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Ten years after the tsunami in Sri Lanka : Has progress been achieved?

WIHREEBEMEAAES - 7O 7RIUMSREERE > 2B HARE

D.G.J Premakumara (zL<s<-5)

B December 26 last year marked the 10th
anniversary since the Indian Ocean Tsunami
devastated Sri Lanka. It was the largest natural
disaster ever to befall the country. The national
statistics indicates that at least 30,000 people were
dead, 500,000 were left homeless, and damaged
and destroyed property worth at least $1.5 billion
including 100,000 homes'. In addition, the year 2015 is
an important year for the global development agenda,
considering both Millennium Development Goals and
the Hyogo Framework for Action (HFA) for disaster
risk reduction and management are going to set their
new global actions. In this connection, assessment
and sharing of the lessons learned, best practices and
challenges of post-tsunami disaster risk management
as well as building resilient communities in Sri Lanka
were encouraged nationally and globaly.

B Mr. Mahinda Amaraweera, then Minister
of the Disaster Management, addressing the
opening ceremony of the Disaster Management
Conference 2014 that was organized by the Disaster

Management Centre of Sri Lanka to commemorate
the 10th anniversary of the tsunami disaster
during September 24-26 in Colombo, said that the
government has taken a number of initiatives to be
better prepared to face natural disasters. Enactment
of the Disaster Management Act, the establishment
of the National Council for Disaster Management
chaired by the President and the establishment of
the Disaster Management Ministry and the Disaster
Management Centre were some of the major
initiatives taken by the government. In addition,
the Sri Lankan government increased its budgetary
allocations for disaster management, primarily
to improve the seriously damaged infrastructure
facilities and economic growth®.

B However, K.A Jayaratne, Director of SEVANATHA,
a Colombo-based NGO which has over 15 years’

experience in working with poor communities,
government agencies and development institutions
in Sri Lanka to promote a more people-driven style
of community development argues that the post-
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tsunami reconstructions coming down from the
center were confusing, hasty and in some cases
disastrous, as with the 100/200-meter coastal buffer
zone policies. In the meantime, international-donors,
charities and relief agencies of every sort converged
on Sri Lanka and were handling a lot of the relief
work for a very short period of time, spent their
money or delivered their goods quickly, then gone,
without knowing who really needed their help most.
In these top-down and donor-assisted processes,
some communities got nothing, while others became
so accustomed to getting everything free that they
couldn't be persuaded to do anything participatory
or self-reliant”.

M Against this background, the author examined
the progress and impacts of a pilot project initiated
by the HELP-O, a local NGO which has been
working in Galle since 1993 on issues of community
development (especially formation of savings and
credit networks) and urban environmental issues, in
partnership with some other stakeholders to provide
housing, basic services and livelihood opportunities
for 30 tsunami victims who were not covered by
the government and donor- supported projects due
to their illegal occupancy of the land. The disaster
recovery project was based on more participatory
and community-driven approach. HELP-O
mobilized the community members and started
women's savings groups to coordinate the project
activities. SEVANATHA assisted in the housing
and infrastructure development process using
community action planning and community contact
methods. ACHR provided funds for finding a suitable

land not far from the original location. The local
government provided the basic infrastructure, and
the communities helped the design of the community
layout, prepare the new site and design and build
their houses.

B Though the study is still in early stage of analysis,
the findings suggest that people who had the least
resources at hand to rebuild their livelihood were
most vulverble to the sudden disasters. While the
government's emergency response and recovery
approach aimed to provide immediate relief, HELP-
O's community-driven approach was based on the
process of rebuilding communities taking the disaster
as a positive opportunity for change. The case
study shows that this opportunity for change can
be facilitated by (i) respecting disaster communities
not as victims but agents of change, (ii) developing
supportive tools,
techniques and
methodologies,
and (ili) securing
the availability of
good facilitators
and building
partnership with
external support.
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1 National Council for Economic Development, Millennium Development
Goals, Country Report 2005, Colombo, pp.101-120; ADB, Rebuilding Sri
Lanka: Assessment of Tsunami Recovery Implementation, Civil Society
Post-Tsunami Steering Committee, Asian Development Bank, Colombo,
2005.

2 http://www.dailynews.lk/?q=local/sri-lanka-better-prepared-disasters

3 ACHR (2005): Housing by People in Asia
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