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The tsunami disaster – two years on

Slow progress with reconstruction

The Indian Ocean tsunami claimed
more than 200,000 lives, with the
highest death toll occurring in Indo-

nesia, Sri Lanka, India and Thailand, the
countries hardest hit by the disaster.
Even now, 50,000 people are still mis-
sing. More than 1.7 million people were
made homeless. The World Bank estima-
tes the total damage caused by the tsun-
ami at above US $ 10 billion; on this basis,
and factoring in the costs of setting up
an early warning system with national
centres, the total cost of post-tsunami
reconstruction is likely to top US $ 15 billi-
on. The United Nations Office for the
Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs
(OCHA) estimated the cost of the emer-
gency relief needed for the first 12
months after the tsunami at US $ 1.32 bil-
lion.
The international community responded
to the disaster with hitherto unparalleled
generosity and compassion. The «Flash
Appeal» issued by the United Nations very
quickly generated US $ 1.11 billion in pled-
ges from international donors for direct
emergency relief – a record 85 percent of
the total amount required and well above
the average achieved in all the other
humanitarian crises in 2005, i.e. just 57
percent (www.reliefweb.int). In total, the
amount of assistance pledged by bi- and
multilateral donors and private organiza-
tions was US $ 9.9 billion, with 42 percent

The tsunami disaster
on 26 December 2004
claimed more than
200,000 lives. It trig-
gered an unprece-
dented outpouring of
reconstruction assis-
tance from both private
and public donors. The
prompt provision of
emergency relief
averted the threat of
epidemics and
prevented major
movements of refugees
out of the affected
regions. However, many
of the reconstruction
measures failed due to
poor coordination
between the actors
involved and the lack of
expertise underlying
some of the
interventions. The
reconstruction effort
was also very slow to
get off the ground.

coming from private sources (www.alert-
net.org). In Germany, private donations
totalled US $ 18.7 million, exceeding the
funds pledged by government agencies.
So far, however, out of US$ 500 million
pledged by the German Government
immediately after the disaster, just US$
270 million have been scheduled in the
federal budget, and not all of this figure
has been contractually committed as yet.
It was probably the first time in the histo-
ry of disasters and international aid that
adequate resources were available for
emergency relief and reconstruction. In-
deed, Germany’s major private aid organi-
zations, which received more than 90 per-
cent of the donations to the tsunami
appeals, made it clear that these were in
addition to the usual annual donations
received in 2005. The fears about «collat-
eral damage» – in other words, that the
tsunami would drain funds away from
other major humanitarian programmes
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Besides housing, the most obvious
loss sustained by coastal

communities was the destruction of
their fishing boats. Based on simple

reported needs, some villages
received more fishing boats than had

previously been available to them.
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or development cooperation elsewhere –
that were voiced after the record figure
was announced turned out to be
unfounded.

Successful but flawed
emergency relief 

The provision of relief to the affected
countries began as soon as the floodwa-
ters retreated and was mainly organized
by private individuals, NGOs and – a little
later – government institutions such as
the military. In the north of Sri Lanka, the
Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE), the
politico-military organization that has
been waging a secessionist campaign
against the Sri Lankan Government,
stepped in and coordinated relief swiftly
and without excessive red tape.
Survivors were provided with water, food,
clothing and sleeping mats. Kinder-
gartens, schools, mosques, temples and
churches took in the homeless. Humani-
tarian organizations, initially at national
level and soon with reinforcements from
international partners, retrieved the bod-
ies of the deceased, treated the injured,
set up mobile kitchens, cleaned contami-
nated wells, erected tents, built emer-
gency accommodation, and carried out
temporary repairs to bridges. There was
no starvation, epidemics or increase in
child mortality in the months after the
disaster, and the feared exodus of more
than 1.5 million displaced persons did not
occur.
Given the scale of the relief effort and the
number of actors involved, it is perhaps
inevitable that there have been – some-
times anecdotal – incidents of relief being
wasted or misspent, for it is impossible to
hermetically seal regions affected by a
disaster and allow access solely to «certi-
fied» aid organizations. One aspect which
has prompted massive and justified criti-
cism is that some organizations were
involved in relief measures that went
beyond merely safeguarding victims’ con-
tinued survival, despite their lack of expe-
rience in this area. For example, some
agencies put up tent accommodation
which, in the tropical climate of Sri Lanka
and Indonesia, was quite unsuitable to
house families for a period of several
months. Emergency accommodation built
from timber or breeze-blocks and roofed
with palm leaves, which are widely avail-
able at local level, was more suitable for
local conditions, especially as these build-
ings could be used for other purposes
once their occupants had moved back to
their restored villages. They could also be
constructed at very low cost by local peo-
ple mainly working on their own initia-
tive.

procuring appropriate relief goods,
recruiting local staff and ensuring cooper-
ation with local agencies. Being able to
build on cooperation that was already
well-established with local organizations
before the tsunami also proved helpful
from the international relief agencies’
perspective – primarily because emer-
gency relief is always provided under mas-
sive time pressure and a good standard of
provision can only be achieved if the chan-
nels of communication and procedures
are already in place.
Many foreign organizations coming into
the affected countries clearly took the
view that they were dealing with helpless
victims who were entirely dependent on
international support. Of course it was
necessary to provide relief to survivors.
However, it was the affected communities
themselves who generally provided the
initial emergency response, and who later
emerged as the driving force behind
efforts to repair roads, build temporary
settlements and undertake other mea-
sures to re-establish local infrastructure.
Aid organizations should always bear in
mind that their activities should be com-
plementary and are no substitute for self-
help.
Yet again, it was apparent that some
NGOs gave very low priority to integrating
their activities into larger programmes
and coordinating them with other actors.
While professional aid workers utilized
the existing coordination structures – set
up by OCHA, government agencies or

Besides housing, the most obvious loss
sustained by coastal communities was
the destruction of their fishing boats.
Based on simple reported needs, some vil-
lages received more fishing boats than
had previously been available to them,
with the result that many of the new
boats were allocated to non-fishing fami-
lies, who did not use them or who even
attempted to auction off the donated
boats to the highest bidder. By contrast,
nets which could be used to catch various
species of fish at different depths, fishing
lines and hooks, creels and above all out-
board motors were not included in many
«aid packages», so many of the newly
acquired boats initially stood idle on the
beaches.
Traditionally, fishing communities have
used different sizes of boats constructed
from a range of materials, mainly timber.
However, according to the International
Collective in Support of Fishworkers
(www.icsf.net), most of the aid organiza-
tions only provided fibreglass boats as a
replacement for the timber-hulled cata-
marans that are typically used in India, for
example. But on the islands off southern
Thailand – unlike the situation in India –
these fibreglass boats could not be
repaired as this material was largely
unknown in the region before the tsuna-
mi. And off the coast of Sri Lanka, many of
the fibreglass boats broke apart as they
were unsuitable for local waters.
A common practice in Sri Lanka before the
tsunami was for one large boat to be
shared by several families. Many of these
families have now been allocated small
boats, with the result that they can only
fish in coastal waters which were already
at risk of overfishing even before the dis-
aster occurred.
Very few international aid organizations
were familiar with and had access to the
larger fishing cooperatives whose cutters
travel a long way out to sea and therefore
do not compete with the coastal fisher-
men.

Good intentions do not always
mean good outcomes

There are various reasons why some well-
meaning initiatives failed. Due to their
lack of contacts to local organizations
with professional working methods, many
foreign aid agencies failed to gain an
accurate insight into the perceived and
actual needs of target groups or develop
an understanding of the social, economic,
cultural and political contexts, the latter
aspect being especially important in
Indonesia and Sri Lanka, which are civil
war countries. However, these local part-
ner organizations played a key role in
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local NGO networks – from the outset, a
number of private initiatives shied away
from this additional effort. Often, it was
these same initiatives which demanded
better coordination, even though they
were reluctant to play any role in it them-
selves. The message which they then con-
veyed to the media – which monitored the
tsunami response more closely than any
other disaster before – was that the relief
effort was «overwhelmed».

The «run» on target groups and
«visible victims» 

One serious concern is that many foreign
organizations focussed their activities on
easily accessible areas around the Indone-
sian city of Banda Aceh and the southern
coast of Sri Lanka. In both countries, there
were other regions which urgently need-
ed assistance and where an aid agency
logo was already not displayed on every
square yard of land. In the Tamil-dominat-
ed north of Sri Lanka in particular, and in
the eastern region of the island, addition-
al relief measures would have been help-
ful. However, it should be borne in mind
that due to the unstable political situa-
tion, such operations involved some ele-
ments of risk.
The aid organizations were, and in some
cases still are, «competing» for target
groups and vying to achieve maximum
visibility for their own activities. Who

decides on the distribution of aid? Which
is the lead agency that decides on long-
term aid programmes? These are issues
which often could not be resolved on an
ad hoc basis as it took time for the various
agencies to settle into their roles. In most
cases, government, non-government and
private agencies were overwhelmed by
the flood of money pouring in and found
it difficult to manage the resources effec-
tively. The major competition for target
groups can only be averted if aid organi-
zations coordinate their activities and
cooperate with the relevant authorities.

Divergent political
developments in the countries

affected by the tsunami 

Whereas the political situation in Sri
Lanka has become increasingly tense in
recent months, a positive development
has occurred in Northern Sumatra since
the signing of the agreement granting

autonomy to the province of Aceh. The
first anniversary of the peace agreement
between the Government of Indonesia
and the Free Aceh Movement (GAM) was
celebrated very recently. After the tsuna-
mi, the conflict parties met around the
conference table and were able to reach a
settlement. The prospects for the peace
process and the future of an autonomous
Aceh province on the Indonesian island of
Sumatra generally look bright.
The situation is very different in Sri Lanka.
The Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE)
and the Sri Lankan Government have
resumed hostilities, and the peace talks
have been postponed indefinitely. Sadly,
the ceasefire now only exists on paper.
After the wave of solidarity which briefly
swept the country in the wake of the
tsunami, irrespective of religion or ethnic-
ity, there has now been a rebound effect
and the situation has deteriorated dra-
matically.
The current political situation is making it
increasingly difficult to establish a basis
on which to plan for the future, carry out
long-term development projects and pro-
mote self-help structures.
This heightening of political tension with-
in Sri Lanka is the reason for the delays in
the reconstruction process. The hopes
that the warring parties would arrive at
some kind of settlement, as has occurred
in Indonesia, have been dashed, especially
following the changes at government
level and the murder of high-ranking rep-
resentatives of both camps.
The opportunities afforded by the height-
ened presence and relevance of an over-
seas relief effort have not been adequate-
ly exploited by the foreign governments
involved. And although the influence of
non-government actors on government
decisions should not be overestimated, it
is shameful that the numerous foreign
NGOs and their local partners have been
unable to agree on a joint appeal to the
Government and rebels to resume the
peace process. The sheer diversity of the
NGO landscape in Sri Lanka has proved to
be an impediment in this respect.

Targeting the aid

It is hard to understand why some aid
agencies opted to focus their efforts on a
narrow strip of coast whose nickname,
among aid workers, was already the «gold
coast». In countries with high conflict
potential, the granting of preferential or
different treatment to tsunami survivors
and affected regions can exacerbate exist-
ing social tensions. Professional relief
efforts should therefore always involve
neighbouring communities and regions
as well.

Many foreign organizations coming
into the affected countries thought

that they were dealing with helpless
victims who were entirely

dependent on international support.
They completely underestimated the

people’s self-help activities.
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In Sri Lanka, this discrepancy was further
exacerbated by the fact that much of the
relief initially flowed into the Sinhalese-
dominated south, while the Tamil-domi-
nated north received a disproportionately
low amount of aid at first. The Govern-
ment attempted to remedy this situation
via negotiations, but these failed to reach
a satisfactory agreement between the
conflict parties.
Many survivors of the tsunami were
already living in poverty before the tsuna-
mi disaster occurred. For them, restoring
the status quo ante would simply have
perpetuated an injustice. That is why a
medium- to long-term perspective must
be offered, also in the provision of emer-
gency relief, in order to improve the start-
ing conditions for the local communities –
for example, with better boats, better
equipment, better access to drinking
water, better health care and education –
combined with the institution-building
necessary to guarantee the sustainability
of these innovations. However, it is impor-
tant to maintain a sense of proportion: a
school with a chemistry or language labo-
ratory may be in line with European
standards, but in the coastal regions of Sri
Lanka and Indonesia, bunsen burners and
microphones are neither useful nor
affordable over the long term.
But it was not only inexperienced aid
agencies which set the standards too
high; government agencies were equally
at fault. Many beneficiaries of Sri Lanka’s
house-building programme, for example,
were allocated a stone- or brick-built
dwelling with at least 60 square metres

already exists: internationally recognized
quality standards are set out in the Code
of Conduct for the Red Cross and Red Cres-
cent Movement and NGOs in Disaster
Relief, while in Germany, the Association
of German Development Non-govern-
mental Organizations (VENRO) published
a Working Paper entitled «Humanitarian
aid put to the test – Principles, criteria and
indicators to ensure and monitor quality
in humanitarian aid» in August 2005
(www.venro.org). What is lacking is a body
which monitors and reinforces compli-
ance with these guidelines. One option
which may be appropriate is to establish a
peer review mechanism for humanitarian
organizations, akin to the models adopted
by the OECD’s Development Assistance
Committee and the African Union, as a
way of publicizing and sanctioning, if not
preventing, detrimental action in disaster
situations. Workshops are increasingly
being held at local level as well, with the
aim of achieving a code of conduct that is
appropriate for local conditions. However,
this is a protracted process which takes
time and requires a degree of willingness
to compromise – and the donor and aid
community is simply too large and
diverse.

Delays in the reconstruction
process

Rebuilding the livelihoods of affected com-
munities, especially the reconstruction of
houses and community institutions, has
begun more slowly than anticipated.

of living space, a tiled roof, a kitchen and
toilet. Yet in many cases, the recipients
were tsunami victims who had previously
lived in a tiny fisherman’s hut with a
straw roof. Not surprisingly, demand for
the new dwellings soared, with the result
that prices in Sri Lanka’s coastal region
have increased by more than 7 percent
compared with the pre-tsunami situation.

A code of conduct for
emergency relief?

Many aid organizations are increasingly
recognising the close link between suc-
cessful emergency relief, reconstruction
and development. This is apparent,
among other things, from the fact that
the International Red Cross is maintaining
a presence in the region beyond the relief
effort and is now looking for experts and
managers with a development policy
background for deployment in its opera-
tions worldwide. Other agencies which
have previously tended to focus more on
long-term development, such as terre des
hommes, medico international and Mis-
ereor, are now expanding their emergency
relief and reconstruction capacities as
well. The institutional separation of these
fields of activity, which has sometimes
been fiercely defended, is becoming less
clear-cut and should be reappraised at
government level too.
In the months after the disaster, there
were growing calls for a code of conduct
for humanitarian relief. However, a code
of conduct for humanitarian agencies

House building
takes a lot of time
in the areas
affected by the
tsunami – partly
due to disputes
over land
ownership.
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A key reason for the delays is access to
land. Many house-owners lost everything,
including their title deeds to their land. In
the absence of a functioning land registry
system, resolving the disputes over indi-
vidual parcels of land is proving to be a
time-consuming process, especially given
that there is often no adequate legal basis
for a decision. The land use issue was
often still unresolved in many areas as
well. The areas affected by the tsunami
were often densely populated. With the
influx of new residents and the establish-
ment of buffer zones, the pressure on the
equally densely populated areas in the
hinterland behind the coastal areas
affected by the tsunami has also intensi-
fied. Not surprisingly, the relevant govern-
ment agencies have proved unequal to
this particular challenge.
Many of the poorest fishing families did
not own land of their own before the
tsunami and lived in stilt houses in the
intertidal zone. As the law stands, most of
these settlements were illegal. These
communities were the first to be hit by
the tidal wave and are the last to be
granted new land. Over the short or long
term, these people may well end up
returning to the places where they lived
before the tsunami.
Even in cases where it has been possible
to accommodate former coastal dwellers
in new settlement areas, the foundations
of a new house can only be laid once the
parcels of land have been measured out.
It is apparent that the ongoing issue of an
appropriate buffer zone to the sea, too, is
not always being resolved to the local
fishermen’s benefit. According to the
Movement for Land and Agricultural
Reform in Sri Lanka, the desired buffer
zone of 100-200 m is not intended to pro-
tect the fishermen but is a means of clear-
ing the area so that new tourist facilities
can be constructed. In the north of the
country, which is less attractive to long-
haul tourists, fishing families are main-
taining the requisite distance to the sea
when they build new permanent dwel-
lings. However, new huts are also being
built along the coast, ostensibly to store
equipment. But in practice, they are now
being lived in day and night – supposedly
to protect the equipment being stored
there and the boats on the adjacent
beaches.
Although many months have passed since
the disaster, there is still a lack of clarity

about the type of infrastructure that is
required. Many tsunami survivors sought
refuge with relatives in the interior of the
country and have now rebuilt their lives
there. In view of the high death toll, which
included many children, there seems little
point in rebuilding the lost capacity in
schools and kindergartens. Indeed, in
most cases, it is beyond the scope of the
local administration to undertake statisti-
cal needs assessments and develop appro-
priate strategies for infrastructural devel-
opment.
Many places in Indonesia and Sri Lanka
still lack any basis or guidelines for the
planning of construction. In some cases,
local politicians have unexpectedly inter-
vened and set new criteria for the quality
standards which must be met by new-
build houses, with the result that the orig-
inally projected building costs have virtu-
ally doubled. This triggers a new round of
budget adjustment among the aid agen-
cies funding the construction process,
leading to further delays in the comple-
tion of urgently needed housing.
A further problem which frequently arises
is that the local infrastructure often does
not allow compliance with the requisite
standards and building plans. One exam-
ple is the absurd raising of sanitation con-
struction standards in northern Sri Lanka
based on unworkable technology, promp-
ting some aid organizations to abandon
their plans to build more sanitation facili-
ties altogether.
In other cases, several organizations have
been commissioned simultaneously to
build a new village on one site, making
the coordination process extremely com-
plex.
We should not forget, however, that in
advanced industrialized countries too,
where there are enough trained special-
ists, a more effective administration and
an uninterrupted supply of the requisite
materials, post-disaster reconstruction
requires an adequate lead-in time and
often results in significant delays as well.

The reports published in mid 2006 on the
anniversary of the flood disaster in the US
city of New Orleans describe disastrously
ineffective and inefficient action by relief
agencies – and in many respects are
almost identical to reports from South
and South-East Asia.

Lessons learned

The reconstruction process in the coun-
tries affected by the tsunami disaster is
likely to take several more years. Current
figures suggest that the resources com-
mitted to post-tsunami reconstruction
should be sufficient to establish better
starting conditions for survivors’ future
development.
However, the issue of disaster prevention
should not be overlooked: there are exam-
ples from other risk-prone regions which
show that simple systems – which can be
operated by people without literacy skills
– can protect people, property and ani-
mals from natural disasters. A further
challenge is capacity-building, i.e.
strengthening people’s ability to respond
appropriately to the impacts of unfore-
seen events.
It is clear that not everything has worked
as it should have done. So it is very impor-
tant to review and analyse the relief mea-
sures undertaken. This is the only way to
establish the transparency and climate of
credibility that are needed by the aid
organizations involved in the reconstruc-
tion of the tsunami-affected regions.
Experience has shown that it makes sense
to work with existing institutional struc-
tures at local level. This is the only way to
implement appropriate measures which
take account of local and culturally specif-
ic conditions, thereby helping to avoid
mistakes from the outset.
It has also become apparent that emer-
gency relief should always be coupled
with measures that aim to strengthen
self-help mechanisms. Emergency relief
projects should always include long-term
plans and involve as many local structures
as possible. This is the only way to ensure
the sustainability of the relief measures
undertaken.
The example of New Orleans shows that
the poorest social groups are always hard-
est hit by any disaster. As Peter Mucke
writes in the journal «Zivilgesellschaft
und Entwicklung» (November 2005 issue),
these groups have fewer opportunities to
guard against risk. They live in more
unstable dwellings in less safe and secure
neighbourhoods and thus have fewer
opportunities to flee from disaster. Pover-
ty reduction, as a key field of development
policy, must therefore be an integral part
of disaster risk management as well.

Many foreign aid agencies failed to
gain an accurate insight into the

perceived and actual needs of target
groups. Ph
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