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Sri Lanka’s sad tropics

Help, self-help and soft-colonialism after tsunami 
By Thomas Seibert 

An international ‘Fact Finding Mission’, initiated by Bread for the World, Medico International and 
the Heinrich Böll Foundation traveled through Sri Lanka recently. The objective was not just a 
technical evaluation of the post-tsunami emergency relief and reconstruction, but also a political 
analysis of its social context. Three members of the mission came from Germany and Great 
Britain respectively, two from Sri Lanka, accompanied by one Medico International’s and one 
Bread for the World staff member.Like other metropolises of the South, the Sri Lankan capital 
Colombo is growing fast owing to an unregulated migration of countless people from rural 
poverty. More than of a city, one would have to speak of a semi-urban space rampantly reaching 
into the surrounding areas. 

Negambo locks in the city to the north, Moratuwa in the south and the hundred-and-fifty-
kilometers-distant Kandy in the northeast. The roads that connect Colombo with the neighboring 
cities are densely populated on both sides. 

Aligned here house-to-house, the garages, shops and restaurants offer their products and 
services to the passers by. Bumper-to-bumper and with blaring horns, mopeds, three-wheelers, 
cars, buses and trucks tailgate themselves into the city center. The traffic is close to a total 
collapse, the exhaust gases tie up respiratory passages making the eyes tear. 

Countless hotels for commuters and migrant workers make you also aware of the constant inflow 
of new residents. Knowable because of their glaringly bright shingles, these hotels have usually 
only one other room, besides a cook shop restaurant, and are jam-packed with bedsteads. One 
who rents a lodging here has sleeping and washing facilities, while his freshly washed clothes are 
hanging outside along a line in the sticky damp air. This may be meager but not little in a country 
of eighteen million people, of which more than 350,000 have in part been living in transitional 
camps for twenty years, forced by the not yet pacified civil war. 

The philosopher Gilles Deleuze says that modernity is a process of constant de-territorialization 
that continuously crosses with the attempts of re-territorialization; a place for residence will only 
find a person capable of achieving an elbowroom for his or her free maneuverability. Seen this 
way Sri Lanka is an extremely modern country. 

Relief organizations all over the world deal with those who are in the most vulnerable situation. 
Their first job is to provide a temporary shelter for often violently “de-territorialized” people. We 
want to find out how are the half a million men, women and children, that the Tsunami added to 
already large numbers of homeless people, coping with these circumstances. 

In Colombo we question the staff members of relief organizations, other NGO’s, the 
representatives of civil society, the government and the UN. We then split into two groups and 
visit the Tamil and Muslim northeast, as well as the Singhalese and the Buddhist south. 

We hold our first conversation just after arriving at the hotel, where we meet Norbert Ropers from 
the Berghof Foundation. We ask him questions currently posed most frequently in Sri Lanka: How 
can the outcome of the election be evaluated? What does the election of the Singhalese 
hardliner, Mahinda Rajapakse mean for the peace process between the Singhalese-dominated 
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state and the guerrillas of the Liberation Tiger of Tamil Eelam (LTTE)? Why had the Tigers, with 
their election boycott, prompted his victory? 

Ropers believes that with such strategic tactics the enemy parties leave room for an interim 
solution, which all believe they can use to gain their own ends. He does not rule out that with the 
end of the rainy season a new war will come. In this state of affairs any help and self-help after 
the seaquake faces the threat of a second tsunami, which would this time be a direct social 
catastrophe. Already then the flood wave did not hit the people as a cause of nature, but rather 
because of the immensity of the continuous hierarchy of misery. The whites, the natives, Tamils, 
Singhalese, Muslims, tsunami and the civil war victims, the poor and the poorest are all assigned 
to different social positions, and by that they are distanced against each other. 

What this means exactly is explained to us by the beneficiaries on the site. To begin with, it was 
not even clear if we would be able to drive to the Northeast at all. We received horrifying news 
from Jaffna, from the Vanni, which is controlled by LTTE, from Trincomalee and from Batticaloa: 
two mine explosions with sixteen dead soldiers, targeted killings, riots between the Tamils and 
the Muslims, extensive military movements. It looked as if the dirty shadow war, which costs ten 
to fifteen deaths daily, had got out of control. 

We drove despite of all this, and wanted to take further decisions day by day. A small bus brought 
us to Vavuniya, on the border of Tiger’s territory, where we met our partner organization SEED 
that works on both sides of the frontier. The “border crossing” was quite unusual. First, there was 
an army’s checkpoint, then in a no man’s land there was the Red Cross, followed by the LTTE’s 
posts. Immediately behind the crossing our mobile phone lost the network, obviously neither the 
army nor the guerrillas are interested in the free flow of information. 

We drove to Mullaittivu and Kilinochchi to visit temporary shelters for tsunami and civil war 
survivors. Some of them got flooded by rain at the beginning of the monsoon period. The people 
are afraid of further overflowing, of a new war, but mostly of not ever being able to move to 
permanent housing that has been promised to them. A man in Mullaittivu tells us that he has 
been moved from place to place eleven times already, always then when in the “new beginning” 
he seemed to have been accomplishing “re-territorialization”. Our other interlocutors of that day 
also fear that the alienation of the temporary shelters will be put upon them on an ongoing basis. 

Although the Northeast has 60% of the recorded total losses, only an evanescent friction of relief 
money and funds actually reached the area because the compensation agreement, made by the 
government and the LTTE, was overridden by a Sinhalese initiative. Again and again we are 
being told: “not even the tsunami can make them share with us!” 

At the same time, half of the people affected by the tsunami in the South still live in corrugated-
iron huts of transitional camps. Countless other people stay with their relatives and only a small 
number could return to their provisionally repaired houses. Also, the people here had to become 
paupers and they behave accordingly: They take whatever they get and complain whenever they 
get a chance to pour out their misery. 

Yet, decisive is not the fact that from the 78.000 houses that must be built in Sri Lanka only 5000 
were finished at the turn of the year, but the fact that a well-organized resettlement takes at least 
three years. Fear and desperation only add fuel to the query, also unclear in the south, if it ever 
will be started with the resettlement. It is because of the shortage of land and doubtful land-and 
settlement laws, and not solely because of the housing construction problem. 

According to official estimations, the seaquake destroyed ‘516,500 livelihood options’. What is 
meant by that are not formal jobs, but possibilities of earning a living by an informal economy so 



as to collectively overcome poverty. Should such possibilities be created, the affected persons 
must get more involved in return, the reconstruction process must become their process. 

Yet, insufficiencies are everywhere and not because of people’s incapability. Despite the 
enormous magnitude of death and destruction, there was no humanitarian catastrophe in Sri 
Lanka, no hunger and no epidemic outbreak. The survivors helped each other through their 
informative connections and across the social classes. From the south, the trucks brought 
helpers, food and clothes even into the LTTE-controlled areas. The Tamil Rehabilitation 
Organisation (TRO), which is affiliated to the Tamil National Movement, supplied homeless 
people even in the Sinhalese areas. The cooperation functioned surprisingly well between the 
family and the village self-help structures, the locals and the—since a long time active here— 
international NGO’s, as well as the local government authorities. 

Soon, however, the Tsunami became the “Window of Opportunity,” first for the government in 
Colombo then for the invasion of about 1000 newly flown-in relief organizations—the exact 
numbers are unavailable since only 300 organizations were officially registered. The first one 
established 200-meter wide “buffer zones” on the coast of Sri Lanka and prohibited the 
resettlements there. The second one competed amongst each other for accommodation and care 
of the fishermen communities that got cut-off from returning to the cost. Such involvement of the 
relief organizations destabilized the social infrastructure of the local self-help groups. 

With unlimited budgets, but without local knowledge and indigenous partners familiar with the 
place, the “invaders of relief” first began to recruit personnel. From drivers and translators, to 
mechanics, engineers and recognized village spokespeople. The organizations succeeded in 
their hiring efforts because they paid up to five times more than the current salaries. Office and 
storage rent, the prices for construction material, machinery, tools and the expenses of local 
companies became unaffordable. The implementation of aid programmes of self-help groups, of 
the accompanying social organizations, even of the offices of government agents, was taken over 
by foreign relief organizations. As a result, the local groups did not even participate in the design 
process of the programmes. 

Sivapragasam, an employee of a local development aid organization told us that the coordination 
meeting in the Muslim dominated Ampara was moved from the office of a government agent to an 
Irish-catholic NGO out-acting the local administration, the indigenous NGO’s, and all the affected 
people. Following the gain of new powers, came the attempt to use it politically: Men in the “Cash 
for Work“programme were forbidden to visit a mosque and women to wear veils. 

Not only Sivapragasam has called this kind of aid “soft colonialism”, we were being told similar 
stories all the time. In order for things to change, the participation of all relevant parties is 
required, at the planning and decision-making level, as well as a decentralized coordination of the 
reconstruction process—from bottom to top. For that purpose, the indigenous and the 
international relief organizations ought to make their funds and their knowledge widely available. 
A tangible prerequisite for this would be the abolishment of the “buffer zones”. 

Such a provision would be the trump in the hands of the Task Force for Rebuilding the Nation 
(TAFREN), an agency for planning reconstruction entrusted to President Bandaranaike. 
Supervised by top business managers, the agency re-released a Development Programme that 
has been drafted long before the seaquake, but has not been implemented until now due to, 
among other causes, a resistance from the affected people. 

High-class hotel resorts are supposed to find their home on the empty beaches that have been 
flushed-clean by the tsunami. For that reason, the harbors ought to be expanded and the streets 
and the highways newly built. The official governmental slogan for that reads: ‘Building Back 



Better’. The new President dissolved TAFREN and replaced it with the ‘Reconstruction and 
Development Agency’ (RADA). 

Back in Colombo, we meet with Rachel Perera and Indhra Rajapaksa, the directors responsible 
for the “civil society coordination” and for “livelihood”. They too see the participation of the 
affected people as the first priority. When we ask if for that reason the TAFREN plans were 
unacceptable, we meet with their astonishment: “No, of course not, why should they?” 

Yes, why should they? The fact remains that the participation of the affected people is something 
the affected people themselves must bring about.  
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