and fine sediments, devastating small channels, culverts, and road guards. News agency
reporting from Buner quotes more than 150 mm of rainfall in around an hour, consistent with the
hydrologic signature of a cloudburst, and the provincial authorities labelled a westward shift in
monsoon pathways consistent with climate variability and warming influences (Arab News,
2025).

The monsoon of the year has been widely destructive in Pakistan, with KP bearing the brunt of the
mortalities. The Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) flash update (22
August) recorded 785 deaths nationwide by that date, of which 465 were in KP; Buner emerged
as the single worst-affected district, with 237 fatalities and >700 homes damaged. Swat and Bajaur
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were also listed among the calamity-declared districts demanding a multi-sector response (OCHA,
2025).

National and international media verify the KP concentration of casualties, with many dispatches
placing Buner at or near the highest district-level toll and approving the confirmation of additional
deaths in Bajaur and Swat. Pakistan's leading daily Dawn newspaper reported 310 KP deaths in
the early phase, including 204 in the district Buner, 21 in the district Bajaur, and 16 in the district
Swat. Subsequent reporting from Reuters, AP, and others noted further rises as rescue and recovery
advanced (Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs [OCHA], 2025).

Event Synopsis and Impacts in Buner, Swat, and Bajaur

District Buner

Buner experienced catastrophic mortality and fundamental loss. OCHA underlined Buner's 237
fatalities, severe harm to family structures, and widespread conversion of schools, particularly
girls' schools, into housing for displaced families. The update stresses heightened protection risks
for young girls due to the absence of private sanitation and safe spaces, combined with overstressed
health services and rising waterborne disease risk. Food uncertainty is acute, with families
borrowing food or reducing meals. Priority actions identified include short-term learning spaces,
moveable health units, cash-for-work (for debris removal), and urgent WASH (water purification,
hygiene kits, latrine rehabilitation) (Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs [OCHA],
2025).

District Swat

Swat, no stranger to historic flooding, again suffered large-scale infrastructure disfigurement and
significant displacement. Partners evaluated urgent needs for child-friendly spaces, temporary
education centres, mobile health services, and rebuilding of WASH and shelter infrastructure; the
response must be gender-sensitive and protection-centred. News reports detail extensive
destruction of homes and livelihoods in areas including Mingora and valley societies, with access
constraints and clean-water shortages hindering recovery (Office for the Coordination of
Humanitarian Affairs [OCHA], 2025).

District Bajaur

Bajaur recorded casualties and harm to homes and public infrastructure, and was among the
districts where challenging landscape and weather impeded relief. Press noted a tragic helicopter
crash carrying relief supplies in bad weather, illustrating both the urgency and operating risks of
mountain airlifts during cloudburst sequences. Needs include renovation of road admittance, health
support, nutrition and shelter, and marketplace re-linkages (Office for the Coordination of
Humanitarian Affairs [OCHA], 2025).

Cross-cutting Impacts

Across the above-mentioned three districts, common impacts include fatalities and injuries, which
are predominantly due to house collapses, mudslides, and fast-rising floodwaters. Moreover,
thousands of houses and hundreds of schools were demolished or damaged, with many converted
into shelters, ensuring continuity of education, especially for girls. The infrastructure is very
severely affected, which includes a damaged transport system, washed-out passages, ruptured
water systems, and strained health facilities, complicating evacuation, supply, and referral
pathways. Moreover, the livelihoods and markets are negatively affected, which includes the loss
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of crops, cattle, and shop inventories, increasing food insecurity, and congested local markets;
emergency cash and in-kind delivery are both needed. Furthermore, the elevated risks for women
and children in congested shelters are greater than before, due to diarrheal and other waterborne
illnesses caused by dirty sources and ruined sanitation.

The Severity of Impacts

Rainfall Extremes in a Warming Climate: Warmer air grips more moisture; when convective
systems stall over highland basins, sub-hourly intensities dwarf traditional design thresholds for
culverts, drains, and slope guards. Journalistic and official accounts frequently note "rare" or
extreme intensities and rapid-onset flood pulses steady with cloudbursts (Intergovernmental Panel
on Climate Change [IPCC], 2021).

Exposure in Hazard-Prone Corridors: Settlements and dangerous facilities often occupy
floodplains, alluvial fans, or toe-of-slope regions to access water, trade routes, and arable land,
exactly where debris-laden flows accelerate. Swollen ephemeral streams (nullahs) then alter lanes
and courtyards into high-energy stations (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change [IPCC],
2021).

Degradation of Upstream Buffers: Deforestation, sand/gravel mining, road scratches, and informal
terracing reduce interception and slope strength, raising sediment yields and peak discharges.
OCHA's district notes point to landslides and avalanches as key mechanisms of destruction.
(Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change [IPCC], 2021)

Fragile Social Services and Preparedness Gaps: Health facilities, institutes, and WASH systems
lacked redundancy and corporal protection; early-warning and evacuation drills for sub-hourly
actions are still limited, and communications fail rapidly with power and tower outages
(Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change [IPCC], 2021).

Response Constraints in Mountain Terrain: Narrow roads, devastated bridges, and stormy weather
delayed ground convoys and made air operations perilous (as evidenced in Bajaur (Baloch, 2025).

Progress Made and Gaps Identified

Pakistan's disaster establishments and partners mobilised rescue, relief, and evacuation, with
notable struggles in KP's hardest-hit tehsils and rapid conversion of institutes and schools to
shelters. However, gaps persist in debris clearance (due to limited heavy machinery), mobile health
coverage, safe water delivery, and protection services in shelters, especially privacy and sanitation
for women and adolescent girls. OCHA calls obviously for cash-for-work to accelerate rubble
elimination and recovery of basic services, as well as child-friendly places and temporary learning
centres to limit educational disturbance.

Media and official reports also underline the need for improved hydro-meteorological intelligence
in sharp catchments, faster alerting, and standardised local evacuation playbooks for cloudburst
situations, ones that identify minutes-to-hours lead-times rather than days (Associated Press,
2025).

Actionable Recommendations for Bajaur, Buner, and Swat

Protect Health and Dignity Immediately

Scale mobile health and WASH: Deploy mobile medical teams with epidemic kits; line up water
purification, chlorination points, and latrine rehabilitation at shelters; distribute hygiene kits with
menstrual health supplies.



Journal of Asian Development Studies Vol 14, Issue 3 (September 2025)

Set up child- and women-safe spaces: Partition shelters for privacy; institute protection patrols
and reportage lines; provide psychosocial first aid, particularly for children.

Cash-for-work for debris clearance: Pay public groups to clear blocked sanitations, paths, and
school compounds to speed safe reopening and decrease vector breeding (UNICEF, 2023).

Restore Lifelines with Resilience Standards

Roads and bridges: Reopen planned corridors using modular Bailey bridges where spans failed,
embed debris racks and armoured inlets at channels; redesign with sediment-laden movement in
mind.

Schools and clinics first: "Build back safer" using base elevation, flood vents, and scour safety;
retrofit boundary walls to release rather than to trap floodwaters.

Drinking water systems: Protect spring boxes and gravity lines with rock gabions; add fast sand
filtration and chlorination nodes at the various distribution points (Save the Children, 2024).

Anticipatory Action for Cloudburst Dynamics

Micro-basin early warning: Pair upstream rain measures with level sensors in nullahs; set
automatic alarms in downstream settlements when thresholds are exceeded; push alerts in
Pashto/Urdu through cell broadcast and mosque loudspeakers.

Evacuation drills: Train village committees for "drop-everything™ vertical emptying to pre-
mapped safe ground within 5-10 minutes; mark footpaths and meeting points with reflective
signage. (Inference based on best practice for flashy-flood contexts.)

No-build safety envelopes: Implement setbacks from active channels and fan-apex cones; arrange
relocation grants for households repeatedly inundated. (Policy recommendation consistent with
OCHA's safety and shelter findings (Pakistan Red Crescent Society, n.d.).

Reduce Upstream Risk

Slope stabilisation: Ban fresh road cuts on unsteady slopes; install check-dams and brushwood
blockades in gullies; revegetate with deep-rooted native kinds (risk-reduction actions aligned with
observed landslide damage).

Watershed governance: Regulate mining and timber extraction; community monitor hill torrents
and reports barriers after storms to prevent outbreak surges. (Inference based on reported debris-
flow mechanisms) (United Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction [UNDRR], 2019).

Social Protection and Livelihoods

Targeted cash transfers: Use district data to arrange widows, female-headed households, and
families with disabled members; link to public works for drainage re-establishment.

Emergency agriculture support: Distribute fast-maturing seed, small livestock packages, and food
vouchers; repair karez and terrace bunds before the next rain cycle (aligned with district livelihood
losses) (United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs [OCHA], n.d.).

Evidence, Accountability, and Learning

District incident registers: Capture sub-hourly rainfall, flood control, and damage geotags per
nullah to improve thresholds and models for 2026.

Transparent compensation: Publish beneficiary lists and payment position by village; integrate
grievance redress channels available to displaced families (good-governance measure drawn from
recurrent calls for improved oversight in disaster response) (Transparency International, 2020).
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District Snapshots

In District Buner, there is a need for mass casualty to safer recovery. The priorities are (1) to re-
establish schooling with impermanent learning spaces; (2) to scale up WASH to halt diarrheal
outbreaks; (3) rapid remains clearance and bridge bypasses to restore intra-district movement; (4)
protection services for young girls and women in housing; and (5) enforce setbacks in re-siting
repaired households.

In District Swat, the Priorities are to: (1) mobile clinics and medicine supply to cut travel-time
obstacles; (2) restore market admittance roads and footbridges; (3) fast-track safe reopening of
schools; (4) organize rain- and level-triggered alarms on tributary nullahs upstream of populated
stretches; and (5) societal protection top-ups for families that lost both housing and income.
Furthermore, In Bajaur, Priorities are to : (1) road clearance and slope safety for reliable ground
logistics; (2) stabilize public structures and water systems; (3) integrate air operating systems with
ground corridors and safe landing regions; and (4) pre-position family shelters, NFls, and water
handling Kits in each tehsil HQ before new rain systems arrive (Reliefweb, 2025)

Policy Takeaways

Codify a KP Cloudburst Protocol: Establish a province-wide procedure distinct from riverine
flood SOPs, with sub-hourly thresholds, localised sirens, and evacuation ways embedded in school
programs and mosque outreach. (Inference built on witnessed short lead-times.)

Resilience Standards for Public Facilities: Make strong design mandatory for the schools and
clinics in flood- and landslide-prone areas; fund retrofits using disaster-risk financing that releases
automatically after IMD/PMD alerts or NDMA declarations.

District Watershed Compacts: Bring together forest, mines, irrigation, highways, and local
administrations to regulate slope disturbance and apply no-build buffers on fans and active
channels. (Policy comeback to landslide and debris-flow drivers.)

Gender-Responsive Shelter Management: Every school-as-shelter must include safe partitions,
lighting, MHM supplies, and protection desks staffed by trained female personnel; include rapid
referral for GBV survivors.

Transparent Data and Community Feedback: Public control authorities should show assistance
flows and coverage gaps by UC, allowing civil society and media oversight (Governance response
to the concerns of Accountability.) (The Guardian, August 2025).

Conclusion

The August 2025 cloudburst tragedy across KP, particularly in Buner, Swat, and Bajaur, was not
merely a natural event; it was a systemic failure to anticipate, buffer, and route unexpected pulses
of mountain water and debris through occupied valleys. The science and practice of flash-flood
risk fall already exist: micro-basin sensors, local warnings, no-build safety wrappers, resilient
school and clinic designs, and community drills attuned to minutes-scale evacuation. Humanitarian
updates and district-level reportage converge on the exact needs: instant WASH and health
protection, debris clearance with cash-for-work, gender-safe shelter housing, and rapid re-
establishment of education and primary care. If implemented now and embedded in policy, the
same societies that endured staggering loss can rebuild safer, better, and stronger valleys before
the next cloudburst arrives.
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