SEED’S TSUNAMI UPDATE PROGRESS REPORT #6

May – December 2005

BRIEF SUMMARY:

First we wish to apologise for our tardiness in updating you on our activities.  Although it is true we have been so very involved with our projects, there is little excuse for our silence – six months is a long time especially for those of you who gave so generously and campaigned on our behalf.

We have been working very hard in Mullaitivu and Batticaloa and have now finished what we have termed as Phase 1 (emergency) and Phase 2 (relief), and are moving into Phase 3 (rehabilitation).  Both the Phase 1 and 2 northern and eastern projects have gone well and we are pleased that our beneficiaries are living in solid temporary shelters that offer protection against this years’ monsoon.

In regards to the political situation after the election of the new president there was definitely an increase in tensions in the north and east as people were unsure of the future.  Random violences, abductions, bombings, demonstrations, hartals, and killings started to take place on a more consistent basis especially in Jaffna and Batticaloa, although Vavuniya was also affected.  However late last week Mahinda Rajapakse officially invited Norway and the LTTE for talks and has started to meet all the political parties separately.  This has changed the climate to one of hope as the LTTE has responded positively to the invitation, although in the north and east Sri Lanka is still suffering from disturbances.

There are two interesting developments in that President Mahinda is also keen to involve India as much as possible in the peace talks which may or may not be positive given the LTTE’s past relationship with them.  And the second is that there is an attempt by Tamil political parties based in the south and the hill country to create a forum on behalf of all the Tamil people in the country.  The LTTE are already involved in discussions.  Always we hope that these are positive developments.  

ACTIVITIES TO DATE:

Mullaitivu – The relief Phase 2 activities have been completed and we are now starting Phase 3 in 4 villages up north.  We negotiated with the PDS (Planning Development Secretariat) regarding the allocation of villages and we are now committed to assisting with all aspects of the establishment of communities, as are other donor and local agencies involved with Tsunami work in the north.  Planning, developing, and the monitoring of projects both by the government and local authority have been very good in the north – an example of how people can work together in times of need.

Phase 1 and 2 went well and we were able to provide 120 families in Nayaru and Chemmalai with temporary shelters and renovate another 6.  The shelters consisted of concrete blocks for the foundation and the sides, cajun higher up on the sides and cajun on the roof, with tin sheeting over the kitchen area.  
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Outside of one of Mullaitivu Temporary Shelters

In the future families should be able to either use these buildings or dismantle them and recycle the material.  Sixty-nine temporary and 20 permanent toilets were constructed as well as 2 new dug wells, and 4 wells were renovated in the villages.  We also assisted with cash packs for the affected families during the initial relief stages, household items, tools, clothing, 360 bicycles and bicycle pumps, and 95 canoes complete with packages of a variety of nets.  One of our most exciting development activities is the installation of solar lights for each household in both villages.  Some families are even running small black and white TV’s and radios on the power now!  And in the future we hope to have solar street lights and electricity for the common buildings – much better than the sound of generators, the cost of operating such machines, and of course the fact that solar certainly preserves the environment.

Over 50 children also went on a 7-day therapeutic trip to various parts of Sri Lanka including the ancient sites, and Kandy and the hill country.  For many of them it was the first time away from the north and from their conflict and Tsunami affected area.  They started their journey by staying at the Empowerment Campus in Vavuniya and from there travelled south.  
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Mullaitivu School Children at Peradeniya Botanical Gardens in Kandy

We were also able to provide a computer for Chemmalai school students and basic furniture for the VDF (Village Development Forum) who meet in the temporary training and community building that we constructed.  Necord is also using the building to train 25 young women in the village in the basics of sewing and tailoring.

We have started Phase 3 and the building of permanent houses in Nayaru.  Unfortunately the severe flooding has delayed the process as the roads have been damaged and we have lost some building materials, primarily sand.  However on the positive side none of the temporary shelters in our villages were damaged although in some cases the cajun roofs were disturbed.  We were able to obtain some assistance from Save the Children and through them Unicef for various items such as tarps, plastic sheeting, and ropes, and helped set up groups in the villages to cover and protect the shelters.  However some of the allocated land has now been identified as being in a flood-risk area so we are negotiating for new individual and common land with the local authorities.  In the areas that were not affected we are now starting the building again with a strong team of ten staff in Mullaitivu.  After January this will include groups of volunteers from the villages who will go through a short training program over the next few weeks.

We do continue to face challenges regarding clarity and coordination between the government and LTTE.  The new president has set up a structure in place of the P.Toms but there are not yet any official linkages between the south and the north.  The government has also started to give out compensation (from the World Bank) for Tsunami affected families however it is also not clear how many people will receive it and what kind of collaboration there will be with donor agencies who are building permanent houses.  We have been having our own intensive discussions with our beneficiaries in Mullaitivu, the LTTE and the Government Agent as to how SEED can ensure equity and fair treatment for everyone.  Hopefully we will be finalising an agreement very soon.

Batticaloa – The relief Phase 2 activities in Ollikulam have been completed and a total of two hundred and seventy-five temporary houses constructed.  The houses have a concrete base, tin sheeting on the sides as per the request of the beneficiaries for protection against snakes and insects with cajun on the top half, and red tiles on the roofs.  They are very solid and will be able to be used in the future as storage facilities or workshops when the beneficiaries build their permanent houses.  The beneficiaries are very happy with the design as the houses are cool during the day and there is a measure of privacy because of an inside partition.  
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SEED’s Temporary Shelters in Ollikulam

Ganesh and his team also built one temporary pre-school, and are currently maintaining two, constructed a field office, provided fencing for 275 families, built 18 permanent toilets (making 42 in total), cleaned 18 existing dug wells, and built 13 more as well as had the water tested.  Under the Cordaid budget they also conducted 3 PRA’s – one in Ollikulam and the other two in the surrounding Tamil villages.  SEED provided uniform materials to all the school children including the pre-schoolers, and sponsored two large groups of school children to go on educational tours.  The older ones went to Kandy and Nuwara Eliya for 3 days, the younger ones to Sigiriya for a day trip.  Later in September SEED also organized a Sports Meet to mark International Children’s Day and both Muslim and Tamil children participated.  Other major activities have included the distribution of agricultural tools, and mosquito nets, bed sheets, pillows and mats, and clothes items to the surrounding Tamil villagers.  Most importantly good relationships have been fostered with the local Village Rehabilitation Committee, the local businessmen, and the Mosque Federation, which has made social mobilization, awareness training, and the formation of small groups easier.  Thirty-three committees or groups have been formed each consisting of about 15 families from all 5 villages (including Ollikulam and Manmunai).  These have been set up to encourage savings and credit activities and also to promote and develop good relationships between the two ethnic communities.

Assistance was also given through a German donor called medico international to a smaller community who resettled on their land after the tsunami in Manmunai, approximately half a kilometre away from Ollikulam.  This project was completed at the end of November.  Although originally it was hoped to resettle 49 families, because of land issues and challenges regarding government approval, SEED was only able to assist 16 families in total comprised of 14 Muslim families and 2 Tamil families living directly opposite.  A PRA took place and temporary shelters were built using the same design as in Ollikulam, 3 toilets and 2 dug wells were constructed, and SEED further assisted with the purchasing of plants as Manmunai is situated right next to the army camp and the land is very barren.  Support was also given for various income generation projects such as new treadle sewing machines, livestock, assistance for a bicycle repair shop, and the local grocery shop as well as replacing some of the tools lost through the Tsunami.  Manmunai, although small, now has a real feeling of community.

SEED was also able to provide twelve 25 ft canoes and fishing nets to six fishing societies that requested assistance in Ampara district through Sri Lanka Cordaid.

Ganesh and his eighteen staff do face some challenges in the Batticaloa area.  In the last few weeks the Muslim Divisional Secretary in Kattenkudy was assassinated which has created some tension between the two ethnic groups (Muslims and Tamils).  Fortunately Ganesh has included both ethnic groups in future planning in the Ollikulam/Manmunai area and is aware of the necessity of ensuring that everyone is treated equally.  Not an easy task as most of the Muslim families who have returned to the area have been affected by the Tsunami while the Tamil families who have remained there have been affected over the long term by the twenty year conflict.

FINAL COMMENTS:

Unfortunately within SEED we have had our own conflict and have chosen to resolve it by establishing a second NGO in Batticaloa under the name of SWEED (Social Welfare Economical and Environmental Development Foundation).  This NGO will be operated by Ganesh in order for him to continue his work and initiatives in the east.  Various donors have been approached to assist with future funding as well as agencies offering support (such as VSO), and medico international and Cordaid have already visited Batticaloa with the objective of assisting with the Tsunami affected areas as well as capacity building.  Here at the Vavuniya office we have also been trying to assist as much as possible with this process.  SWEED will be fully in operation in January 2006.  Both Vavuniya and Batticaloa offices have hired accountants to ensure that financial operations are transparent and new systems in place to handle the additional funds, projects, and new management.

SEED here in Vavuniya will continue to work in Mullaitivu with a total of 439 families funded primarily by Cordaid who remain committed to working up in the north of Sri Lanka especially given that this was their strategy pre-tsunami.  Other donors such as Oxfam and Save the Children will be assisting as the amounts of funds required for building each permanent house is quite high (Rs.750,000.00 for a 500 sq ft house as per government regulations) and this of course does not include roads, community buildings, fencing, and electricity (either solar powered or generator) etc.  It is our intention to use a lot of the individual donations to assist with the community development there.  However some of it too will be forwarded to SWEED for their projects in Batticaloa.  Please note we will be informing you in greater detail about this process.

We will also remain alert as this is the time of grief and many will have painful memories around this first anniversary date.  We will try to support our beneficiaries in the Mullaitivu area as much as possible, as Ganesh will do in the east.  During this time we also ask you to spend a little time thinking as well, light a candle not only for those in Sri Lanka but for others in this part of the world who lost so much.  Together hopefully we can continue to make difference.
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