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On 7th March Cyclone Enawo struck Madagascar’s north-east coast with winds 
reaching 180mph and 10 inches of rainfall. It is currently the most severe 
cyclone in over a decade to have made landfall on the Indian Ocean island.



Before Enawo made landfall, warnings were announced across the country and aid 
organisations stockpiled relief supplies but no one could be sure which areas would be 
affected or in what way. 

As the cyclone progressed down the length of the island, grainy photos of flooding and 
destruction started to appear on the internet.  

But with mobile coverage down - or never existent - across much of the island, the scope 
of the devastation remained a mystery. 

Predicting a cyclone’s path is 
notoriously difficult. These weather 
systems have been known to turn 180O 
and return along the path they came. 
This map shows  the paths of Cat. 
3+ cyclones to hit Madagascar 1983 
- 2017 [source wunderground.com]



As more information began to emerge, the major aid 
organisations focused relief efforts in the major cities known to 
be badly affected by the cyclone and on the north-east coast, 
where wind, rain and waves had destroyed thousands of homes.

NGOs tend to favour areas with a high concentration of needs. 
In these places relief can be distributed with relative efficiency 
and ease.

But HoverAid’s mission is to seek and serve those who are 
deemed unreachable by others – whether through lack of 
knowledge, logistical challenges or different priorities. 

For two days Cyclone Enawo 
traversed almost the entire 
length of the island, depositing 
vast volumes of water on 
the deforested slopes of 
Madagascar’s high plateau.
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Madagascar’s challenging terrain and crumbling 
infrastructure  make access and information 
exchange difficult at the best of times. After a 
cyclone, these difficulties are compounded. 

Taking into account all the available information 
- the cyclone’s path, rainfall estimations, 
watersheds, aerial reports and local knowledge - 
the decision was taken to investigate the Alaotra 
Mangoro region, in the mountains north-east of 
the capital city. 

Our scouting teams set out along the RN2 - the 
major eastbound road - and were soon in the 
steep valleys that mark the edge of the high 
plateau. Here the green hills were scarred 
with the rust red scars and bite marks that are 
the traces of landslides. Uprooted trees and 
flattened houses gave the impression of tracking 
the path of a giant beast.



We turned north off the RN2 and arrived in 
Alaotra Mangoro region where it was clear 
the areal reports of flooding had not been 
exaggerated. 

Lac Alaotra is still Madagascar’s largest lake, but 
decades of rice cultivation, deforestation and 
mining have reduced it to a fraction of its former 
size and depth. People live on the wide plateau 
created by the departed water making them 
vulnerable to even small changes in the water 
level. 

But despite evidence of flooding, the damage 
was limited to some outlying homes and 
sections of the dirt road that surrounds the lake. 
Talking with the residents we discovered that 
during the cyclone they had used the irrigation 
networks that feed the rice paddies to drain the 
floodwater away from towns and villages. 



For two days our scouting teams covered the 
inhabited area around the lake; testing wells, 
assessing damage and talking with residents 
about their concerns. 

Despite individual instances of damaged properties, 
the region seemed to have coped well with the 

cyclone. The well water was clean and communities 
had adequate resources to repair and rebuild. 



From our growing network of local contacts we began 
to hear stories of mountain communities affected 

by landslides. One evening we received a call from a 
District Deputy requesting our assistance. Photos of 

damaged buildings followed. Then nothing.

Leaving at first light we travelled through the 
mountains on increasingly challenging tracks past 

thousands of landslides - though none near any 
villages.  

We arrived at midday to little fanfare and no signs 
of damage. A passer-by directed us towards a short, 
overweight and very startled looking District Deputy. 

He was not expecting us to arrive in person. Excusing 
himself he designated a man named Yoso to show us 

the damage – a gleaming new school roof and two 
other buildings equally recently repaired.

As we left the town on our 6-hour return trip, the 
District Deputy was no where to be seen. 

Only a fraction of donated aid reaches those who need 
it most. Much is necessarily spent on admin, surveys 

etc. But some also ends up in the pockets of politicians 
who cash in on the bigger aid organisations that are 

unable to oversee their entire distribution of resources. 

As a small organisation, HoverAid is better able to 
ensure that donations reach the men, women and 

children living in crisis.  



More investigation into the surrounding regions revealed little that HoverAid could do to 
be of effective service; therefore, confident that the affected communities could look after 
themselves, we proceeded south then east towards Brickaville searching for those in greater 
need of outside help. 

After the flooding, local 
farmers decided their skills 
were better expended on 
the main road than in the 
fields. Through the muddier 
sections of track, groups 
of young men dig and push 
passing traffic for a small fee. 



A resident of Brickaville 
finds a vantage point 
on a damaged property 
from where he can see 
the rise of the river.  

One of our scouting parties had already confirmed the situation 
in Brickaville. High floodwaters from the Rianila River that flows 
past the town had destroyed houses along the banks, damaged 
road surfaces and left the town caked in mud and debris. 
Numerous NGOs were arriving in Brickaville and the situation 
appeared under control. 

However fresh rains on already saturated soil were causing the 
Rianila to rise once more and the risk of further flooding was on 
everyone’s minds and evacuation plans were in place. 

7 days after the cyclone passed over 
Brickaville the original floodwaters 
have finally receded and schools have 
reopened. Though precautions are in 
place should the river rise once more.  



Speaking with Brickaville’s authorities and resident NGOs, we 
learned that no one had yet visited the villages downstream 
from Brickaville. 

Some reports of the damage had been filed by the officials 
of the villages that line the banks of the Rianila. But with 
resources focused on the major town, little had been done 
about the suffering of the surrounding region. 

With no boats running the Rianila in the high waters we 
progressed by a sequence of car, canoe and wading. In this 
situation a hovercraft wasn’t necessary - this was deep water. 



Over flooded fields and 
through knee deep mud we 
painstakingly approached 
the main river from the 
only accessible angle.

As we neared the river the 
desolation of the flooding 
became increasingly 
evident - flattened houses 
beside  drowned crops.



Finally we got to the Rianila.

Here the devastation was complete. 

We knew we had arrived where we needed to be. 

The village of Antanandava, 
8 days after the cyclone. 
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In Antanandava, 14-year-old Rosalie watched with terror 
from the window of her riverside house as the river 

swamped their small village. 

“My mother was panicking and wanted to stay inside but I 
knew we had to leave the house.” 

Rosalie managed to persuade her mother to brave the 
storm and together they waded through the waist high 

floodwater to a neighbour’s house on higher ground. 

“Many families were sheltering in that house. Everyone 
was afraid because the river was pushing against the 

foundations and the walls started to bend. Then Justain 
came to take us away in his canoe.”



Justain’s family have been ferrymen in Antanandava for as many generations as they can 
remember. 

When the decision to evacuate the village was taken, the responsibility fell to him, his father 
and his brother to transport the 300 residents to safety. 

For 7 hours, battling ever rising floodwaters, the boatmen ferried every last resident to a 
hilltop village several kilometres away. 

“The final voyage was the worst” explains Justain. “The water in the river channel was too fast 
for the outboard so we had to navigate through the trees. The were 40 people in my canoe 
and the currents would catch us. The water was solid with debris and rats and snakes were 
jumping from the branches into the canoe to escape the rising water.” 

The last remaining villagers were rescued from tree tops an hour after darkness had fallen. 
The river had risen over 6 meters and spread wide across the Rianila floodplain. 

“I did not think I would survive that night” Justain recounts, “but my father kept his canoe 
alongside mine and he shouted his encouragement through the storm.”



Thanks to the bravery of the boatmen, not a single person perished. 

But the courage and chaos of that night marked only the beginning of the 
ordeal for the residents of Antanandava. 

After 2 days, when the waters had receded, the villagers returned to an 
unfamiliar landscape. 

The river in its swollen state had eroded 15 meters into the bank. Half of the 
houses, and the ground they rested on, had been consumed by the flood. 
The rest were flattened. 

In the village of 65 homes, 3 remained. 



In Madagascar’s remote rural populations, wealth is rarely invested in 
banks. The loss of home and livestock and the destruction of crops can 
mean starvation, a lifetime of debt or migration to one of the growing slums 
outside major towns. 

Noeline and her young child own 
only the clothes on their backs. 



Despite the bleak situation, Sylvia, a single mother in her early 30s, saw 
opportunity. 

“The morning we returned there was much grief, much crying. The mayor 
was the most inconsolable of all. He had just spent eight million Ariary 
(£2000) - a small fortune - renovating his house and now instead he has a 
river. Neither he nor the elders were doing anything” she continues. “People 
were beginning to panic and argue. 

Some, who have family in other villages, wanted to leave. Others hoped that 
help from the government would arrive if they stayed.”

As neither an elder, nor elected, nor male, nor even married, Sylvia’s voice 
would not normally be heard in public affairs. But disregarding this status, 
she spoke up.

“I urged them to be grateful that they had their lives; that houses would be 
rebuilt and crops would be resown. I explained that the government were 
busy with the towns and cities and we could not expect help.” 

“Instead I reminded them of the value our ancestors placed in community 
and that we needed to find that shared strength again in order to survive.”



The galvanizing effect of 
Sylvia’s words is evident 
in the calm-order and 
positivity displayed by the 
community in the days 
since the flood. 64 of the 
65 families have chosen 
to stay in Antanandava to 
rebuild their lives together.

Lucette excavates rice from 
the mud around a destroyed 
grain store. It is the only 
source of carbohydrates the 
villagers have access to. 

Liman gathers palm fronds 
from the riverbank. They will 
be washed and stacked to dry 
for thatch for the new homes.

The waters draw back to reveal 
an array of household items. 
These finds from upstream have 
proved vital to re-establishing 
some normality and comfort into 
the villager’s stark new lives.

Sylvia encouraged the children 
of the village to search the forest 
for fruit trees. The bananas 
and oranges have been some 
sustenance for the villagers. 
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After speaking with Sylvie and the village elders it was clear that the first priority for Antanandava 
was food. The following day the river had dropped sufficiently to allow boats to pass. 

Donations from the HoverAid emergency appeal had been pouring in and we were able to purchase 
rice, oil, sugar, salt and soap from vendors in Brickaville, boosting the local economy as well as the 
recipients in Antanandava and the surrounding villages. 

The mood during the distribution is 
celebratory. The villagers  will be able 
to cook a proper meal, the first since 
they fled the cyclone 10 days ago.   



Next on the agenda is providing 
shelter from the daily east coast rains. 

We distribute building kits of saws, 
hammers, drills and nails to facilitate 
the rebuilding. Petrol lamps will 
provide light after the 6pm sunset and 
tarpaulins - courtesy of Catholic Relief 
Services - will provide some temporary 
shelter during the reconstruction. 



On our third day in Antanandava, the mood had begun to change. 

During the distribution small conflicts broke out. A sense of expectation had replaced the 
collaboration of the first 2 days. Rebuilding work in the village had slowed. And Sylvie quietly 
mentioned that she had been threatened by members of the community who wanted her help 
in securing them extra supplies. 

We decided to spend the night in Antanandava to show solidarity and to discuss how best to 
move forward together. 

When night fell, a great bonfire was lit. And in the traditional East Coast way, we ate and talked 
with the elders in the presence of the community so all could hear what was said. 

We explained that HoverAid was not able to give them their lives back. We were there to help 
them back onto their feet but not to carry them; to enable their courageous spirit rather than 
supplant it. 

We discussed the challenges and opportunities facing the community: the need for food and 
income generating activities in order to self sustain; the need for new land further from the river 
to build on; and for solidarity within the community. 

The elders put questions to the gathered villagers and a program was decided. 

HoverAid would provide fast growing seed for sustenance while the rice paddies were cleared 
and fishing nets to take advantage of the high waters. Construction kits would enable rebuilding. 
Food and income would be shared allowing those with specialist skills to focus on their trade. 

With affairs concluded, the party could begin. The singing continued long into the tropical night.  



The group constructing this house 
will share it with their families 
while another is constructed 
until each has their own house. 

The fishermen of the village 
train their neighbours to catch 
shrimp in the flooded rice paddies 
with nets donated by HoverAid.

Using a technique she learnt from 
her grandmother, Justine weaves 
damaged raffia mats into baskets 
and hats for her neighbours.

Businesses are also returning to 
Antanandava. Razafy who ran the 
village shop before the flood has set 
up a small boutique for passing boats.



Mme Lucette is the head teacher at a school in Manakambahiny, a 
village a few kilometres downstream from Antanandava. 

The roof of the school suffered major damage during the cyclone 
destroying numerous books and making teaching during a 
rainstorm impossible. 

HoverAid provided new roofing sheets to create a comfortable 
space for the children to learn in, whatever the conditions outside. 



Children had to cross this 
makeshift bamboo bridge four 
times each day to get to and from 
school. The destroyed footbridge 
can be seen in the background. 

Half of Mme Lucette’s students come from a neighbouring village that lies on the other side of 
a small river. During the cyclone, debris carried by the floodwater destroyed the footbridge that 
connects the villages, cutting off these children from their education. 

The villagers had constructed a pontoon out of bamboo as a temporary means of traversing 
the water. Every school day the children had to negotiate this structure. When we arrived it was 
becoming dangerous, the rope was rotting and the beams were covered in mud. 

Something had to be done. 

With donations from the Enawo Emergency Appeal and with the support of the communities on 
both banks, HoverAid began work on a new bridge.  



The difficulty in transporting materials and the impossibility of using any heavy machinery presented 
some serious logistical challenges to the bridge construction. Add in a soft clay riverbed, tidal waters 
and crumbling riverbanks, and some creative problem solving became a necessity.  

For six weeks our construction team battled the odds to create a 20m bridge that should stand the test of 
future cyclones and ensure that communities along the Rianila remain connected. 



The elders in Antanandava 
decided on a new site to 
rebuild the village on the 
more stable ground, further 
from the river. 

This opened up the fertile 
land on the banks of the 
river for crops. 

Here, the seed that 
HoverAid provided is 
already sprouting and will 
soon be ready for harvest. 

The village’s fishermen 
requested a roll of  
chicken-wire which 
they have fashioned 
into traps for fish. 

Spare mosquito nets 
are used to protect 
the new crops from 
birds and animals.



Using the saws, drills, hammers and chisels 
provided by HoverAid and an abundance 
of strength and expertise, residents of 
all ages worked together to rebuild their 
village on its new site. 



Cyclone Enawo’s destruction affected millions across 
Madagascar. While some people received support from NGOs 
and the state, too many were left to rebuild from the ruins. 

In March HoverAid sent out an appeal for donations so that 
we could reach and serve people ignored by others.  

Your quick response to that appeal has meant that some of 
those suffering in remote parts of Madagascar did not have to 
do so alone. 

As a community made up of donors, technicians, fund-raisers 
and logisticians, we stood alongside the people of the Rianila 
River in their hour of need. 

In working together we have rebuilt lives but also forged trust 
and friendship that testifies to the great, transforming power 
of love for our neighbours. 

From all those living beside the Rianila, THANK YOU. 



In the aftermath of Cyclone Enawo, HoverAid 
worked with the villages along the Rianila River 

that were decimated by flooding. 

We distributed 4.5 tonnes of rice and 
emergency food supplies for 200 families, 

20 carpentery kits, 30 fishing kits and vegetable 
seed and sweet potato plants for 200 families. 

HoverAid also constructed a vital bridge 
and re-roofed the local school.

___________

Thank you for your donations, prayers and 
words of encouragement. 

A special thanks to disaster relief NGO 
Wings Like Eagles who’s very early donation of 

£5000 enabled a rapid HoverAid response 
to the emergency. 


