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The children and communities where Plan works in its tsunami response have gone a long way in 
the last 36 months. A disaster of the magnitude of the Asian tsunami requires much more than 
just rebuilding houses; it requires rebuilding entire communities. This brings an opportunity for 
social change. This opportunity manifests itself as long as rebuilding the societies is done in an 
inclusive participatory manner. Consequently, the renewed society is in fact ideally better than the 
pre-disaster one. Those who were not heard or were excluded before have now a voice and can 
influence decision making. Thus the Plan tsunami response reaches far beyond the actual disaster, 
and promotes rights and participation. The communities where Plan works is achieving these 
impressive results. The Child Centred Community Development or CCCD approach made these 
results possible, especially for children.

The texts that follow show how school children in Sri Lanka are expressing concern over school 
budgets, abuse of one of their colleagues and saving lives. Children in Indonesia, the “Little 
Doctors”, are promoting hygiene in their communities. In India, children managed to convince local 
authorities to provide a new bus line allowing them to reach their school. These are just 
brief examples of the achievements of some who had never been heard before the disaster.

The challenge which remains is to ensure that this social change is sustainable and does not fade 
after the tsunami response has ended. It is not the specific activity which needs to be sustained. 
In some cases, this would be useful as well. Nonetheless, what needs to be sustained is the result 
of the activity: namely, the inclusion of children in social decision making. Several ingredients 
are already present for this to happen. One of these is the changed attitude of adults who now 
recognise the value of listening to children. The other important element is the new awareness of 
the children themselves that they can make a difference. The activities provided the tools for this 
to happen: be it the Happy Sad Boxes, the Children’s Councils or the children’s hygiene campaigns. 
These same tools are now being broadened and in some cases applied to new, non tsunami, 
communities. 

Plan’s tsunami response and funding will come to an end by December 2009. The results from that 
response will go well beyond. 
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In reporting on this third anniversary of the tsunami and Plan’s participation, the theme is not 
infrastructural provision but how Plan’s approach of Child Centred Community Development or CCCD 
worked in an unprecedented natural disaster situation. 

The photograph on the cover is thematically significant. It shows four children from Thailand at an 
early childhood care and development (ECCD) centre. These children were born around the time of the 
tsunami but their adult memory will probably have little space for the tsunami experience. Yet it was the 
tsunami which was responsible for Plan’s intervention, resulting in a greatly improved ECCD. This will 
significantly impact these children and many cohorts of children after them. 

It is this theme of creating sustainable change through CCCD which is illustrated in this report. This is 
based on an examination of Plan’s operations in the four countries, conducted by external consultants to 
offer a relatively independent view of Plan’s work. 

The consultants’ investigations indicate that the theme of sustainable change was not something that 
everyone involved with Plan necessarily had a conscious awareness of, in day to day operations. Instead 
the consultants found that the concept of sustainable change has so embedded itself in Plan’s working 
philosophy that even in a post-disaster situation, which was unpredictable both in intensity and coverage, 
Plan’s operations appear to have been driven by its requirements. 

This embedded working philosophy manifested itself in many ways. In India, this report shows, through 
the eyes of one child, how Plan’s operations have changed the community through a host of measures 
stretching from trauma relief in Children’s Clubs to social equity auditing of Plan’s operations. In Sri 
Lanka, a relatively miniscule investment in the Happy Sad Boxes was complemented by significant 
investment in training of counsellors. This significantly changed the way in which school authorities 
view children. In Thailand, Plan’s work with supporting Department of Education initiatives stimulated 
wonderful work by children as well as community development, through inclusion of local content in the 
national curriculum. In Indonesia, the “Little Doctors” programme yielded impressive outcomes both in 
terms of trauma reduction and in injecting principles of hygiene into communities through the learnings 
children carried into the home. 

This report may help Plan to examine the ways in which its CCCD strategies can be further strengthened. 
Often, it is only through hindsight that one can engender foresight. The process of acquiring hindsight 
often provides the insights that help to illuminate strategies for the future. This report is about that 
process.
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The personal agony
In the relative cool of a December winter Shobannath along with his 
younger brother and grandfather was fishing some distance from 
the sea in the Kaduvai River. This was the peaceful prelude to the 
event that would become known as the Tsunami of 2004.

The first hint that Shobannath received of the impending tragedy 
was of being overwhelmed by a deep, resonant sound - a sound 
created by the movement of uprooted trees, sand, homes, and 
water, propelled by the powerful energy of a remote subterranean 
quake, all moving at a breathless pace towards him. He remembers 
clearly the oncoming wave being much taller than him - more than 
twice his height - and the apparent immediacy between hearing 
the sound and being overcome by the surging waters. In those 
precious few moments, all three ran to a small mound, but the force 
of the wave separated them. However, the ebbing waters brought 
his grandfather back to him - just long enough to inquire about 
his younger brother - before the old man passed away in front of 
Shobannath. Dragging his grandfather’s body in chest-high waters, 

A Village Council member, Mr. Natarajan regularly reads the Nethilees 
Times. He says, “Through this magazine children bring to our notice 
their own issues and world news. Children today are informing and 
educating village elders by discussing adult issues like alcoholism, and 
the role that the Village Council should be playing. In this way they are 
also making us more accountable.”

Shobannath attracted the attention of a small row boat from 
the neighbouring village. Space was limited and the rower was 
reluctant to use it for a dead body when so many had yet to be 
rescued. Shobannath let the old man slip from his fingers, never to 
be seen again. That day, the tsunami robbed him of a grandfather, 
a younger brother and more than a hundred inhabitants of his 
village.

yThe child is the story
The story of Plan India’s interventions in Nagapattinam, the worst hit of all tsunami affected communities, is relatively unusual. 
Plan India has undertaken a number of relief and rehabilitation programmes, but this story focuses on initiatives which empowered 
children largely through the medium of Children’s Clubs. These interventions can typically be classified into four stages. The first 
is where Plan India chose to build trust, as there was no prior history of work in this region. In the second stage, the interventions 
focused on the generation of awareness of the social issues impacting the community. In the third stage, the focus shifted to building 
capacity within the children and in helping them to understand the value of working in groups. In the fourth stage, there are instances 
where children instituted specific initiatives which impacted social issues that their communities were grappling with.
 
This story is expressed through the accounts of one child in the village of Kallar called Shobannath, who was himself bereaved 
by the loss of a brother and a grandfather to the tsunami. Our story starts by providing an account of his own experience with 
the tsunami, and then proceeds to illustrate the remaining four stages of the implementation process largely though his personal 
involvement and observations.



Growing trust

Shobannath remembers vividly the many different ways in which 
Plan introduced itself into the community. He speaks of the impact 
on children who had lost their families or their friends - of their 
loss of hope and of how simple sports items such as volleyball 
equipment, cricket sets and carom boards, distributed by Plan India, 
brought the children out of their shelters to once again forge new 
friendships. He recalls how team games and sports spurred the 
growth of new relationships and how painting camps introduced 
new colour into shattered lives. There were cultural evenings where 
children learned to exhibit their skills in public, which helped to 
dispel the nightmares of the recent past. He remembers Plan as 
an NGO which prioritised engagement with children. From Plan’s 
perspective these activities were essential planks of psychosocial 

support which also resulted in the development of trust, both with 
children and the community at large.
 
Shobannath is aware of the many opportunities presented by Plan, 
but he recalls a few highlights. The first of these was the opportunity 
for creating a film - Tsunami: Before and After - with one of India’s 
premiere film makers. The second was launching this film and jointly 
addressing a press conference in the State Capital. The third was 
being elected by other children to make a presentation of the film 
to the District Collector in the autumn of 2005, barely a year after 
the event that had overturned his life. Those were heady days 
for Shobannath, and in terms of building trust with Plan it was an 
unparalleled experience.
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Kallar village was provided new 
housing with installed toilets for which 
the government had agreed to provide 
sewerage lines. While the community 
waited in expectation, and the toilets 
remained dysfunctional, the issue 
was discussed in the Children’s Club. 
Thereafter, a representation was made 
to the District Collector, and as a result, 
interim communal facilities were installed.

In the course of routine testing of potable 
water by the Water and Sanitation 
Committee, high levels of contaminants 
were discovered in the village of 
Terumalpet. As a result water samples 
were sent for laboratory testing. The 
report of that testing led to the discovery 
of a dead bird in a water storage tank, 
averting thereby a potential health hazard.

In the village of Tharangambadi, 
children were being inconvenienced by 
inadequate bus services to Poraiyar, 8 
kilometres away, where the high school 
was located. The Children’s Club in 
Tharangambadi discussed the issue and 
made a representation to the District 
Collector. The outcome was that an extra 
bus was provided.
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Shobannath remembers how Plan went about creating Children’s 
Clubs during this stage. These were not mere recreational 
centres. Today, he reflects on how these centres were the 
core through which Plan began to help him and other children 
to understand and impact community priorities. For instance, 
children learned about essential health, hygiene and sanitation. 
He himself was involved in using street theatre to bring this 
knowledge into communities. Shobannath remembers how 
the first Water and Sanitation Committees were formed. More 
vividly he remembers his active involvement in the Social 
Equity Audit courses that Plan arranged, where he learned to 
use digital cameras and to conduct surveys, thereby acquiring 
a first understanding of the powerful role that children could 
play in measuring the performance of agencies providing 
services for tsunami relief and rehabilitation. During that course, 
he remembers how he and his peers became aware of the 
developmental needs of their own communities, and of the need 
to focus on the most vulnerable.
 
On a somewhat different plane he remembers how he came to 
understand the potential of other children and of the added value 
of children acting in groups. It brought home to him that children 
in groups could really begin to address many community issues 
by themselves.

Awareness generation

For Shobannath, the post-tsunami era though marked by suffering, 
was also a period of unprecedented personal development. He has 
travelled, has acquired and has helped other children to acquire 
both a sensitivity to community needs and a standing in their 
communities. He has found his teachers willing to give him new 
opportunities. He feels he has been lucky to have had the chance to 

Developing capacities

attend the Social Equity Audit programme as well as summer camps 
where Plan India arranged for the vacation period to be used to 
develop creative abilities in children.
 
He is a member of the Village Disaster Preparedness Committee, 
which comprises 12 children, four women from Self Help Groups 
and two members from the Village Panchayat. All these activities 
have imbued him with a sense of purpose and a more mature 
understanding of his future role in life. Understandably, his 

ambitions have changed from wanting to become a music director to 
becoming a doctor or a teacher.
 
Shobannath manages two initiatives that have greatly added to 
his abilities, he feels. The first of these is the coordination of the 
Nethilees Times. As President of the Federation of Children’s 
Clubs, he coordinates a committee of 20 of his peers representing 
the 56 Children’s Clubs, to prepare this monthly publication which 
incorporates child rights issues, stories, cartoons and other articles.

Historically, on attaining puberty, girls in these communities have 
been withdrawn from school and kept at home, awaiting marriage. 
There have therefore been few initiatives to address the vital issues 
of teenage development into maturity, even in the face of the 
challenges posed by HIV and by the prevailing rates of maternal and 
infant mortality.
 
Today, Adolescent Girls Clubs are a regular feature in most Plan 
communities. Their objective is to better prepare teenage girls for 
motherhood. During sessions conducted twice a month, the focus 
is on sharing problems, nutrition awareness, personal hygiene, and 
reproductive health. Members are also given training in handicrafts.

Members only
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The turbulence of traumatic change could be one factor that 
stimulated social change in Plan communities in Nagapattinam. 
However, Plan’s programmes have built on that opportunity.
 
The first significant impact seems to be in the area of gender 
equity. Where the girls were formerly confined to the home 
after puberty, there is today an exuberance of high pitched 
feminine voices in the local school in Kallar matched by a near 
equal representation of the sexes in the upper forms. Women 
entrepreneurs supported by Plan are thriving, and Plan India’s 
specification for gender equity in the programmes for children are 
being largely implemented.
 
The second impact of significance is the existence and impact of 
media which project the views of the children on a range of issues 
and thereby provide the community the perspective of the children. 
The first of these is the Nethilees Times with a circulation of 1000, 
while the second is the TV programme which is disseminated 
through seven cable networks to 20 villages. The impact was 
described by a reporter of a regional paper, who explained that 
these media were providing children with a hitherto unprecedented 
voice in the community, but also with the opportunity to deploy 
media as an instrument for advocacy. A member of the Kallar 
Village Council observed that these media were allowing 
children to question adult perceptions and to make adults more 
accountable. Finally, through the ability to demonstrate productive 
outcomes to intractable problems, as in the case of the sewerage 
lines and the school bus service, children are providing new 
models for remediation of social problems.
 
There are many other ways in which children are beginning to 
make an impact on their communities, but these two illustrations 
depict instruments that would have had little chance of fruition but 
for the influence of the tsunami. The resulting growth in children’s 
capacities will put future communities on a new platform of social 
engagement stretching across the gamut of wealth and power.

Perceptible impact

The second initiative is a programme for TV broadcasts which 
is carried by the local cable network from 7.30 to 8 pm every 
second and fourth Saturday of the month. They televise children’s 
fairs, summer camps and other activities. The content focuses 
on children’s rights, awareness camps, talent enrichment, the 
water testing programme, and issues of health and sanitation. 
The programme is shot and edited by children at an editing centre 
provided by Plan India.
 
All in all, Shobannath feels empowered by the post-tsunami 
experience. While that does not reduce his sense of loss, it does 
make him mindful that the response of generous people worldwide 
has provided him opportunities that would otherwise have been
impossible to imagine.

Shobannath reflects on how children’s actions have impacted 
his community. He talks of the time when they mounted an 
exhibition in his village where they explained to the community 
the value of social equity with special regard to preserving the 
interests of vulnerable groups and of the role of harmony in 
development. He recalls his meeting with the President of India 
a few months ago, and with the Chief Minister of Delhi on the 
same trip. He speaks of the significant impact of Children’s 
Clubs which comprise 1600 children in 56 clubs.
 
More specifically, Shobannath talks of three specific initiatives 
where children impacted social problems which were otherwise 
not being tackled. The first of these is about a new settlement 
area near his village where houses had been built with toilets 
but the government had failed to provide a sewerage network. 
After the issue was discussed in the Children’s Club the matter 
was taken up by the children with the District Collector. The 
real impact is that alternative facilities are now being made 
available.
 
The second issue he mentions is the difficulties and expense 
children incurred in attending schools some distance away. 
This problem occurred in two separate villages. In both cases, 
children acting through Children’s Clubs were able to engage 
with local government institutions to secure the resources to 
bring about a satisfactory resolution of the issues.
 
The third issue where children acting through Children’s 
Clubs have made a significant impact has been in the area 
of monitoring the functioning of Mothers’ Clubs which provide 
child care centres in each village. Shobannath is a member of 
the monitoring committee that checks the quality of services 
and reports back to the Cluster Committee which is tasked with 
this responsibility.
 
It is no surprise that his mother, herself an active member in 
the community, says that the children believe the Children’s 
Clubs are more effective than women’s organisations in her 
village. What is more relevant, perhaps, is that the statement 
underscores the acceptance of the children’s contributory roles 
in the communities in which Plan India works.

Child-led action
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Thailand
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The story is in sowing the seeds
As for many others, the tsunami event of December 2004 took Plan 
Thailand by surprise. Plan had no prior presence in the tsunami 
affected area, having concentrated on working with hill tribes in 
the north and rural communities in the north-east of the country. Its 
primary strengths were in value-adding educational infrastructure 
and in working closely with local government agencies. This was 
to ensure sustainability of its operations and to provide scope for 
scaling up. 

Plan took stock of the situation after the tsunami and decided to 
leave the task of immediate relief to the many agencies that had 
arrived to render assistance. It decided to focus instead on the 
longer term task of creating appropriate conditions for educational 
empowerment and made a studied decision not to have any overlap 
between its role and that of other NGOs to avoid duplication of effort.

Identifying a strategy was less onerous. There were existing 
structures in place for the two primary pillars of Plan’s policy in the 
tsunami-affected areas. These included Child Protection on the one 
hand and Learning on the other. 

Structures initiated by government, such as the One Stop Crisis 
Centres, also catered for the protection of the mother which remains 
consistent with Plan’s Child Protection focus. The protection of the 
mother is fundamental to creating a secure environment for the child, 
while the Early Childhood Care and Development (ECCD) centres 
extended this secure environment to the nurturing environment 
needed for early growth.

Within the learning space element of Plan’s strategy, there were 
opportunities to strengthen two unique government initiatives.

School Boards: While School Boards are mandated and their 
composition is specified by law for all schools, the operation of the 
Boards was not always consistent with the objectives visualised. 
Plan intervened by providing training for members of these Boards 
to integrate schools more fully into the community to provide a two 
way traffic of benefits. These benefits include community awareness 
of school functions and processes, especially for parents who had 
not themselves attended school. 

Local Syllabus: The 1999 Education Act in Thailand provided an 
option for schools to include a significant component of locally 
designed content. This was intended to allow schools to be able to 
sustain traditional knowledge and practices. Plan saw within this 
a capacity building opportunity and commenced work with some 
schools to design an appropriate syllabus invoking traditional 
community wisdom.

The success of Plan Thailand’s strategies in infusing existing 
government polices and structures with an element of capacity 
building to develop both children and communities has the scope 
for creating significant social impact. For some of these initiatives, 
e.g. local curriculum development and strengthening of School 
Boards, significant social impact will only be perceptible over an 
extended time period. However, there are others where children are 
already able to contribute in small but effective ways to their own 
communities, thereby generating a role, respect and contribution to 
reinforce their role in their own communities. Many seeds have been 
sown with the intent to create a future of engaged communities. 
With careful nurturing, the harvest can be time spaced, diverse and 
fruitful. 

The Digital Divide is particularly potent for communities decimated by 
natural disasters. Hence, while Plan’s focus is on building capacity rather 
than providing infrastructure, Plan has provided computer laboratories in 
selected schools. For instance, at the Banbangyai School in Takuapa, the 
ICT laboratory serves both the students at the school and members of 
the community. High speed Internet access is available and the computer 
laboratory is air conditioned. This makes it a powerful learning tool both for 
students and for the community. More importantly, it provides instantaneous 
text, voice and video links across the world. No one in this community is 
therefore limited by the infrastructure constraints of their own village.
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Plan Thailand focuses on capacity building. Providing 
protection against abuse and capacity generation is done more 
through the empowerment of those in the field and less rarely 
- as in ICT - through the provision of physical infrastructure. 
Empowering School Boards through training, helping teachers 
conduct the local curriculum being developed as part of a 
government initiative, supporting the training of those who 
provide services in Photo Clubs, assisting One Stop Crisis 
Centres in government hospitals through providing equipment 
and training counsellors, and training trainers and caregivers 
in ECCD centres are some of the ways in which Plan Thailand 
builds capacities in communities.

The how of impact

The outcomes are child protection, culturally and 
environmentally appropriate schooling from early childhood 
to high school, and well managed schools embedded within a 
community framework. Within this framework children can both 
give and receive and in doing so acquire a voice and a role 
within their communities.

Plan enables a protective learning environment where children show 
respect for indigenous traditions while displaying the potential to 

establish a responsible role in the community’s development
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Tatsanee and Chitchanok are grade 8 students who are also trained 
Junior Guides. Their school has a 40 acre campus which includes 
a mangrove forest. Post tsunami, the school was reconstructed and 
an elevated walkway of wooden planks was constructed above the 
swamp to allow students to closely observe and learn about the 
complex micro ecosystem that mangrove forests support.

These environmentally aware Junior Guides do not just take other 
younger students for tours but also regularly take school visitors and 
members of their own community for this scenic walk where they 
explain the relevance of the mangroves. This process was set in 
motion by Plan by facilitating training and bringing assistance from 
Phuket University to permit the school to effectively integrate this 
activity in the school curriculum.

The end result has been motivated Junior Guides who have been 
instrumental in creating an environmentally aware community.

The government programme for decentralising management of 
schools necessitated the formal establishment and strengthening of 
School Boards. The composition of these Boards is specified by the 
government and includes parents and other members of the 
community such as alumni and local leaders. Plan Thailand 
collaborated with the government in providing training for members of 
these Boards.

In the Banbangyai School in Takuapa, a parent who was also a 
member of the School Board initiated a project to inculcate skills in 
making the Hijab - a traditional headdress worn by women in the 
community - which was being sourced from outside the community. 
The end result was not limited to the children acquiring relevant 
skills, but extended to other parents joining the class and starting an 
entrepreneurial venture to provide Hijabs within the community.

The Basic Education Act of 1999 permitted schools to replace up to 30 
per cent of the national curriculum with local content. While this provided 
considerable potential, this potential was constrained by capacity to 
develop and integrate an appropriate curriculum. Plan Thailand addressed 
this through providing training for School Boards and for teachers.

The Tablamu School decided that the local content would be based 
on the learnings from the nearby mangrove forest. Over a period of a 
school term, the children learned about the role of the mangroves both in 
preserving the ecological balance of the area and in reducing the impact 
of a tsunami wave. They expressed these learnings in hand crafted story 
books. Each book tells an illustrated story of the varied processes of the 
mangrove swamp. The child authors intend to use these books to create 
awareness among children attending the ECCD centre.

Junior Guides

Local Curriculum

The Hijab Initiative
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Strategy and impact

Normally the primary influences for children’s nurturing and 
development are in the home and in the school. In rare situations, 
such as those that exist in the aftermath of a disaster, the nurturing 
environment can be riddled by abuse in, or out of, the home. Plan’s 
experience in the field ensured that child protection strategies 
became an essential precursor to capacity development in Thai 
schools after the tsunami. Working with existing structures and by 
using CCCD, Plan identified areas where voids could be filled.

Psychosocial support was provided not only through counselling 
services, but through projecting and promoting the counselling 
resource within communities. One Stop Crisis Centres under the 
aegis of government hospitals provided needed protection for 
abused women and children. These became the tenets of the child 
protection strategy along with the referral service provided by the 
Government’s Child, Youth and Family Protection Centre to which 
Plan contributed both equipment and expertise.

These structures created the essential overlay for the learning 
programme strategy, which focused both on community and school 
based ECCD centres. In both cases, ECCD initiatives created sound 
foundations for healthy growth, as is evidenced by the ECCD saving 
scheme, whose impact stretches from the child to the parent, and to 
entrepreneurial groups within the community, allowing very young 
children to meaningfully impact their community.

The planned outcome is that children acquire both a voice and a 
role within communities. Hence, communities develop in harmony 
within a national context, but with empowerment through technology, 
while remaining rooted in community traditions.The balance 
between tradition and modernism is an individual responsibility, and 
Plan works to create capacity within children  to support individual 
definition of that balance, using the community as a reference. 

Big change in small hands

Rarely is it possible to identify a community need and be able to 
address it through awareness in pre-school children. This is a story 
of one such instance.

An ECCD coordinator and a staff of three have been running an 
ECCD centre in Ta Chatchai village for about 12 years. Today, the 34 
boys and 26 girls at this centre belong to the Mokens community of 
sea gypsies who were left with few alternatives after the tsunami.  A 
government programme provided them housing in the village.

The coordinator credits Plan Thailand with giving her the training 
that built her ECCD expertise, and allowed her to see the role 
of emotional and intellectual development as distinct, though 
complementary, to her earlier focus on physiological development. 
This, along with the stimulus provided by the King’s Self Sufficiency 
initiative, helped her to identify an intervention to build a savings 
habit in the children of this traditionally nomadic community.

Children now have individual piggy banks with a graphic of their 
choice stuck on it, to contribute a portion of their pocket money. 
This money is transferred regularly into a Cooperative Bank where 
individual accounts are maintained for the children. The aggregated 
sum is available to groups within the parent community as loans for 
small entrepreneurial ventures. The scheme has been in operation 
only for a few months, but parents tend to visit and also contribute to 
the piggy banks, which are averaging about 100 Thai Baht a month 
per contributing student.

The unintended outcome is that along with the children, parents 
are acquiring a new behaviour of saving and of utilising the money 
saved for community centred entrepreneurial activity.
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Sri Lanka
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The Happy Sad Box project began in mid 2005 in the aftermath 
of the tsunami, and was instituted largely as an alternative to a 
Helpline project for which infrastructure was seen to be inadequate 
at the time. Today, Happy Sad Boxes are installed in 75 schools and 
274 teachers have been trained as counsellors under the auspices 
of Plan Sri Lanka. The success of the project is most easily seen 
through the other initiatives it has stimulated. Apart from leading to 
the training of school counsellors in a trauma affected community, 
the project has made it easier to identify cases of sexual abuse, 
bullying, suicidal tendency, and many lesser levels of childhood 
trauma. A network of agencies stretching from school to government 
has been energised by this project to provide necessary support at 
various levels. It is this vital element of governmental engagement 
that will define the sustainability of this project and its extension to a 
wider user base. This project may well lead to a day when children, 
teachers, parents and principals will become natural partners in the 
development of the child, and the school.

messages but they typically constitute only about 10 per cent of 
the total. Many of the issues can be resolved within the school, or 
with the cooperation of parents. Some will have no resolution - as 
may happen with a bereaved child. The response there is to provide 
support, understanding and sustained empathy.

There are relatively rare instances of problems in the home that 
require an urgent response to be rendered by external agencies. 
The primary external agencies are the Probation Officer, the Police 
Women and Child Desk, the In-Service Adviser for Counsellors who 
is also a member of the District Child Protection Committee, and 
Plan Sri Lanka’s consultant who monitors this project. Occasionally 
other NGOs may be approached for help in matters raised by the 
children. Issues may also be taken up with the Divisional Child 
Protection Committee, as there are several Divisions within a 
district.

As the memories of the tsunami dim just a little bit for the children, 
the more immediate issues attached to adolescence are becoming 
the most pressing needs for many schools. Unrequited love, 
teenage depression, parental conflict, and the passing of a 
loved one are some of the issues that teenagers grapple with. 

In all these instances, the counsellors, the Working Group of 
teachers, principals, parents, government officials and Plan Sri 
Lanka’s staff are there to render the help needed for children to be 
heard, and more importantly, for their needs to be responded to.

Isuruchamika stands in front of her new home which she helped design 
along with her friends. Be it building of schools or homes, Plan actively 
consults the stakeholders, especially children. Through the Happy Sad 
Box project, Plan has provided children with an unprecedented voice in 
schools and created a support network that ensures that response to 
their issues is appropriate and rapid.

Occasionally a developmental initiative creates the opportunity for significantly changing society for the better. The Happy Sad Box is an initiative 
whose progress is the focus of this report due to the scope of its contribution – both present and future. 

Overview of the box

Today, the implementation of the Happy Sad Box within a school 
would be preceded by appropriate training of one or more teachers 
to assume the role of counsellor. The counsellor is supported by 
a Working Group of teachers. This group examines the letters 
received after one member of the group has categorised them. 
Typically these categories would be complaints against the school 
or staff, problems children are personally experiencing, suggestions 
for improvement, and specific requests. There are also happy 

Processes behind the box

yThe story is in a box
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Sometimes families are torn asunder from within. This 
sad story is of a young girl barely 14 who was often 
sexually abused by her father. While her father was in 
jail on suspicion of murder, friends of the girl reported 
the abuse with a letter to the Happy Sad Box.

The school reported the matter to the appropriate 
authorities. The action taken by the school became 
known to the father. This resulted in a threat to kill 
both mother and child on his return. The mother’s 
consternation turned to anger and the young girl 
feared for her life from both mother and father.

As a result, the young girl now lives in a children’s 
home - safe but orphaned.

A young life snuffed out by suicide is a double tragedy. 
Firstly, the problem could have been solved relatively 
easily. Secondly, it indicates the absence of any 
alternative before the final step. Two instances of suicide 
averted illustrate the signal value of the lifeline provided 
by the Happy Sad Box.

In two separate nearly identical incidents, two young 
girls of about 14 at different schools and at different 
times contemplated suicide. In both cases, the fear was 
of being found out after having an affair. Fortunately, in 
both cases friends warned the appropriate counsellor 
through the medium of the Happy Sad Box, and 
the counsellor arranged both individual and group 
counselling. Hence, two young girls will continue to 
blossom into womanhood thanks to a colourful little box, 
and the response from its support structures.

A Muslim school located within a community had no perimeter 
wall. People walked in and through the school at random. 
Even for stray animals and autorickshaws the school grounds 
provided the preferred shortcut. At night the school compound 
became a den for village drunkards. The situation persisted in 
spite of repeated requests by the school. Finally, a series of 
letters to the Happy Sad Box were forwarded to the Ministry of 
Education. The perimeter wall became a reality through the 
office of the Zonal Education Officer. Today the school has a 
brick wall on three sides of its campus, while a barbed wire 
fence safeguards the fourth.

A 16 year old boy drafted a letter to the Happy Sad 
Box with the help of a friend. The counsellor was able 
to ascertain that the learning needs of the child were 
different. Hence, routine classroom instruction could not 
cater to these needs. Further investigations revealed 
that there were other students within the school who 
also needed special support. The school subsequently 
opened a special section for slow learners.

Historically, schools and temples have been closely 
allied in Sri Lanka. This particular issue sprang from 
a donation to a nearby temple with which the school 
had had a historically close association.

After the tsunami, Plan had provided a small sum 
through the District Secretariat, which was given 
to the school for acquiring books, uniforms, etc. for 
the students. After receiving the sum, a meeting of 
parents agreed with the principal’s suggestion to 
make a small donation to the temple.

The idea did not sit well with some of the students. 
A joint letter to the Happy Sad Box led to an inquiry 
by the Zonal Education Office, which resulted in an 
explanation being rendered to the parents by the 
principal. 

This is the story of a young girl who lost her father 
before the tsunami. She was 8 years old when 
her mother went to the market to buy food for her 
father’s death anniversary. That was the day of the 
tsunami and the young girl became an orphan. She 
moved in with her aged grandmother who treated 
her poorly. Eventually, she felt that the only way 
of getting her mother back was by writing in to the 
Happy Sad Box.

The school’s consultation with the grandmother has 
made life more bearable for the young girl. She has 
now moved to secondary school but still comes to 
visit the counsellor at her old school.

Stories from the box

Please save our friend

We need a wall

I am in Cl IX and I cannot write.

“My friend wants to die”

“What happened to our money?” 
“I want my mother back”
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The journey has not been an easy one. Plan Sri Lanka 
commissioned an evaluation of the project in December, 
2005. The Evaluation Panel recommended both 
continuation and expansion of the project, while proposing 
some changes.

The project resumed in mid 2006 after putting into effect 
the recommendations of the Evaluation Panel. These 
included intensive training for teacher counsellors and 
redesign of the box to make it more sturdy and visually 
appealing. Schools were provided one box for every 370 
students.

Today, this project is stimulating change in many areas. 
Firstly, it is creating holes in the wall of silence that children 
have endured for centuries. Secondly, it is allowing for 
easier identification of extreme cases of abuse and distress 
such as sexual abuse and suicide. Thirdly, the project has 
stimulated existing bodies such as the Child Protection 
Committees at both District Level and Divisional Level 
to play a more active role in child protection. Finally, 
the project has ignited a spark of change in school 
environments by commencing the process of creating 
transparency and accountability in terms of how schools 
and classrooms are managed.

The genesis of this powerful process of far reaching 
change has been a colourful little box amidst a school full 
of children. Few projects could demonstrate more forcefully 
the power of Plan’s CCCD approach. 

Not a simple journey
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Fruits of the box

When the sea of silence that children have endured for centuries 
is disturbed by a little box being dropped into it, the undulations 
are many and varied.

Clearly, as the “Stories from the box” show, there is an impact on 
children that is significant. In cases of suicidal depression that 
are managed or child abuse that is thwarted, such impact has 
enormous significance for young lives. To understand the Happy 
Sad Box project’s true value, we would need to put ourselves 
in a situation where one is vulnerable, yet confined between 
two worlds - the home and the school. If there are problems 
in one domain and the young child is silenced in the other, the 
reverberations are likely to continue to haunt later life. The value 
for the individual child is to be able to seek succour not just from 
an individual, but from a network of support that stretches from 
the counsellor to many agencies of government.

Interestingly, school managements are keen to endorse and 
implement a project that will often reveal malfunctions in 
governance of the school. While students have yet to gain any 
stake in that governance, there have been notable instances 
where accountability has been sought through the Happy 
Sad Box, and principals have become open to a new culture 
of transparency as a result. Hence, the second impact of this 
project is in engendering a developing sense of transparency and 
accountability in school management.

The third and probably most pivotal aspect of this project has 
been its potential to create social change towards a more 
open society. When three officials who regularly interact with 
the project were asked to rate the relative impact on the child, 
on school management and on future social behaviour, each 
provided the highest rating to this last context.

If that view begins to reflect future social thinking of this 
community, a large part will have been played by the massive 
network of support that underlies the Happy Sad Box initiative. 
This project has harnessed in a most meaningful way the voices 
of children to stimulate teachers, parents, NGOs and many arms 
of local government to provide these children the power to effect 
social change.

The box, the child and social change
Children live and grow within an environment provided largely 
by the school, the home and the community. As the diagram 
shows, the support structures of the Happy Sad Box have 
added a new dimension, i.e. a formal link to specific agencies 
of government under the auspices of the Divisional Child 
Protection Committee which itself is overseen by the District 
Child Protection Committee.

However, this is a two way process. This support provides 
children the opportunity to change their environment through 
being able to influence the manner in which teachers, 
principals, schools and parents perceive them. This influence 
provides insights to all agencies, and changes the manner in 
which they interact and work with children. One instance of 
this is higher rates of teacher attendance in schools where the 
Box is provided, thanks to the letters that follow a teacher’s 
absence from class. The Happy Sad Box provides children 
the opportunity to protest lack of diligence in the delivery of 
services to which they are entitled.

In a more mature sense, the Box has led to children taking 
ownership within the school environment, and in giving back to 
society. In one school, children were appalled by the absence 
of trees, flowering plants and gardens in their rehabilitated 
school. Today, there is a framework established and 
maintained by a small group of students, which allows students 
to take an active part in improving the aesthetic environment of 
the school. 

These small steps are potent exemplars of the vital role that 
the Box plays, in terms of children taking support from their 
nurturing environment and in turn altering that environment for 
the betterment of all.
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Indonesia
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The story is in ensuring sustainability
 Introduction

In Banda Aceh, circumstances of different hues conspired to 
multiply the impact of the primary tsunami - from smaller tsunamis 
to earthquakes. All these events took place against the backdrop of 
more than a decade of civic unrest and political instability. 

There can be many perspectives from which Plan’s work in such 
circumstances can be viewed, as it was wide ranging in scope but 
coherent in its impact. Most significantly, Plan chose to weave the 
thread of sustainability throughout its operations. As a government 
officer observed about Plan’s strategies, “They stay here till the 
end, and they have been working with government”. Preparing 
Banda Aceh communities for Plan’s eventual departure has meant 
that communities and local government take over Plan’s role 
after a carefully designed transition. Mr. Ismail of Gampong Baru 
noted that, “The potential problem for the future is that when the 
NGO moves on then there will be problems as the community is 
very dependent on NGOs. They have got used to being helped.” 
This underscores the need both for coordinated transition and 
sustainability.

Besides contributing to infrastructure projects, Plan also recognised 
that the fabric of social order had been damaged by a prevailing 
temper of survival, and worked to strengthen communities and 
institutions of governance. 

In a fundamental sense, the four primary legs on which child 
development rests in any community are the school, the home, 
the community and the government. Plan works on all four fronts. 
In doing so it goes beyond the mere provision of infrastructure, 
to increment human capacity and to stimulate change in patterns 
of behaviour in the school, the home, the community, and the 
government. 

The school
Plan agreed to construct 24 schools, 22 of which are operational. 
In the course of interaction with teachers and communities to 
determine optimum school design, Plan came to the understanding 
that more needed to be done for upgrading the methods by which 
education was being delivered. Plan already had experience 
in this area through its School Improvement Programme (SIP). 
SIP had its foundations in an eight point programme conducted 
previously in association with the Government of Indonesia. 
The credibility acquired in the past became for Banda Aceh a 
bridge to a new future. The old order of survival in Banda Aceh 
had impacted educational systems as powerfully as it had other 
elements of community life. SIP provided the framework for change 
in schools. Plan’s expertise in this space, coupled with the support 
of the Ministry of Education, allowed Plan to introduce SIP in 19 
schools under the aegis of the District Education Office. The eight 
components of SIP have in most cases yielded significant results 
which are briefly addressed in the following paragraphs. 

1. Early Childhood Care and Development (ECCD) in Banda Aceh 
was addressed through the setting up of village health centres 
called Posyandus. The traditional role of these centres has been 
extended through maternal health and nutrition incentives to 
encourage attendance, and through the provision of ECCD 
capabilities in those who staff Posyandus.

2. The “Focus Resources on Effective School Health” (FRESH) 
programme inspires young children through its “Little Doctors” 
scheme to acquire knowledge and confidence through contribution 
of essential hygiene practices to their peers, families and 
communities. Hygienic practices are intricately tied to the issue of 
child development. One evidence of effectiveness of FRESH is that 
poor parents often provide money for children to buy drinking water 
to avoid them drinking from a public tap.

Universal Birth Registration (UBR) is an essential ingredient of the process by 
which governments plan for, and provide, public services. As in other locations 
worldwide, Plan has in Banda Aceh worked closely with the government to 
ensure an expanded scope for the UBR programme.

After the tsunami, Plan organised and funded birth registration for 6000 
individuals at its own cost. Subsequently, Plan’s advocacy with the district 
government has resulted in new regulations that guarantee free birth 
registration for newborns to 6 year olds. Another important outcome has 
been that the Provincial Government has invited Plan to share its expertise in 
promoting birth registration as a part of its own UBR campaign.
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Little Doctors
With the aim of encouraging hygienic and healthy behaviour, Plan has supported 
the FRESH programme in collaboration with the district education office and the 
district health education authority. The emphasis is on creating a peer to peer 
model to promote the concepts of personal hygiene, cleanliness of the surrounding 
environment, and nutrition.

Students in grades 4 to 6 are trained as “Little Doctors”. Twenty children are 
selected per school for such positions from a total of 13 schools. Within the school, 
“Little Doctors” monitor the state of nails, supervise the brushing of teeth, provide 
limited first aid, and monitor height and weight of fellow students. Significant 
improvements within the student population are evident in terms of the awareness 
of, diarrhoea prevention and its causes, malaria, and the role of vitamins in health. 
There have been improvements also in cleanliness of fingernails, brushing of teeth, 
cleanliness of uniforms, regular bathing and use of footware.

Posyandu
Plan is directly constructing and equipping 13 Posyandus (village health posts) 
and training the staff of many more. Two of these Posyandus have already been 
handed over to the community. Each of the two facilities is managed by a three 
member committee of mothers from the village. The three smiling ladies in the 
photograph manage the Posyandu at Village Jadwal. 

In Banda Aceh, government responsibility for early education is shared between 
the Education Department and the Department responsible for health and nutrition. 
Plan has started an initiative to integrate the health centre and ECCD to enable 
community children to obtain both health services and early education through 
Posyandus. To further improve the Posyandu system, Plan has worked with the 
Ministry of Health to draw up standards and guidelines for village healthpost 
revitalisation. This along with the training of Posyandu health workers will bring 
quality basic health services to a greater number of families.

3. Community participation in schools has come about through the 
involvement of parents and the community in school administration 
and classroom teaching. School Committees have been established 
and parents are invited to complement the school programme through 
additional teaching such as in the area of farming practices. The 
visible results indicate that communities not only support the regular 
attendance of their own children but also monitor that other children in 
the community attend school regularly. 

4. Teacher competence is an essential support for any school 
improvement. Hence, teacher training has been an important element 
of SIP. The results are illustrated, for instance, by the elimination of 
corporal punishment from schools under the SIP programme. While it 
continues to be legally permissible, SIP strategies such as increased 
student interaction and co-curricular activities have helped make 
corporal punishment redundant.

5. Complementary work in terms of strengthening school management 
through creating School Committees and training their members has 
helped overall school management. Effective School Committees 
and greater transparency of expenditure have helped to improve 
programmes in schools, make schools attractive to children, and 
provide community ownership of the education process. 

6. Curriculum support is another important plank of Plan’s SIP. While 
principals and teachers have been trained in the use of the new 
curriculum, this has not been as intensely pursued due to the priority 
accorded to other more fundamental SIP needs. 

7. Learning methodologies have been altered through the teacher 
training programmes. The outcomes show up as a more interactive 
classroom environment, and increased enthusiasm among children 
to attend school. 

8. Governmental support is an essential foundation of SIP. Plan 
works in close association with the District Education Office to 
extend the success of the programme to an increasing number of 
schools.

The family is the primary persuader in the home environment. 
What is taught within the school has to be reinforced by the family 
in the home if the learning is to be sustained. This implies two way 
communication between school and family, as well as ensuring a 
supportive environment within the home for what is learned 
at school. Hence, Plan works on creating Parent Teacher 
Associations, and setting up School Committees within 
participating SIP schools. However, Plan has also empowered 
existing institutions such as Posyandus.

Posyandus are designated spaces within the community where 
traditionally the height and weight of children has been monitored. 
Today, these spaces have been replaced by single floor buildings 
with playgrounds which serve as village health posts. Their 
value has been enhanced through improved services such as 
more stimulating activities for children and through nutritional 
supplementation for infants and pre-school children. Plan has built 

The home

Child Family
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Water and Sanitation  Committees
Plan’s contribution to the newly constructed 48 house village of 
Gampong Baru has been the provision of a shallow well, and support 
for creating a village management committee. This committee is also in 
charge of maintaining the water and sanitation facilities in the village. 

For the maintenance of services, the committee gathers a fee from 
each house corresponding to the actual amount of water consumed. 
Formation of village committees is an important means by which Plan 
intends to leave behind a sustainable, community managed structure 
that can take care of essential services such as water and sanitation. 

Polindes
Polindes complement the Posyandus as the former provide pre and post natal care, 
while the latter provide a medium for early childhood development by supporting 
health, nutrition and stimulation. A resident midwife attends to the pre-natal, delivery 
and post natal needs of expectant mothers as part of regular Polindes services. In 
the event of complications, the midwife is available to accompany the mother to the 
nearest hospital. 

In spite of the difficulties of acquiring land for the construction of Polindes, Plan has 
managed to construct 14 such units. Along with Posyandus they have become an 
extension of Indonesia’s primary health system.

To permit Polindes to continue to offer quality services after the NGOs have moved 
away, Plan has been actively advocating for a greater share of the District Health 
budget for the Polindes. A recent government decision has approved this greater 
share.

several Posyandus but in pursuing its sustainability objective, 
Plan has already handed over the operation of two Posyandus 
to the community. In the period before phase-out, Plan 
continues to guide and monitor the quality of services offered. 
Various other organisations support the expenses of nutrition, 
but the Posyandu Management Committees appear confident 
that mothers will see value in the service and will be prepared to 
support this expense in cash or in kind.

Plan constructed 161 houses with water and sanitation facilities 
and dug 300 shallow wells. However, water and sanitation 
remain primary health priorities in many communities especially 
for the healthy development of young children. Plan has helped 
to strengthen the Polindes structure for providing improved 
facilities for expectant mothers and with Village Development 
Committees for creating sustainable water and sanitation 
systems.

For instance, in the village of Gompong Baru, these committees 
coordinated the assistance of community members for the 
construction of sewerage lines, maintaining the shallow drill well, 
the collection of money from each household for actual water 
usage, and maintaining the sewerage line. Such programmes 
help communities to create and maintain their own water and 
sanitation services.

The community

It’s good to be a doctor
Fajar, an 11 year old in Class 6, was orphaned by the primary 
tsunami event. The resulting trauma was first handled by Plan’s 
psychosocial therapy programme. However, Fajar was deeply 
traumatised by the memories.

He also had to change school as he moved in with his uncle. He 
feels happy to be a “Little Doctor”. He says he has been trained to 
do many things including first aid, so he can do something to help 
if he witnesses an accident. He is also clear when he must direct 
someone to a doctor. He wants to be a doctor himself one day.

No one can bring back his family but the Little Doctor scheme has 
helped Fajar to discern alternative explorations to overlay on the 
memories of that eventful day when nature took from a young child 
the only things he thought he wanted.

Community Government

Fajar Ramdhan (Little Doctor)

Photo: Plan Indonesia
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Plan has worked closely with government to ensure a continuing 
thread of development for the newborn child. 

1. Plan’s advocacy has led to increased funding for Polindes 
which support the expectant mother and the child. 

2. Plan’s work with local government has resulted in free birth 
registration for children under six years of age.

3. The SIP programme has demonstrated a viable model for 
education to build capacity in the emerging adult. 

4. Today an educational policy is in place which will lead to the 
expansion of SIP so that all schools in the District may benefit.

Hence, Plan’s strategies have focused on strengthening 
government structures so that they may more effectively support 
the consistent development of the child.

The government

Ensuring sustainability
Plan has involved itself in the provision of services and 
infrastructure, but most importantly it has prepared 
communities for the integration of these within the 
specific socio-economic context of Banda Aceh. This 
has been done through the creation of capacity in 
schools, and through the complementary development 
of appropriate community and government responses. 
The most important outcome of Plan’s strategy will be 
the continued maintenance and development of Plan’s 
initiatives as a result of the sustainability measures put 
into place before Plan phases out of Banda Aceh. A 
case in point is the SIP programme, which is expected 
to expand in its scope and reach and may continue 
to benefit the child long after the memories of the 
tsunami have faded.  

Work closely with 
Ministry of Education to provide

quality education through
 SIP in Programme Area

Advocacy for
quality education

Demand  for
SIP

Partner with Plan
to develop district

education plan

Potential to impact
over 400 schools 

and 4000 teachers

Plan Indonesia

Plan Banda Aceh

Post   Tsunami

Construction
of 24 schools

SIP introduced
in 19 schools

District Education 
Office (Aceh Besar)
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Financials

Sri Lanka
41%

Indonesia
28%

India
28%

Thailand
2% Cross-Country 

Expenditure <1%
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A review of the financial figures depicts Plan’s primary priorities in the tsunami programme. The indicators for the 36 month period show that 
Housing and Water received just over 30 per cent of the budget as did Education, from a total expenditure of about US$ 40.9 million.

Donor funds were primarily received from 15 countries and were supplemented by an allocation from Plan. The deployment of funding was 
greatest in Sri Lanka (41 per cent) and least in Thailand (2 per cent). India and Indonesia each accounted for about 28 per cent of expenture 
until November 2007, while cross-country expenditure was about one percent.

Operations until November 2007 accounted for about 87 per cent of the total allocated budget of US $ 47.2 million. The balance is expected 
to be deployed in the remaining six months of the programme.

The expenditure story 
Programme 
support 8% Health

  9%
Psychosocial
 support 3%

Education
30%

Child rights, participation
and protection 7%

Livelihood
11%

Housing and
water 32%

United States
of America 8%

United
Kingdom 23%

Spain <1%

Sweden 7%

Norway 6%
Netherlands 12%   Local <1%

Korea 1%
Japan 5%

Germany 18%

France 5%

Finland 2%
Denmark <1%

Canada 5%
Belgium <1%

Australia 7%

Expenditure by 
Domain/sector

Actual spent
in US$’000

Health 3,856

Psychosocial support 1,230

Education 12,269

Housing and water 12,939

Livelihood 4,409

Child rights, participation and 
protection 2,838

Programme support 3,330

  Total 40,871

Donor Country Donor
Funds

Australia 2,756 23 2,779
Belgium 105 - 105
Canada 1,858 19 1,877
Denmark 38 1 39
Finland 676 1 677
France 2,158 29 2,187
Germany 7,407 78 7,485
Japan 2,087 33 2,120
Korea 329 - 329

Local 1 - 1
Netherlands 4,968 60 5,028

Norway 2,567 16 2,583
Sweden 2,596 227 2,823
Spain 147 2 149
United Kingdom 9,380 24 9,404

United States of America 3,222 63 3,285

Total 40,295 576 40,871

Plan
Match

Total in 
US$’000
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Plan thanks its external consultants Samar Singh and Shonu Chandra who did the field research and 
produced the final copy for publication. Their analysis  has been valuable to us at Plan, while their 
observations from an external perspective have yielded new insights into Plan’s operations.

The Plan Asia Regional Office acknowledges the vital role of Plan India and its staff in carrying this 
initiative from concept to conclusion. Their hard work made this publication a reality.

Plan also extends its sincere gratitude to all those who were impacted by Plan’s operations in India, 
Indonesia, Sri Lanka, and Thailand, and who gave their time, their passionate views, and their valuable 
interpretation of observations in the field. This permits us an in-depth understanding of what we did and 
how we did it. The children, in particular, qualify readily for special mention for sharing their candid and 
illuminating observations.
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www.plan-interntional.dk

EU Liaison Office
+32 2 504 6050
www.plan-interntional.org/eu

Finland
+358 9 686 9800
www.plan-suomi.org

France
+33 1 44 899 090
www.plan-international.asso.fr

Germany
+49 40 611 400
www.plan-international-de

Japan
+81 3 5481 3511
www.plan-japan.org

Korea
+82 2 790 5436
www.plankorea.or.kr

Netherlands
+31 20 549 5555
www.plannederland.nl

Norway
+47 22 007 600
www.plan-norway.org

Republic of Ireland
+353 1 659 9601
www.plan-ireland.org

Spain
+34 91 524 1222
www.plan-espana.org

Sweden
+46 8 5877 5500
www.plan-sweden.org

Switzerland
+41 44 288 9050
www.plan-international.ch

United Kingdom
+44 207 482 9777
www.plan-uk.org

United States
+1 401 738 5600
www.planusa.org




