AFTER THE TSUNAMI: APLEA FOR RESPONSIBLE
RECONSTRUCTION

Rajan Philips

C ivil society proups and engineering and environminil

professionals are raising concerns shotrt the 2oVRIMITRNT'S
national task force on redevelopment (hat mecludes only
representatives from the finance, torisiy and oier business sedtons
it no one from the alfected aseas or from among the public sector
professionats, techmical prolessions, or the scientists Iheir Tear 15
that Sri Lanka's reconstrugtion cffort may b2 driven maore by
national econgmig and elitisl considerations than by local
communiny and environmental priorities

A particufor issue is the future of the fishing commumilies whose
hamesand livelikood have Lesn uprodted by (e tsunami. The Coast
Conservation Department atready hias guidelines and standards Tor
coastal conservation and regulating coastal construction. These
requitements were ofien ignared i the pusi by the teurism industry
and its political supporiers, and even now pnly the fishing
communities iy have 1o conform b il new enforcement [twould
appear that the twurist hoicls diat were damazed by the tsunami
will be allowed redevelopment at their old locations, while the
fishers’ dwellings that wete destioyed will be reloaied interior.
This will alsa clear the coast for beautifyimg the rural beaches and
gentrifying the urban edges in the attected areas, which uppears v
he the elitist *visioning amany (he advocates of atop-dowy Master
Plan approach to reconstruction. Javadeya Lyun oodi. e political
cclentist, has criticised this approsch as “anti-pece” and “un-
humanitarian”. According Lo him, gevernmen officials have alriady
wamed same fishet communities that they should not retumm Lo
their coastal habitat and this has sent “shock waves among e
peor, displaced communities”,

It is impormart lo hear in mind the human, soeinl and the
envirenmental costs of the Lsunami disaster, Gencrations of families:
long established but uninsured ways of life, wlhols comumumilies
and ecological systems have bren either phliterated o seriously
damaged m Aceh, in Sti Lanka, (o Thailand, i paris of India’s
Tarnil Nadi and the islands of Aadamar and Nicobar - the two
isolased island groups that hive long preserved some of the pristine
Farms of human culture studied by anthropologists, The relief and
reconstmetion eiforts shoald be humbled by (he Josses that are
irrecovesable, and should be sensiive Lo the rauma of the sarvivers
and the nead for ecalogical rehabilitation, The tsunel victims
should be rehabilitated through their own empes srment, [Lwoirhd
be o double tragedy Lor them Lo he victims, yel again, eftop-down
Master Mlans,

i

This is not to deny or minimize the role of the sovernment in reliel’
aind reconstruction efforts or the psafiness of Master Pluns,
sspecially in the rebuiiding af the hard infrastrugiure. However, it
{s necessary to emphasize that the govermment and palitical leaders
<hould aive up their traditional patron-client attilude towards their
awri citizeas, and that planning and implem entaticn should invalye
urass root consultation and empowerment. Al o seminar. Tiehal &g
the Peradeniya Faculty of Engineering soon after the tsunami
disaster, une of the participants proposed that while the soverniment
should spearhead the task of rebuilding infrasiruciues, theatfectad
communitics should be empowered to re-establish their hahitats
and livelihood with help from professionals and civil society
arganizations. Suchan approach will ernble local desian solutions
being found o local problems, meluding that of providing sale
shareline sethacks and stronger sbuetures 10 accommodate the
fishing communities, without arbitrarily severing them from their.
sea-based livelihond. This {s also the approach preferred by
Cameron Sipclair's Archilecture Lor Humanity, a New Yok based
group that provides design services Lo communities aflected by
natuzl dizasters,

The government would be well ad vited 1 Exarcise more caution
and Tess haste in undertaking long term reconstruction. In many
arcas, the mpacts of the waves areteported 1o bave buen so severs
that their effects need Lo be properly assessed and mitigated, The
reconsiruction program should also be yszd Lo ategrate the
(raditional coastal communities with their modem intruders.
nuraely, lange scale commercial lishing snd the Loprism indusy.
What the tsunamis did comprehensively to ail (hree purties in a
marter of minutes, commarcis] fishing and tourism have heen doing
incrementatly to the traditional communities foroverthree decades.
Their smull boats were squeczed n the oeean by commercial
wraw'ers sailing out of fishery harbours, and (e were soueezed
an the land by the stritg ot tourist hotels that were often developed
without assessment or mitigation of their community and
environmental impacts, In must cascs, there 1 very little by way
of inleastructure Inteoration belween individual Botels and the
adjacent commurity in & giyen are, I Sri T.anka, the garbage
penerated by lourist hotels became 7 seriuus prablem with no one
taking responsibility for managing it. The government has o role
in ensuring thut infrastructure intégration aml environmental
inanagemant wre properly addressed in the reconstriction of the
{ourist Areas.

It is no secrel that the government is a short temm [iancial
beneficiary of the tsunami disaster. With relatively smuller et
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s 5% S5a 31 S500 per-oapita, compared 10 Indonesia’s $£132bn
@ 15 500 per capita), Sri Lanka need not bave accepted the freeze
aiies Bot the government may not have hod 7 choiee given thi
e o = fimances due to political instability and the moratorium
e S pesce process. No donbr, the governmens leaders will take
i credit as the economic indicators start showing a1 upward
et 2 23 monzvs flow in and economic activities burstout a fter
S s disaster, But the real story will not be in the CEonunic
sbemnors from the Central Bank, but on the grou i in the gffected
e e Bow the victims of the disaster are pulling ekt lives

gy

% & 2 moot point whether, in the long ron. the:Sri Lankan
gome=mcnt will beableto eifectively absorb and utilise (e tssinai
8 considering the low aid atilizalion rate {1494, [ower tham Lhe
st ions! averape of 20%) that Sri Lanka hias trncmionally been
S o schicve. 1l is also no secret that low aid utilization in the
swes has been accompanied by @ high corruption rate, What
gesress ure thece that these trends will not pievsist but be reversed
= e coumiry bepins to aksorb and use the tsumiini aid morey?
S Werld Bank President. James Wollensohn, is sdid to have

sagpested the creation of @ web site 10 regord the insand outs ol
the tsunani cash, A necessary imsult, butnot a sufficient s [eguard,
Transparency and efficiency can only be achieved in any significant
messurs by empowering local cuninunitics and Lranslerring
decision making powers 1o provingial and other loeal bodies.

T'ke-suryivors of the tsunami disasier deserve betiet than patronage
handouts and tep-down master plans [Fom their gayvernment. The
people of the world regponded with extraordinary wenerosily to
help the vieums of the Asian wagedy, In every country, the citl#ens
were a million bucks shead of teir povernments in their gencrosity.
The poople foreed gavernments 1o out-pledye cach other 10 the
lobn) relief elfort. Questions haye bean raised o510 how mech of
the monies pledged will astuatly be delivered. In the BBCs 'Hard
Talk' progtom, Berbara Stocking af Oxfam, Londcn, assured that
civil society organizations will keep the people power in [Tovw 10
force doaor governments 1o honour their comimitments. What 1s
equally important is to use the sams pOWer 1o make sure that the
revinient zovemmeits and political groups donit betray the victiins
o the tsunami waves and that they are given lhe power anid the
resourees Lo re-gstablish their own lives. .

LETTER FROM AMPARA

3 A miidst the outpouring of human ¢motions and sympaihics for the affected people all over the courtry,
a heartening phenomenon seen throughout these last seven diys has been the immense mobilization
at the people’s level - those wha have come forward in their voluntary capacitias Lo help in this humanitarian
endeavour with ralief and other forms of assistance such as clearing concrete/debris and recovering dead
bodies. The people {irrespective of ethinic differences) acted fast, stepped in before the gavernment. which
huts been very siow 1o act in this moment of national emergency. Government presence in e foem of
l immediate assistance was practically non-exictent in these areas, And when the government did put its act
iogether —the devastation in (he South caught the attention of the Sinhala politicians fast. For days on end
the state media relayed the destruction in the snuthern part of Sri Tanka, The Sinhala south has remained
the vote hank and a scrambling space for the major partics including the JVP. The tsunami disaster wiis
then another grim reminder that the Linhala constituency had to by immeduately talen on board. The
devastation af the south was like a blade struck deep into the sensibilities of these politicians and party
leaders who went on lamenting for days on end of the calamity, using the state media to the maximum. The
devastation in the already war ravaged North — Fast was not a iop priority antil civil society groups and
individuals who had visited these arcas highlighted the bias in the media reporis. Some politicians even
made sttements to the effvet that a tragedy has struck the south — almast erasing from (heir historical
memory that the people in the North-Eust had coped with tragedy after tragedy for the last 20 vears!™

Faizun Zackariva
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