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w hen disaster strikes people often wanl 16 help cut in any

way that they can. In those tountries not direetly ailected
$e most common and prectical form of individual assistance is
Srough donations in cash or kind to aid orggnisations or national
smerzency anpeal funds, Tlowever, for those people actually living
= the affecied countries, contributing financially often is not
smough, They want (o be physically and directly involved. This
=ricle examines the motivation and impact of leeal solidarity in
St Lanka's disasier responsc and assesses its passible implications
for allivial relief and reconstruction efforts.

Faced with a humanitariin disaster of unprecedented suddenness
w4 scale the Sri Lankan government struggled to respond to the
smerzency necds of the affecied arcas during the immediate
altermath of the sunami, However, almost before the state services
Sad time 0 recover many of these needs were already being
sddressed through the massive mobilisation of ordinary citizens
e an indiy idus] or collective basis across the country.

Thousands of peaple on their pwn initiatives, in small grouss or
whough informal networks of family, [riends or work colleagues,
sook it upon themseives fo travel to the affected arcas to offer direcl
swssstance in searching for survivurs, iransporting them to hospitals,
s=rieving the dead and delivering medical supplies, food, sheller
s clothing. Many more supported this eflort in the capital and
s=her cities, towns and villapss throughout Sri Lanka by collecling
denations in cash or kind, purchasing and organising the delvery
of relief goods. Beyond the initial emergency phase ol the response
=av of the more affluent individuals and proups have subssquently
Secome direetly involved in establishing thefr own reconsiruction
«Forts by renovating schools and sponsoring the construction ef
sew homes for those whose houses were damaged or destroyed by
== tsunaml.

Individual Assistance

WV fy did s0 many Sri Lankan's choose to engage in direct

individual humanitarian assistance rather than supporting
svssing appeals such as President’s Fund for Disaster Relief, the
work of respected local NGO's like Sarvodays or through
weesmational organisations with an established presence in the
commtry such as Oxlam or Save the Children? Informal discussions
wh & number of individuals involved in personal relief efforts
Sermg the first fow weeks of the disaster response revealed four
Sec rationales; compassionate solidarity, cathartic healing, a sente
o soectacle and a distrust of official avenues [or ald and assistange |
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Firstly, compassionate solidarity. Everybody seemed o kiow
someone who had keen affectad by the disaster and cyveryone was
twmiliar with the arcas concerned. Connections with affecied
regions throush ancestral villages, as previous hioliday deslinations,
through wark colleagues, old school [rignds, employees or faith
based affiliations, persomalised the linkages between the victims
of disgster and these who were not directly involved. Conngetions
ot thase Jevels seemed to further demand a personalised approach
tir hurman itaran pssistance

This primary rationale was closely linked with the pavahological
impact of disaster en the ynaflected ‘survivor'. Many of Lhwse
who were fortunate enotieh not 1o have been on (he coast ut the
time found difficulty coming to terms with comprehending the
enurmity of the disaster and experienced unease aver the fact tat
it had passed them by whilst so many others had died, been injured
ar displaced. Others, wha had experienced lucky escapes wanted
o return to the disaster site to help in the reliet eifort, For hath,
{here was a sense that direct mvolvemant in humanitarian assistance
would provide some farm of cathartic emotional healing. almost
through a sort of atonement for having survived.

A third metivating factor was the sense of speclacle that had been
created by the devastation. Many people felt that they just nesded
to sec for themselves what had happened. This was not generally
in the context of disaster tourismy although such voyeunsm did
exist on-a small scale, but was more closely aligned with the
psychological needs of the unaffected survivor described above,
Whilst the direer delivery of aid on an individual basis enabled
mary Sri Lankans to both exercise their compassionate solidarily
with those aflected and start to expunge some of the personal
psycholagical traumas associated with the experience of anational
disaster, there was also a widely expressed feurth rationale which
highlighted popular perceptions concerning the governance of
official national and international huntanitarian aid efforts.

There was a widespread helieve that monies channelled through
national relief funds or local organisaticns would somehow he
ubused and may not reach the intended beneficianies. Common
criticisims ol e official humanitarian efforts meluded the influence
of corruptivn, political sclf-interests and the lack of transparcncy
or accountability, Internatonal erganisations were also criticised
for their high operational uverheads which were seen to reduce the
arount of funding wvailabls for these in need, Dircet individual
assislance was viewed as a poaraniced strategy to ensure that
personal relief contributions reached the hands of the intended
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heneficiaries without incurring any institutional operational costs.
What then was the impact of such personal humanilarian assistance?
During the first few days following the tsunami individual pid
ellors undoubtedly helpad back-stop delays in the povemment
and international community's response for affected comminities
1 Ty areas, i was however a hugely ad hoe affair. Many arsas,
particubrly the more remose wellure camps and villages, received
little or no independent support and the content, quality and utility
of personnl aid efforts varied enormousty, lnformal assistance
seemed to play a valuable role when it was provided on the basis
of a personal contact within a specific affecled area znd where the
beneficiaries were consulted in advance regurding their specibic
needs and requirements. Where it worked less well was whenwell-
imeaning individuals arrempled 1o defiver reliel items to tin affected
srea with ne local contapts or appreciation of (he necds, In such
circumstanees inappropriate aid was often dumped al the first
available welfare camp irrespective of whether it was wanted of
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In the langer term,-as the reliel phase of the emergeney response
turns to recovery and reconstruction, villages are already being
adopted by concerned individuals and small greups who believe
hat they can rebuild properties quicksr, mare custeffoclively and
with greater sensitivity to beneficiary needs than thie olforts ef the
seate and international azencies. Wit Sri Lanka's track record of
aid:absorption standing at only 14% they may be right. Perhaps,
as the Sri Lankan Government’s Task Force For Rebuilding the
Nation and the Waorld Bark consicers the modalities of constructing
90,000 new homes, they should reflect on the possibilities nf
enzagement with private individual assistnce in selting the job
dam,

Molcs

| Informal discussions with about 30 individuals and direct
imvalvement in two small seale informal relief missions. .
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