
The Boxing Day Tsunami, the unprecedented natural disaster
in Indian Ocean Countries, created historic humanitarian
responses from Northern countries including the United
Kingdom (UK). The reasons for this response could be
many: it could be the utmost response arising out of
humanitarian concern; it may be due to the influence of
global education; or it could be a reflection of global
citizenship among the Northern communities. 

It is also interesting to learn the responses of the diaspora
community to this disaster. Personnel of Alternative for India
Development (AID) had the rare opportunity to be physically
present at ground level immediately after the Tsunami and
during the post-Tsunami period. From the beginning, AID
engaged in humanitarian relief and rehabilitation work
through the active participation of Tsunami affected
communities in the worst affected regions in coastal Tamil
Nadu, India. Its experiences and reflections from local and
global perspectives are presented in this article. 

In the UK the Disaster Emergency Committee collected
£350 million through public appeal, which was shared
among the big NGOs which are members of the consortium.
This left smaller NGOs, some of which had stronger roots
and more experience in the affected area, with less access to
public aid.

Tsunami and global citizenship
The Tsunami has certainly built up global solidarity in
support of the affected communities to which the world
community generously donated money, material and
extended support. Did this support make any difference in
the realization of their rights as global citizens? Certainly it
did to some extent at local level by providing the basis of
subsistence to the affected communities, restoring their right
to life and right to live. Beyond these basic rights, value
added to global citizenship is a moot point for discussion.
The Tsunami and its horrific destruction also created
immense interest among Northern people in view of the
historic nature of the disaster, which attracted many visitors
to the affected regions. 

The response of the diaspora
The Tsunami has a historic record of engagement of
diaspora groups in relief and reconstruction. Diaspora
organizations like AID, rooted in India with a base in the
UK, responded immediately. AID engaged Tsunami affected
communities in relief and reconstruction work as well as
raising awareness among its constituents in the UK. Many
relatives of the staff of AID in India lost their lives in the
Tsunami, hence the pangs of suffering were directly reflected

in its thought and work processes. AID identified and
worked with volunteers affected by the Tsunami. Through
them, local perspectives and community practices were
identified and reinforced as part of the rehabilitation process.
Still, due to the dependency syndrome of the Tsunami
affected community, engaging them as core players was very
challenging. They looked at agencies as aid givers and little
interest was shown in engagement. 

Prior to the Tsunami the region had had little or no
exposure to development agencies. The religious bodies and
the fishermen panchayats (councils) held sway in the region
and this posed a hurdle to giving equal opportunities and
engaging the poorest of the poor. The unrealistic demand for
provision of boats to all and a ban on the use of boats until
these conditions were fulfilled created tensions in the region.
Livelihood rehabilitation was blunted by internal forces from
within the community and rehabilitation action had to
address these community factors. A key issue and practical
problem that emerged was, who should get a boat for
livelihood recovery? Was this an entitlement only for those
who had lost a boat? This viewpoint is not pro-poor, as
mostly the better off owned boats. NGOs and international
NGOs (INGOs) challenged this, including the poor and
encouraging group ownership of boats .

AID’s rehabilitation actions for housing, boats and
livelihood rebuilding were focused on women and Dalits
(outcastes), integrating the marginalized into the
rehabilitation process, as they were left out by governments.
In this initiative, AID got support from agencies including
Comic Relief, French Red Cross and ECHO. With their
back-up AID was able to reach 3,000 Tsunami affected
families. AID is in the process of completing rehabilitation
of an entire Dalit village affected by the Tsunami by
constructing 108 houses for them. This is the first time in
the region that housing for non-fishermen has been taken up.
Twenty-five Fiber boats have also been supplied to groups of
Dalits who were previously working as labourers in fishing
boats. Now they have become the proud owners of the boats.
Thirty-five boats have also been provided for backwater
fishing which is the main stake of the Dalits in the region. 

The other major focus has been on gender aspects. AID
has launched several livelihood restoration programmes for
women and youth in the region in both fishery and non-
fishery sectors. Pyscho-social care, counselling and health
camps in collaboration with government hospitals and
private players have been its key focus. After the anniversary
of the Tsunami a number of aid agencies left. The real task
of rehabilitation for the long term needs of the community
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Reflections from the Tsunami experience in India

Ravi Kumar reflects on the experience of a diaspora organization involved in relief and reconstruction in
Tsunami-affected communities in India, and in awareness raising in the UK. He identifies the local impacts of
different approaches to aid and draws lessons for the global community.



has now begun and development agencies have massive work
from now on working with the communities. But it will
primarily take even longer to work on attitudinal changes
among the community who have become highly dependent
on aid agencies . 

Back in the UK, AID was able to relate its ground
experience in India to Asian community organizations,
bringing to them the reality of the lives of people affected by
the Tsunami and the value of aid. This reciprocal process
added greater awareness among the Asian community.

Global actors and local factors: perspectives
from the grass roots 
The massive relief and rehabilitation work done by agencies
with the support of the local community has thrown several
riders to local NGOs, federal and state governments and the
INGOs. There are mixed reactions and feelings among
various players on the ground and it is appropriate to share
few of them.

Several major Northern charities had closed their shops in
Southern India, especially in Tamil Nadu and moved to other
regions. All of them had to come scurrying back to re-
establish their offices and contacts after the Tsunami. They
came in with huge resources and ironically there was not
much local consultation on the kind of rehabilitation
required. 

Boats were supplied far above
the requirements of the
community. The local fishermen
panchayats which have absolute
control over these assets have sold
the boats, often at half the original
purchase price, and this money has
been distributed among the
community. There was little or no
emphasis on the other sectors of
agriculture, salt pans, ice plants
and associated trades which had also been devastated by the
Tsunami. Our close analysis in the field reveals that this
situation arose because the aid agencies focused on visible
relief and rehabilitation. The boats fitted this well, being
concrete and visible, but the resultant effect of the dumping
is now being felt in the region. 

The state government became cautious with so many aid
agencies on the scene. With elections in 2006, it felt that the
aid agencies would rob it of the lime light and brought in
new regulations. As the aid agencies were over-enthusiastic
to spend their resources, the state government, though
receiving huge support from central government and the
World Bank, decided to restrict its support to initial relief
and compensation for deaths to a limited number of people.
It is strongly believed that the Tsunami aid will be lavishly
used for the elections in the region. Even during the relief
phase, government relief was routed through the ruling
parties’ political cadre at the ground level. 

Global education and the Tsunami
The Tsunami created new opportunities and engaged
different segments of the global public. This certainly
contributed to increased local and global understanding of
the disaster, its after-effects on the coastal poor and the value
of aid to Tsunami hit communities. The prime issue is how
far the Northern agencies responded sensitively to the
Tsunami affected communities: how far the Southern values,
practices and cultures were respected and encouraged by the
relief and rehabilitation process.

There is an urgent need for the aid agencies to invest in
the developing countries to build the capacities of the local
population, rather than heavily depending on Northern
human resources. It took INGOs a few days to provide relief
due to the logistical nightmare. Most of the relief work,
including providing food, shelter and other support, was
provided by local civil society organizations such as
mosques, temples, churches, village panchayats and
community organizations. But this local sustainable system
was hardly recognised or supported by the relief agencies.

Tsunami relief flooded into media-highlighted villages or
those close to the road, where the communities sold surplus
relief goods (including table fans and suitcases) on the open
market for cash. Meanwhile the villages behind the coastal
areas, mostly Dalit hamlets were left high and dry. A lot of
material was dispatched from Northern countries which

could have been economically
purchased in the home country,
saving massive transport costs.
Often the materials were not suited
to the local situation.
The sad feature was that there was
no sensitivity while providing aid
due to lack of understanding of the
culture of the Tsunami affected
communities. After closer review

of the relief system, our observation was that the scenario
was chaotic and confusing. The affected people were treated
as recipients of aid or the tail end of the long chain of aid. 

Humanitarian values and the Tsunami
No doubt, the Tsunami increased the humanitarian instincts
of many agencies. But the issue is to what to extent the
people in the Tsunami affected coastal community were
engaged in learning, planning, and creating their own
recovery process and system to make it resilient. Our
experience was that the rehabilitation process bypassed the
people. They were invariably made objects of various
reconstruction players and actors. For instance, initially, the
reconstruction process paid little attention to the
participation of women and Dalits and the basic value of
providing relief to the people in great need was not paid
sufficient attention. Only in the later phase, due to media
publicity, attention turned to them.

In view of the many international reconstruction operators
on the ground and their differential approaches, people were
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There is an urgent need for the
aid agencies to invest in the

developing countries to build the
capacities of the local population,
rather than heavily depending on

Northern human resources.



confused. Owing to the preoccupation of each agency with
their own work, the common issues were not taken together
to influence the government to fast-track clearance of
documents for construction. This created duplication;
overlapping and little synergy in reconstruction was evident.
Further, this was taken advantage of by a few vested
interests. 

Lessons learnt
� The mainstream media is the only source of information

for the public during such calamities. It is important to
create an alternative media which gives the public the
view from the ground.

� Most often deadlines are fixed by aid agencies, which
are impossible to complete, hence there is a need to be
realistic. The emphasis should not only be on ensuring
spending the resources but on spending them sensibly.

� In disasters of this magnitude the immediate emphasis
should be on relief. For rehabilitation aspects the
agencies need to re-look at the situation and then
strategise, as this is a long term effort.

� The focus should be on the needs of the community and
not merely on fulfilling the targets of the agencies.

� Co-ordination, co-operation and sharing of information
is required at every level to ease the situation for the
community.

� Feedback to the public through information events needs
to be conducted, to reassure and to keep the public
posted on the progress in the region and also on the
constraints.

Ravi Kumar is Executive Director of Alternative for
India Development, ravi.kumar@btinternet.com
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Ugandans have a saying: ‘Knowledge is like a fire that is
shared with other people’. We also say: ‘A person who ties a
parcel alone (single handed) ends up wasting or using a lot
of string (banana fibre) from the banana plantation’. In
today’s world one cannot be entirely self-reliant. Sharing
knowledge with other people helps in solving problems. It is
professionally rewarding and enriching when schools in the
South and North establish relationships, share knowledge
and achieve something beneficial together.

School linking was introduced in the Masindi District
(130miles north-west of Kampala) in 2000, as part of the
Masindi District Education Development Project. The
District Department of Education worked in partnership with
Link Community Development (LCD) and Voluntary
Service Overseas to improve the quality of education in
schools in Masindi. The introduction of Universal Primary
Education in 1997 led to a tremendous increase in school
enrolment, with the attendant challenge of providing quality
education. To date 89 schools in Masindi have links with
schools in the UK, which is set to expand.

One of Uganda’s educational aims is: ‘Promoting
understanding and appreciation of the value of national
unity, patriotism and cultural heritage, with due
consideration to international relations and beneficial
interdependence’. Schools in Uganda also have the
responsibility of producing global citizens who are aware of
the wider world and have a sense of their own role as world
citizens, respecting and valuing diversity. The primary

school curriculum objectives include, ‘Instilling the values of
living and working cooperatively with and caring for other
people’ and, ‘Developing and cherishing the cultural, moral
and spiritual values of life and appreciating the richness that
lies in varied and diverse cultures and values’. All these
objectives and responsibilities can be achieved by schools
through establishing links with schools in the UK. 

LCD Uganda provides numerous services to facilitate the
linking process, which feeds into its work in improving
education in Masindi. It ensures correspondence from a UK
school goes directly to its linked school, arranges reciprocal
visits, including help with funding, health and safety and
organising an itinerary. LCD sets up ‘Special Projects’ for
schools in the UK that want to donate larger sums of money
to their linked school and works with the Ugandan school to
ensure that the money feeds into the school’s development
plan, empowering the school to control and administer the
project. LCD Uganda also helps with budgeting
requirements, leadership training, local community
fundraising and working on an HIV/AIDS plan.

This summer, LCD is rolling out its ‘Partnership
Agreement’ to schools, which will actively facilitate the
forming of agreements between schools. These agreements
will set out the aims and expectations of the link and will
therefore make links much stronger and fulfilling.

Linking isn’t just about global citizenship: it is much
more than that. In Uganda linking contributes to key school
development priorities. For example, correspondence

Keep the fire burning

Derek Nkata gives his perspective on the experiences, opportunities and challenges of linking schools in Masindi
District, Uganda, with schools in the UK.




