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BRIEF SUMMARY

It has been nearly 2 months since we submitted our last report to you and we do apologise for the delay.  Our one excuse is that we have been caught up in balancing our activities both in Mullaitivu and Batticaloa, and trying to make sure that we are not affecting our other on-going programs.  The other is that we lost a very dear and important member of our Empowerment Campus team – Sasi died on March 25th and it left us all feeling quite devastated and in grief,.  It is still taking its toll on those of us who were close to her because she committed suicide and that is always hard to come to terms with and accept.  Suicide must be one of the most difficult of deaths and our emotions have played their part as we have searched for answers.

We have managed to continue our work though in the north and east with our target 400 families – 170 in Mullaitivu (villages Semmalai and Nayatru) in the north and 230 in Batticaloa (Ollikulam) in the east.  It continues to be an interesting and rewarding experience although it is not without its challenges – financially, administratively and with the various new government policies in both the north and the east.

ACTIVITIES TO DATE

Mullaitivu – We are working in two villages called Semmalai and Nayatru with a total of 170 families.  Permanent land was allocated for 100 of the 170 families we are working with there but the northern government has recently moved the buffer zone from 200 to 300 metres.  This may have a lot to do with the tsunami warning we had about one month ago.  This new policy has meant that 7 families have lost their land although the government has assured us they will be allocating land for the total of 77 families in the very near future.  We have completed 89 temporary houses, and the remaining 4 are under construction.  Everyone is out of the camps now and those that do not have their houses yet are staying with family and friends.  We have also constructed 82 temporary toilets and are in the process of renovating 7 existing ones, we have renovated 3 dug wells, constructed 2 more and are currently completing another one.  Right now we also have 12 drinking water tanks in the two villages which are being filled daily by the local authorities.  In order to facilitate that we assisted with the building of 150 metres of temporary roads so that the water trucks could access the tanks!  We have distributed various household items that were requested by the beneficiaries – such things as knives, a mamoti, iron bar, kitchen utensils and mosquito nets, and 100 bicycles for the children so they can cycle the 3 km back and forth to school.

As far as the development of the community is concerned we have constructed a temporary community centre in Semmalai and the centre in Nayatru will be finished at the end of this month.  We have also built a semi-permanent (meaning that the materials can be used later) women’s vocational training centre in between the two villages and the women are already taking sewing courses supported by Necord, a government training agency.

Last month 150 children from the two villages took a 7 day trip out of the north to the hill country and the tea plantations, and Kandy.  On their way through Vavuniya they stayed one night at the Empowerment Campus.  The trip was mainly designed as a therapeutic play activity as many of the children are still traumatized, and also as an awareness program to introduce another part of Sri Lanka to them.  It was a very successful and well organized trip.

Our team is almost complete as one of our Vavuniya staff has just gone up there for the first time after being quite sick.  By the end of the month there will be 8 staff in total.  The office is now renovated, furnished and wired, and the generator is functioning well which means the computer is set up and being used!!  This does not mean that we have either telephone or internet services though, although we do hope to have permission to use a satellite telephone in the near future!

Over the last few months we have also developed a fairly good relationship with the northern government.  We have been accepted into the Mullaitivu NGO Consortium and will spend the first 3 months acting as observers before we become active members.

Travelling continues to be a challenge although we are grateful for the truck that was purchased through Cordaid funds.  Around the time that we purchased the truck both Nitharsan, our Mullaitivu team representative and Singham had motorcycle accidents coming back from Mullaitivu – it was a warning and a wake up call.  The pick-up truck makes travelling much safer, is allowed to cross the border later at night, and complete with SEED flag has made life much easier.  

Batticaloa – We are working with 230 families in Ollikulam and the program is going well with 220 temporary houses completed and the materials purchased for the remaining 10.  The houses have a concrete foundation, 3 ft of tin sheeting (beneficiaries request to protect them from snakes and other insects) around the bottom, with the remainder of the walls in cajun, tiles on the roofs, and 2 rooms.  There are still quite a few tents in the area as 45 families affected by the conflict have now moved back as well.  We are hoping to incorporate them into the next phase of our program.  Because of the soil conditions we were not able to build temporary toilets but plan to build 15 permanent toilets in the very near future (there are several already there built by Forut and the Mosque Federation.  We are also in close contact with the Water Supply Board and have set an appointment to have the water tested as it smells very bad.  Until we know what is happening and where we can build wells with good water we will not construct the wells.

We have assisted with food to 75 families living in poverty during February and March and provided some agricultural tools – momotis, axes and rakes but until everyone (230) is in their houses we do not want to start the rest of the program.  As far as community development is concerned we have built a temporary pre-school and conducted out first PRA which looked at social mobilisation and economic activities.  Our staff from Vavuniya office came down to facilitate the process.

We are working closely with the GA (Government Agent) and DS (Divisional Secretariat) and are just applying to the UDA (Urban Development Authority) for registration and a number which we need for discussions and agreements with the governing bodies in Batticaloa.  We are also in the process of registering with the NGO Consortium.  However our main challenge is a new government policy direct from Colombo which states that people are not allowed to move from one DS division to another.  Our beneficiaries have moved from Kattenkudy to Ollikulam and this is causing some problems although we have been assured that the GA will solve this at the district level within the next few weeks.

Ollikulam is close to another small village called Manmunai.  Two months ago we were approached by the villagers who have also moved back to their land after the tsunami and asked if we would assist them.  We have submitted a proposal to Medico International and are hoping to work with 49 families there in the very near future.

FINAL COMMENTS

Sometimes all of this seems to take so much time although when we look back we realise how much we have accomplished given the situation, the distances we travel back and forth, and the many complexities.  Rising costs of materials and labour have made financing very challenging, accessing materials as supplies are low, travel in general given the state of the roads – the list is long.  And on the other side we have been able to build some good quality temporary shelters and start developing the communities.  On May 26th it will have been 5 months – a long time if one is living in a tent facing some incredible heat (made worse by the lack of vegetation) without water facilities and with few possessions.  We are pleased that over three quarters of our beneficiaries (309) are now living in better conditions and have some quality of life.  Our commitment is to continue to work in assisting them in re-establishing themselves and their communities so that they are active, healthy and happy again.

