THE SPECTRE OF A 'SECOND TSUNAMTI' IN SRI LANKA:
WHAT CAN WE DO TO PREVENT A HUMAN-MADE DISASTER?

N. Shanmugaratnam

e live in a-warld In which dizastérs are not ungommoen, Let

us mat forget for a moment that millions of people have
dicd and are dying ofalds, malarka and starvation, The war in hag
und the numerous intrastace wars in various parts of the world are
so destructive of assets and livelihoods while taking a heavy toll
of huinan Lile.

However, no disgster in oor tinre has shocked the world and
inpacted on the human psyehe and evoled sympathy for the victims
on such a scale s the Asian tsunami, Thé explanation for this lics
inn the suddenness and the cnormity of the havoe wreaked by the
tsanami. Over 200,000 lives were lost and millons have been
rendered homeless and displaced in'a matrer of Seconds and
minutes. The tsunami was a disastrous nasural event fram a human
point of view. However, it Is well kniown that the devastation would
have been much less had we been farewarned and betler prepared,
That there is a human-made dimensicn o the catastrophic socio-
economic cffects of the tsunam: is conveniently forgotten by the
ruling elites, whe keep calling (he disister a purely natural ons.
Blaming nature alone Gand In ts instance it sounds eredible) helos
the local rulers o cover up their failures, Tt has also heiped those
whe failed to share the meteorological information they had about

the advancing tsunzmi with the countries that were going to be
affected.

The snddenness ar the speed and the scale of the disaster have
made il a humunitarian emergency of unprecedented praportions,
They have also thrown up unprecedented challenges for
reconstruction and development. Valuablz human capital has been
washed out. Millions of people have become paupirised in a
mioment, Local and regionnl economies have been destraved. In
the two worst affected countries, Indonesia and Sri Lanka, these
challenges have acquired greater complexity bacause of their
Intermal politico-military situations. In these countries, post-tsunami
FECORSTTUCHON cannol be separated from post=war recrmsiruciion
and development, The challenge s 1o twim the tsunami tragedy o
an eppartinity for conflict resolution and link reconstniction and
development to peace building, Are those countries ready 1o face
the challenoe?

Letus lake the caze of Sri Lanka, whers nearly 40,000 people were
Killed,

* The tsunami has devaswated around 70% of the coast and the
merier up to more than 2 km, from the noahernmostoipin the
Jaffna peninsula through the entire north-eastand the south
ind & part of the wost coast up to the suburbs of Calombe.

* A million peopie have been displaced.

* Livelihoods of over 230,000 households tuined (fishers,

farmers, shop owners apd employvées in Wurnism amd other

sectors)

Drestructon ol infrastrncture, Businesses, other private assets.

Loss of vital documents including documents regarding

propeaty rights.

Unknown numbers of orphins, widows, disabled persons and

victims of post-disaster trauma.

We needto place this tragedy in the larper comtext of our unresolved
national gnestion and the conseguences of two decadss of war in
which over 63,000 lives were lost

Arcund twa thinds of the tsunami-affecied coastling s in

the warsone of the North-LEast.

T-R00,000 peaple were internally dispiaced due to war,

Extensive destruction and damage to infrastructure, regional

ceonomy and the environment,

Loss of ivelihoods due wo militarisation, displacement, warlime

resirictions, and death and meapacitation of breadwinners,

*  Resettlement of the war-displaced has been extremely slow even

three years afler the Ceasefire Apreement (CFA ) of February

2003,

Mew grievences and conflicts rezarding livelihoods and aocass

to land snd veater resources have emerged in the war-tom North

East Province (NEP) as a result of the protracted war,

= Communalization (.¢. the division of the Lankan polity along
ethnic lines runs deep,

® The peace process has been stalled for a long time and the

political r2nsiens between the UPFA government and the LTTE

had reachad a serious level just before the lsunami,

Thequestion is: Can post-lsunami recenstruction be separated from
post-war reconstruction & cevelopment? The challenge, if T may
rapeat, is to link reconstruction and development to conflict
resolution and peace building. This involves:
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S ewhy revival of the peace process and reaching un agreemelt
o meerimitransitional arrangement (or the (REP) while
sty working on a long-term, politcal seitoment.
Bt (he war-tnm and esunami-tor commtitiss mud their
ool

B ubtamtion and sustainable development ol coastal zone
pesoerce systems: human settlements, fisheries, coasal
sesculture and forestry, recreation and tourism.

Dn=rall socio-economie revival.

Sestonal reconciliation & reunification.

Tt there is an oppertunity with some positive trends but thers
== seme disturbing developments Lo,
B =] 5

* LUty and Selidarity acress ethnie and roligious divides: the
ssemam has united people across ethnie and religious divides
People-Pouple mutual help and hapmony 1o their bast m

a decades in Sri Lanki.

Social moyements support political sertlement: Sorme social
=ovements in the South are stromely supportive ol'a political
settlement to the contlict,

The CFA has survived; The CFA of February 2002 continues
w0 bhold thoush with vielations, and amid uncerrainty,
Majority rajoct war and are for peace: Majority of the peaples
of 571 Lanka (Sinkaiese, Tamils, Muslims and others) reject
wear and fuvouy @ politeal settlement.

High potential tor developnient; Development of tie economy
sffected by war and tsunami has high potenlial for
cmployment seneration, equitability and national reconciliation
# the righl policies are chosen and if developmant can be
soverned By appropridte institutional arrangsments.
Isternational support for peace: The interndtional actors
svolved in Sri Lunkan affairs yeem 1o favour a political
s=ttlement.

NeEmEIvE:
= Politicisation of official reliel and reconstruction. Official
ssemami reliel und post-tsunanti reconstruction have becoms
Soisively politicised along party and sthnie lines. Indecd, the
st became politicised frum (he moment it hil the coasts ef
% Lankn '

*  Centralisation and exclusion: There is ur ongoing centrabisation
3+ =nvire officiad relisf and reconstrisction operaticis under the
Peect control of the President, THis is not Hkely 1o counter the
Sowisive politicisation but will bureaucrutise reldiel and
seeomstruction with adverse effects on the victims, while widening
S communication gap between the government and the LITE,
Slomg with this is the trend of corporatisation of recenslruction,
Wit the co-optation of business leaders into Task Forces and
somttees dealing with the planning and utilisation of foreign
w2 The sovernmant has been taking major decisions regunding
sosstsl human settlements and establishment of new urban centres

X

and towns in 4 totally top-dewn and authoritarian fashion under
conditions of Emersency. There has nol been any cofsutation
w hatsoever with the atfectad communitics, local organisations and
other stakeholders: People’s organisations and social mayements
have nhjected to the government's failure o provide fo
representation of the affected communities in decision making, his
contralist trend is conflict-insensitive dnd likely 0 have adverse
effects on the peace prooess and the search for @ solution o the
nulional question based on autonamy: and power sharing.

+  Militarisation: The rescus and relisf operations have becomu
militarised. Many stakeholders visw this with grave concenn. The
government has ordered the stale s armed forees Lo mike-over rediel
distribution in affocted arcas including the NEP. This has created
new tensions between the government and LTTE. Even mote
distarbing is the srrival ol troops from India, LISA, Pakistan, UK
and Canada for rescue and relief operations.

+  Reconstruction and development policy: There are concerns
shout the new regulations regarding resettlement of the displaced
in constal arcas and about the high probiability of & new wave of
secial exclusion and disenfranchisement in the name of
racanstrierion and davelopment. There Is fear ofa ‘secand tsunam’
- a metaphorcoined by some Lankan activisis to refer to a possible
humas-made disaster, This fear is not unfounded given the past
experience of spalially and socially uneven development. Post-
ssunari reconstruction has become almost entirely donar drived,
like the nentiveral development of the past 27 years, One of the
cifects of the tsunami has heen a further widening of the disparitics
in households’ income and other entitiements berween Lhe weslern
urban aress and the aflected coustal areas. Ih sovernmLnt’s
approach has not shown sufficient sensitivity to this and otber
probiems.

u Ultranationalist opposition: There is opposition [Fam
ultranationalist groups to @ peaceful resolution of the naticnal
UESTon.

Whit can we do to prevent a 'second tsunami' ?

b short anewer ie: uppose the negative and support the

positive lendeneics. But (his 15 more gasily said than done.
The tasks aliead are daunting. However, it is heartening o nowe
that several drganisitions have already found commaon orounds 1o
defend the rights of the tsunmmi vietime and to expose the flawed
policy and practices of the movernment. ln a bizarre sense, the
tsunam| was a blessing to the government, which was on the verge
ol bankruptcy dug to the lick of much wanted foreign aid that was
held up due to the ‘peace cunditionality’. The tragedy opened another
door of foreizgn aid 1o the government, Today, Lhe government hus
been promised rsunami aid to the tunc of USD: 1.8 bn, The
povernment as well as is obviously happy aboul this-the debt frevzs,
whick has providad a temporary relief from repayment of debt,
Thismeans the poyermment does net have any major financial
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constraints for the time being, On the other hand, how the monay
is going to be spent will decide the socio-sconomic and
enwvironmental outcome of the external aid receives,

We need 1o recognise and face the challenge of linking past-tsunami
reconstruction o peace and post-war reconstruction and
develapment. This is the time to do it and we cannot afford (o miss
this historic opportunity, Tsubmitthe following ileas for discussion
at the PPD) sessions.

*  Work towards creating a broad and principled alliance to
resist the ongning politicisation, centralisation, militarisation
and corporatisation of reliel and reconsiuction; this
involves the formulation of an aligmative policy and an
sepnda for action.

*  Demand a quick withdeawal of the forcign troops fram S
Larka, and a non-military arrangement for rehief and debris
clearing operations,

Mohilise the vietims of the tsunami and discuss the proposed
regulations on coastal settlement and Jand rights with a view 10
formulating the people's demands and developing an agandn
for aetion.

Defend the fishing rights of the smal fishers and resist any
ditempt by wevernment Lo weakenor deny their customary rights
toy Tishing grounds.

Organise a campaign for the immediate revival of the peace
process.

Expand the PPD process o include dialogues betweéen sunatmi
victims from the South and war and sunami victims (rom the
NE (Tamils, Muslims and Sighalese) with a view to
strengthening solidarity and to Jearm new ileas remarding
reconciliation, reconstruction and development,
Mohilise international suppont for durable peace and inclusive
and equitable development in 3 Lania.
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