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Executive Summary 

 

Cognizant of the need for assessing the needs of the tsunami-affected and sharing 

relevant information with the affected communities in a timely and effective manner, 

the Disaster Relief Monitoring Unit (DRMU) of the Human Rights Commission 

(HRC) of Sri Lanka in collaboration with the Colombo University Community 

Extension Centre (CUCEC), with assistance from the United Nations Development 

Programme (UNDP), carried-out a programme of People's Consultations on Post-

Tsunami Relief, Rehabilitation and Reconstruction in Sri Lanka. 

Over 800 focus-group discussions were carried-out in 1100 villages in 13 affected 

districts in Sri Lanka. The consultations sought to disseminate information on 

tsunami-related issues and decisions (Official decrees, policy decisions, statements 

on post-tsunami entitlements) to the affected communities, to ascertain the needs, 

concerns and ideas of the affected and to share these findings with all relevant 

stakeholders. 

Undermentioned is the executive summary of the findings. 

2. Findings 

People's voices on the state and pace of relief and recovery 

There is an overwhelming sense of urgency for persons to return to normalcy, where 

normalcy is most often seen through the parameters of permanent housing and the 

recovery of livelihoods. While appreciating the relief and recovery efforts of the 

government, INGOs, NGOs and private sector in the aftermath of the disaster, there 

is a broad consensus that the speed and pace are nevertheless slow and oftentimes 

inefficient. Many people observe vast discrepancies between the international aid that 

was received for the tsunami-affected and that which is being delivered to persons on 

the ground. While people continue to place significant trust in the official process to 

deliver, this confidence also shows signs of eroding as the process continues to stall 

and as time goes by. 

The people attribute several reasons for the slow and ineffective pace of recovery. 

Across the board they point to the highly centralized government machinery, 



inadequate needs assessments and consultation, corruption and the lack of 

transparency and accountability. In some districts, the frequent relocation and 

reassignment of government personnel has not been conducive for sustaining 

delivery while in others, the unclear divisions of labour between the various strata of 

local government and the power struggles between officials has had the same 

debilitating effect. 

The people's assessment of the performance of local authorities is varied; while some 

communities are extremely satisfied with the performance of their respective Grama 

Niladari, Divisional Secretary or Government Agent {and in many communities in the 

North and East, with the Planning and Development Secretariat (PSD) of the LTTE 

and Tamil Rehabilitation Organization (TRO)} other communities express great 

dissatisfaction with regard to the same. In many areas of the North and East, 

particularly in the LTTE-controlled areas, local government authorities are perceived 

as having limited influence, whereas the LTTE and the TRO are perceived as having 

greater control over events. 

Similarly, people's assessment of the performance of INGOs and NGOs is also varied. 

In some communities, people appreciate the speed and efficiency with which INGOs 

and NGOs function in contrast to government authorities. In other instances 

however, they are frustrated by what they perceive as false promises on the part of 

these agencies. In many communities, people observe how the competition between 

INGOs and NGOs appears to take precedence over delivering assistance to the 

affected. 

In areas of the North and East, people believe that the already existing gaps in 

infrastructure and communication facilities in the war-affected areas further impedes 

the delivery of recovery. Also in the North and East, there is some sentiment that the 

armed conflict and the minority status of those affected makes them more vulnerable 

and less empowered to make demands of the local and national government. They 

also perceive that the media bias has led to an influx of aid to the Southern 

communities and not so to the North and East. 

In certain instances, people believe that certain districts, divisions and communities 

have received more attention than others. Ironically, communities living in those 

districts that were less affected and therefore less in the public spotlight feel that they 

have been slighted for the 'bigger' names. 

The affected communities are keen on seeing more transparent delivery mechanisms. 

They propose establishing mechanisms that won't make them vulnerable to 



discrimination at the hands of individuals and where beneficiary rights, entitlements 

and benefits are accessible and made public. 

People's voices on land, resettlement and housing 

As a whole, the issues of land, resettlement and housing appear to be the most 

pressing issues. In fact, communities tend to define normalcy and measure 

performance according to the speed and efficiency by which they have or will be 

resettled in permanent housing. The frustration with regard to the slow pace of 

resettlement has led people to express a desire to find their own land and build their 

own houses. 

While the transitional shelters were a stop-gap solution to displacement, people do 

not wish to remain in them for much longer. Across the board, they speak of these 

shelters as being uncomfortable, unsanitary and unsafe, with poor access healthcare 

and schooling facilities. Women in particular feel that these shelters provide little 

privacy and security. 

While many appreciate the provision of safety afforded by the buffer zone policy, 

there is a good deal of confusion with regard to its specificities and their implications. 

There is a strong feeling among the communities that they need to be consulted with 

regard to resettlement and that elevation and other geographical attributes need to be 

taken into account, alongside distance, when determining buffer zone policies. Some 

fear that stringent adherence to the buffer zone policy will aggravate the challenge of 

finding land for rebuilding, particularly in those districts where land is scarce to 

begin with. 

On the issue of housing, there is some feeling that those agencies tasked with building 

houses should adopt standard models and keep within a standard value bracket so as 

to avoid vast discrepancies on the ground. Across the board, there is consensus 

among the people that they should be consulted and involved in the rebuilding 

process. 

The present 'house for a house' policy also raises some challenges. Several persons 

seek further clarification on the house-for-house policy, particularly in those 

instances when multiple families lived in one household or when the house was 

occupied by tenants. A further challenge to the assignment of ownership is that many 

homeowners have lost land and home titles in the tsunami. 

People's voices on livelihoods 



Next to resettlement, livelihoods seem to be the most important issue for affected 

people. Without doubt, the fisheries sector was the most adversely affected industry. 

In many districts, the fishing communities appear satisfied with the extent of 

assistance they have received from government, INGOs and NGOs. However, many 

believe that the delivery of assistance to the industry could have been far more 

efficient if it was done with prior and proper assessment and consultation. For 

example, certain communities have been overly-compensated with fishing equipment 

and gear, where even those that were not involved in the trade are now going to sea. 

Many people also point to a mismatch between their needs and the equipment 

provided. The most common illustration of this has been the allocation of single-day 

boats to those that needed multi-day boats with storage facilities in order to spend 

longer periods of time in the deep seas. 

There is a strong feeling across the board that the fishing industry has received 

adequate attention, but often at the neglect of other industries. The natural 

assumption between the tsunami disaster and the fishing industry has meant that 

other industries, most particularly the agricultural sector has been overlooked. The 

agricultural sector in several districts has also been indirectly affected due to 

saltwater contamination of the soil. 

While there are several loan and grant schemes available to those small and medium 

industries affected by the tsunami, communities in many of the districts do not seem 

to be aware of the facilities in this regard. Those women involved in small and 

medium enterprises such as coir work, pottery, retailing, seek loans and grant 

schemes in order to restart their work, but many are unaware of the facilities 

available to them. 

People's voices on health 

Those communities living in temporary and transitional shelters attest that the water 

and sanitation facilities have been less than adequate. 

In many communities parents share that young children complain of sleeplessness 

and suffer common colds and fever far more frequently than they did before the 

tsunami. While people acknowledge the availability of psychosocial and counseling 

facilities, they also see room for improvement, particularly in tailoring these services 

to specific groups like young children and widowers. 

People's voices on education 



Many of the schools destroyed by the tsunami have been reconstructed, with a few 

exceptions. These exceptions hinder the return to normalcy for children living in 

those areas. Schools in affected districts indicate large numbers of absenteeism since 

the tsunami, possibly indicative that children continue to suffer trauma as a result of 

the disaster. Many districts also record a high number of dropouts since the tsunami. 

People's voices on environment 

In nearly all districts, people express fear of a second tsunami or similar 

environmental disasters. They feel that the country is still ill-equipped to predict, 

mitigate or manage a future disaster. Across many communities, people proposed 

setting-up early warning and early warning mechanisms and to enlist community 

participation in these mechanisms. 

People believe that the environmental impact of the tsunami to be a serious one and 

one that has not received sufficient attention. In most districts there is still a 

considerable amount of debris to be cleared and remaining debris continues to 

contaminate the environment with adverse impacts on health. Several communities 

also face environmental hazards including the overflowing of drains and culverts due 

to uncleared debris, uncleared garbage around transitional shelters and the ad-hoc 

felling of trees for reconstruction. 

Many people also expressed concern for the damage to flora and fauna and coral 

ridges along the coastline. They also feel that neglect for the coastal environment in 

the past greatly contributed to intensifying the impact of the tsunami. 

People's voices on social and cultural impact 

There is tremendous anxiety among the affected persons to return to their normal 

lives and some resentment among those unaffected with regard to the assistance 

received by the affected. 

In the tsunami-affected areas of the North and East, this issue takes on an additional 

dimension where those persons affected by the two-decade long armed conflict 

observe how the tsunami-affected have taken pride of place and how tsunami-

recovery is taking place far more rapidly and efficiently than conflict-recovery. In the 

eyes of these populations, the most visible manifestation of this disparity is in the 

area of resettlement, where there is a tremendous effort to move the tsunami-

displaced from transitional shelters to permanent housing and scant regard for the 

conflict-displaced, many of who have been languishing in camps for many years. 



While people appreciate the efforts of government and non-governmental actors in 

recovery work, they also express a desire to return to time when they are not 

dependent on external assistance. Those from middle-class backgrounds in particular 

share that they feel embarrassed to depend on handouts from strangers. Many 

persons fear that the tsunami has created a culture of dependence. Some 

communities in the South even fear that a prolonged culture of dependence could 

lead to unrest between the tsunami-affected and others. 

Given that more women than men perished in the disaster, the tsunami has left an 

unprecedented number of widowers who convey feelings of loneliness and depression 

on account of their loss and find it difficult to look after young children while also 

being the sole breadwinners for their families. 

There is a severe social stigma attached to the tsunami-affected. Many people talk of 

being labeled as 'tsunami-karayo' (tsunami-fellows, derogatively) and as beneficiaries 

of the 'golden wave'. People attest to this kind of labeling and name-calling both at 

the hands of official authorities and the community at large. 

In certain districts and communities, there is a strong sense that the delivery favours 

one community over another. This is particularly so in those multi-ethnic 

communities where one ethnic, religious or cultural organization has played a 

predominant role in the recovery process. On the one hand, this has led some to 

feeling of resentment among different communities while on the other hand it has led 

some to criticize the apathy and question the purpose of their own ethnic, religious or 

cultural institutions. In many places, people also express concern about organizations 

carrying-out relief work with the explicit mandates or implicit agendas for religious 

conversions. 

Many people perceive a loss of kinship networks and neighbourliness since the 

tsunami. They observe that in the immediate aftermath of the disaster, people were 

generous and helpful to one another, but that this generosity and goodwill has been 

replaced by envy, resentment and greed. Many cite the influx of aid into their 

communities, the unequal distribution of this aid, the corruption and favoritism of 

authorities as reasons for this transformation. 

People attest to a marked increase of alcohol consumption among men and teenage 

boys following the tsunami. 



Many of the women feel excluded from the tsunami recovery process, given that it is 

the men (as heads of households and bank account holders) that receive all monetary 

aid. 

Voices of the host-communities 

While host-communities (resettlement communities) accept the settlement of 

tsunami-affected persons, they express concern for the resulting loss of social 

equilibrium. While certain persons welcome the resettlement of tsunami-displaced in 

their communities and see it as opening up opportunities for economic development 

and multiculturalism, others fear that it will disturb social harmony and lead to 

criminalization and unrest. 

Voices of the Government Agents, District Secretaries, Divisional Secretaries, INGOs 

and NGOs 

The weight of delivering tsunami assistance fell squarely on the shoulders of the 

district administration. Many persons involved at this level feel that they were (and 

are) insufficiently prepared to cope with an effort of this magnitude. Officials also 

shared that it was difficult to carryout their additional responsibilities vis-à-vis the 

tsunami while carrying-out their regular tasks. They also felt that they were often at 

the brunt of all criticism and blame, even when not responsible for the fault in 

question. 

Authorities working at the local level frequently express frustrations vis-à-vis 

information flows from the central government as being slow, unclear and often 

conflicting. For example, they felt that simple things like issuing government 

circulars in the vernacular languages would greatly ease their workloads. Many 

officials feel that the absence of a disaster response and management plans at the 

district and division levels greatly impeded their work and propose that such plans be 

developed in the future. Furthermore, several persons said they faced many 

difficulties with those INGOs and NGOs that intervened in tsunami work without 

prior notification. 

Persons working in INGOs and NGOs shared their difficulties accessing relevant local 

authorities. Many believed the existing district coordinating committees to be 

ineffective for coordinating the recovery effort. Persons working in NGOs tend to feel 

that the INGOs were favoured over NGOs by the authorities. Across the board, NGOs 

and INGOs expressed concern about the political interference, the lack of 

transparency and in the unequal distribution of assistance. 



 


