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INTRODUCTION  
 

On December 26th 2004 a large earthquake under the seabed off the west coast 

of Sumatra generated a series of tsunamis that hit fourteen countries around the 

Indian Ocean.  Almost a quarter of a million people lost their lives and more than 

one and a half million were displaced.  Sri Lanka along with Indonesia, Thailand, 

the Maldives and India were worst affected.  The unprecedented disaster 

generated a massive global response, fed by the international media, which 

generated an estimated $13.5 billion dollars in aid.  In July 2006, the Tsunami 

Evaluation Coalition (TEC), a grouping of UN bodies and aid agencies, published 

a report examining the effectiveness of the response to the disaster and seeking 

to learn lessons.2 

 

The report, whilst acknowledging the successes of the post tsunami relief and 

reconstruction programme, is critical of the overall performance of the 

international agencies themselves.  It notes that the effectiveness of response 

was constrained by “ the quantity and quality of international personnel; 

inappropriate programme methods and tools; and weak engagement in or 

management of coordination.  A fragmented approach was due in part to the 
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proliferation of international agencies and their insistence on distinct 

programmes. This limited the effectiveness of international assessments and of 

recovery activities, as did an evident shortage of relevant expertise, high turnover 

of international staff, and a general lack of appropriate language skills”.   It also 

notes that whilst local ownership is now a core principle of international 

development: “ TEC studies do not find that many international agencies lived up 

to their own standards with regard to respect and support for local and national 

ownership: where local and national capacities were recognized, they were often 

applied in strengthening gender- and conflict-insensitive programming, cultural 

offence and waste.”3   

 

This paper looks at the activities of a number of medium sized non governmental 

organisations (NGOs), from a number of different European countries, each with 

its own organisational culture and systems, who came together in Sri Lanka in 

the post tsunami context as an integrated coalition under the operational 

umbrella of SOLIDAR, a Brussels based NGO alliance.  It suggests that in a 

number of respects their approach might provide a model for the kind of long-

term change that is necessary in the culture and organization of NGOs if they are 

to increase their effectiveness.   

  

BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT 
 
Over the last decade or so there has been a dramatic increase in both the 

significance and public awareness of the activities of NGOs and particularly 

international NGOs, that is those with offices or operations in more than one 

country.  There are a number of factors that are associated with this including  

the end of the Cold War ; technological changes, particularly the internet, that 

have made it easier for disparate groups to come together as global 

communities;  the ability of the media to create instant interest in global problems 

particularly emergencies and disasters; and perhaps most importantly, the 
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substantial increase in the proportion of development and emergency relief funds 

channelled through NGOs particularly by governments.4   

 

As the profile of NGOs has been increasing through their public interventions in 

globalisation issues, as well as through the higher visibility of their work in the 

more traditional areas of disaster and emergency relief and development, they 

have also come under increasing public scrutiny in the developed and developing 

worlds in relation to their mechanisms of governance and accountability, their 

efficiency in delivery and their representativeness.  Western governments in 

particular, while using NGOs to deliver their development aid have forced them to 

examine their own organisational and operational effectiveness. The increasing 

reliance by governments on NGOs as a delivery mechanism for their aid is in 

other ways also a mixed blessing.  There has always been complex relationship 

between the political and humanitarian goals of states.  Aid funds are unevenly 

distributed in ways that may not match the values and goals of particular NGOs. 

Moreover though more funds are available to NGOs the overall level of 

development and humanitarian relief funding is still inadequate and government 

accountability processes increase the administrative costs of delivery. 

 

As Shah points out: ‘There has also been criticism on the use of the funding and 

other monies that NGOs have received or raised. Criticisms range from pointing 

out that only small percentages go to people in need, that a lot goes to recover 

costs, and some even have been used to pay very high salaries of the people at 

the top. In some cases, this is fair criticism.’  He goes on to suggest that;  There 

are other criticisms that are more about the subtle effects or perspectives of 

some NGOs that may honestly believe in the ideas, methodologies etc that they 

follow, but actually end up doing more harm than good. For example, many food 
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aid groups where, in non-emergency situations, food is delivered from rich 

countries for either free, or virtually free, end up under-cutting local producers 

and hence have a negative effect on local farmers and the economy.5   

 

Historically the legitimacy and authority of the majority of international 

development NGOs has rested on moral grounds, the principle that they aim to 

do good. This is no longer seen as sufficient justification and increasingly NGOs 

are having to find new ways and new mechanisms to increase  their 

accountability, legitimacy and efficiency.  Within the NGO community in general 

their has been a recognition that they have to respond to the new situation and 

that they themselves have to ensure that they live up to the standards of 

governance and efficiency that they apply to other organisations.  Allegations of 

corruption, bad governance and misuse of funds can not only undermine 

individual NGOs but also pose serious challenges to their peers who depend on 

upholding the reputation of the sector.  In situations where international NGOs 

can often take on the functions of a state, where for a variety of reasons the state  

is unable to cope,  but where also they are acting without any formal democratic 

legitimacy, the degree of organisational sophistication and sensitivity that needs 

to be exercised is of a very high order.   

 

In the developing world in particular there has been a growing volume of criticism 

aimed at NGOs for their lack of coordination, and an unconscious arrogance and 

insensitivity stemming from tunnel vision in relation to their own activities, 

organisational culture and goals, as opposed to the expressed needs of recipient 

communities. Nowhere has this general unease been more clearly demonstrated 

than in Sri Lanka in the period following the tsunami catastrophe in which so 

many lost their lives and so much of the physical infrastructure, houses, schools, 

temples and churches, roads and workplaces was destroyed.   
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A year after the tsunami articles in Sri Lankan newspapers were often highly 

critical of the interventions of NGOs.  The English language Daily Mirror (SL) 

reported on the 28th of January, 2006 that:  “More than one year after the 

tsunami, just over 20% of the houses destroyed in the catastrophe have been 

completed – and with several NGOs unilaterally terminating their agreements to 

rebuild houses, tens of thousands of tsunami victims continue to languish in 

transitional shelters and tents, an official committee reported yesterday….  The 

Reconstruction and Development Agency appointed recently by President 

Mahinda Rajapakse said in a report that the NGO question had added to the 

woes of the government’s tsunami rebuilding efforts”. 6  The month before the 

Sunday Observer printed  a major article reporting on distortions in the fishing 

fleet which the government was attributing to the well intentioned action of 

NGOs.  “One year following the tsunami, there is a gross over distribution of 

fishing craft to fishermen who lost and damaged their boats. However, there are 

many cases of fishermen who genuinely lost or had their boats damaged by the 

tsunami, not having received compensation and still without boats, according to a 

recent study undertaken by FAO, and released through the Ministry of 

Fisheries…. If pledges by NGO's to replace lost fishing craft continues, there is a 

likely to be an oversupply of over 2100 FRB boats; 500 traditional fishing craft;a 

shortfall in supply of multiday boats and beach seine craft”.7 

 

Of course this is a very partial viewpoint.  In relation to house building, for 

example, it could be argued that given problems over land ownership issues, 

beneficiary lists, resource rights, and of course the political and security situation 

in the north and east of Sri Lanka, the housing figure reached was a good 

response.  As the TEC report underlines at a more general level: “Vacillating and 

restrictive national and regional leadership constrained international response 

activities in all of the affected countries to a greater or lesser degree. The ‘buffer 

zones’, in which residential reconstruction was initially forbidden and later 
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permitted within a particular distance of the shoreline, are a case in point. Shelter 

reconstruction, poverty alleviation, risk reduction and livelihood recovery are 

slow, highly complex undertakings that frequently involve factors outside the 

control (and competence) of international humanitarian relief agencies. These 

factors can include issues of land rights and availability, national poverty 

trajectories and environmental considerations. 8 

 
Nevertheless whilst these press articles reflect a specific perspective based on 

government thinking, it is also estimated that more than 1000 NGOs and other 

non-affiliated/non registered volunteer groups were active in Sri Lanka in the post 

- tsunami period.  Many of these NGOs had little knowledge of, and no base in, 

the country and lacked relevant organisational skills.9  The TEC report pointed 

out that this was the most rapidly and generously funded disaster response in 

history.  In addition to pledges from governments and international organizations, 

private donations also broke many records.  However  “ generous funding not 

only exceeded the absorption capacity of an overstretched humanitarian industry 

and deprived it of its customary excuse for built-in systemic shortcomings, but 

also led to the proliferation of new actors with insufficient experience (and 

therefore competence), as well as to established actors venturing into activities 

outside their normal area of expertise.”10   

 

In this context effective coordination between NGOs and with local political, 

administrative and community structures was vital. However there were a 

number of factors undermining coordination:  “The proliferation of agencies made 

coordination more expensive and less effective; generous funding (especially 

private) reduced agencies’ need to coordinate; and the perceived need for quick, 

tangible, agency specific results fuelled competition for visibility, ‘beneficiaries’ 

and projects. The absence of agreed field representation mechanisms for (well-

funded) NGOs and poor coordination skills among some managers complicated 
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coordination. These were compounded by lack of clarity between coordination at 

the operational level (who does what) and coordination at the policy level 

(including joint advocacy).11 

 

The SOLIDAR experience in Sri Lanka appears to run counter to these general 

criticisms.  In the rest of this paper we examine this experience and its etiology 

with a view to assessing whether it provides practical lessons that can be 

generalised. 

 

THE SOLIDAR PROGRAMME 
 

SOLIDAR is an international alliance of social and economic justice non-

governmental organisations (NGOs) working in social policy, social service 

provision, life-long learning, and development and humanitarian aid. It was 

formed originally in 1951 as International Workers Aid, to encourage cooperation 

between social aid organisations with a labour focus and its early activities 

centered round the needs of refugees, migrant workers, children and young 

people in Europe following the Second World War.  Subsequently, whilst 

maintaining its interest in supporting a robust dialogue around social issues in 

Europe, it has developed through its member organizations a wide range of 

humanitarian activities in the developing world with a particular focus on 

emergency relief and post conflict reconstruction.   It was renamed SOLIDAR 

when it moved its headquarters to Brussels in 1995.  Its activities are 

underpinned by the core values of democracy, empowerment of people, equality 

and parity, solidarity, and sustainability.  SOLIDAR has 33 full member 

organisations from sixteen countries in Europe, twelve of which are members of 

the European Union. Its member organisations are active worldwide in over 90 

developing countries. 12 
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In Sri Lanka three SOLIDAR members, Norwegian People’s Aid (NPA), Arbeiter 

Samariter Bund (ASB) of Germany and the Swiss Schweizerisches 

Arbeiterhilfswerk (SAH) came together to form a SOLIDAR Consortium in 

January 2005 to implement a joint emergency relief and social and economic 

rehabilitation programme to facilitate the post tsunami recovery process.   Whilst 

elements of the administrative and financial integration of the Consortium took 

weeks and even months to achieve, its relief operations started up within hours 

of the tsunami hitting Sri Lanka.  There are a number of factors both proximate 

and historical which help to explain this. 

 

The three organisations already had formal links through SOLIDAR and were 

therefore aware of each other’s activities in Sri Lanka.  In addition some of the 

local representatives knew each other and already had informal contacts.  The 

step however from this loose network linkage to one of integrated activity through 

the Consortium moved relations onto an entirely different plane akin to a local 

organisational merger. To undertake this operational integration and also to 

deliver effective humanitarian relief at the same time was a feat of great 

organizational skill and creativity.  We explore later some of the challenges and 

solutions at the local level.  However the creation of the Consortium would not 

have been possible without both support and commitment from the headquarters 

of the organisations concerned and from the SOLIDAR headquarters in Brussels.  

The fact that this was immediately available stems from developments within 

SOLIDAR over the previous decade.   

 

From the middle of the 1990s it was gradually becoming clear to SOLIDAR that 

changes in funding, accountability and in the nature of international and 

governmental response to crises required more effective coordination and 

collaboration between NGOs and that the loose network of like- minded NGOs 

within its alliance needed to evolve.  In 1998 member organisations held a 

seminar in Bosnia to discuss ways of strengthening cooperation and 

collaboration.  In the same year a Humanitarian Aid Working Group was set up to 



find ways of taking the process forward.  This was seen as a ‘space for dialogue 

and the exchange of experiences and best practices in the field.’ It also provided 

a platform on which member organisations could act collectively by sharing 

resources and effort.  Whilst this led to increasing joint action by SOLIDAR 

members in humanitarian crises from the Balkans to Afghanistan, it became clear 

that a more formal approach to coordination was required.  In 2001 SOLIDAR set 

up a project titled  “Co-ordination, training and capacity building in Humanitarian 

Aid for the SOLIDAR Network” to enable SOLIDAR member agencies to increase 

their organisational capacity to integrate their humanitarian interventions.  The 

project, co-financed by the European Commission’s Office for Humanitarian Aid, 

aimed to create better knowledge and trust among the SOLIDAR agencies 

engaged in humanitarian aid and improve the speed, quality and the level of 

coordination of their emergency interventions.13 
 

The three key member organisations of the SOLDAR Consortium in Sri Lanka 

had all been participants in this project so were already committed to 

organisational integration in an emergency and had thought through some of the 

problems.  However the local representatives of the NGOs generated the 

impetus for a consortium model as a response to the enormity of the tsunami 

disaster and the need to quickly generate the most effective response possible.    

It went well beyond previous SOLIDAR experiences of coordination response 

and took the degree of organisational integration to new levels.  The earlier work 

of the humanitarian aid working group within SOLIDAR had laid the groundwork 

for rapid backing by the national headquarters of the three core NGOs and 

SOLIDAR headquarters in Brussels and also facilitated the integration of different 

organisational systems and cultures. 

 

The SOLIDAR Consortium in Sri Lanka is not a lose affiliation of NGOs but one 

composed of an integrated programme that shares offices and staff and provides 
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joint funding to core projects. It draws on the strengths of its individual member 

organizations through their knowledge, skills, experience, contacts and broad 

donor base.  Between them the consortium members in Sri Lanka had a 

considerable amount of expertise in de-mining, humanitarian aid and 

development activities that they brought together into an integrated island-wide 

programme of assistance. It was built on a history of experience in Sri Lanka 

gained through the implementation of sizeable projects prior to the tsunami and 

has developed into a significant force supporting rehabilitation and development 

in tsunami and conflict affected districts of the country.  In the LTTE controlled 

portion of the Jaffna district in Northern Sri Lanka, for example, it was given 

responsibility for 38 per cent of post tsunami reconstruction and since the 

resumption of conflict in July 2006 it has become a principal NGO delivery agent 

for UN projects in the North. 

 

The overall culture of SOLIDAR and its member organizations stresses the need 

to adopt a comprehensive approach towards development and to link together 

prevention, relief, and rehabilitation and development using the complementary 

skills amongst its members. In the immediate aftermath of the tsunami the 

consortium was engaged in a wide variety of emergency relief operations. NPA 

already had several hundred staff in the North involved in de-mining work and 

these teams were immediately dispatched to help in relief operations and 

manage welfare centres in both the North and East of the country.  These staff 

were also deployed to assist in the recovery of bodies and to evacuate 

casualties.  The existing organisation was also able to provide transport for food 

and medical supplies and medical staff from other organisations and to supply 

clean water to survivors.   This initial emergency phase was followed by a longer 

transitional period of providing humanitarian assistance through constructing 

temporary camps, and housing, schools and community centres, providing 

suitcases for family possessions, removing landmines to facilitate the setting up 

of temporary shelters, cleaning over 8500 contaminated wells to improve water 



supplies, and developing pilot projects to help fisherman to begin to work again 

and encourage coastal communities to grow their own food. 

 

This transitional phase overlapped with the current phase of reconstruction and 

development with programmes of house, school and community building, 

projects to provide livelihoods and food security, economic and social 

development programmes, and education, training and community integration 

and peace building projects.   (See Annex 1 for a more detailed listing).  The 

large portfolio of projects is organised into a fairly comprehensive package 

supporting resettlement and rehabilitation and ultimately the achievement of self-

sufficiency.  Self sufficiency depends on the construction of permanent shelter 

and villages; the encouragement of good physical and mental health; the support 

of activities to produce income and allow people to get back to their livelihoods 

and the rebuilding of sustainable social and economic institutions.  This phase of 

the programme is both ongoing and developing (Annex 2).  However the 

reemergence of civil conflict between the Government and the LTTE since July 

2006 has slowed down and halted a number of projects in the North and North 

East of the country. At the same time Solidar has initiated a series of emergency 

relief projects to respond to the 200,000 people newly displaced and has 

expanded a programme of local initiatives in partnership with the UNHCR that 

support ‘Quick Impact Projects’ (QiPs) – providing assistance to conflict affected 

communities. 

 

From the inception of the SOLIDAR Consortium there were four basic 

implementation modalities designed to maximize the available funding structures, 

the expertise and delivery potential of the consortium, and its links with other 

partners.  The first modality, SOLIDAR Core Projects, involve joint funding, the 

use of staff from more than one of the organisations and joint implementation.  

Projects on transit camps and permanent settlement reconstruction use this 

modality, (see Annex 1). The second, again core projects, has joint funding but 

with the major implementation responsibility given to a single NGO: Norwegian 



Peoples Aid (NPA) for instance has dealt with the provision of fishing boats and 

engines. The third modality consists of projects within the SOLIDAR programme 

but funded and implemented from a single NGO source: a project on nutrition 

security implemented by Swiss Schweizerisches Arbeiterhilfswerk (SAH) for 

example illustrates this modality.  Finally there are some projects where there is 

direct implementation, with funding through a single NGO with limited or no 

formal inclusion in the SOLIDAR programme:  for example peace building and 

conflict sensitivity projects undertaken by Arbeiter Samariter Bund of Germany 

(ASB).  In addition some SOLIDAR members have channeled funds to the 

consortium without themselves being directly involved and the consortium or its 

members have supported or partnered non SOLIDAR organisations: the de-

mining project has for example cleared and made safe sites for reconstruction 

programmes run by, amongst others, Oxfam and UNICEF.14 

 

From early in the transitional phase the SOLIDAR Consortium initiated a peoples’ 

consultation process to ensure that local community views were built into the 

rebuilding programme and that the affected communities were part of the 

decision making process from the beginning.  In addition and alongside this focus 

groups were held with women in transit camps to ensure that their special 

concerns were reflected in the rebuilding process.   
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ANALYSIS AND EVALUATION  
 

There is clearly little point in setting up such a complex set of cooperation 

relationships unless there are appreciable benefits of economy and efficiency in 

both organisation and delivery.  A clear initial advantage of this particular 

integrated consortium approach was that it provided a ready-made platform for 

rapid delivery of assistance in the critical immediate post tsunami situation.  One 

member of the consortium, NPA, had an existing fleet of vehicles and staff, a tax-

free status, and a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) with the Government of 

Sri Lanka. This was used as a springboard to initiate the SOLIDAR emergency 

response programme.  Similarly existing contacts and the network of ASB in 

Kilinochchi in the conflict ridden North East were invaluable in speed starting the 

programme of emergency relief in that part of Sri Lanka.  

 

As the programme evolved increased efficiencies were achieved through 

reducing duplication and sharing resources including administrative facilities.  

The office of NPA in Colombo and the ASB office in Kilinochchi were both 

restructured as SOLIDAR support offices. They provided common services of 

coordination, administration, budget and finance, procurement, logistics, 

communications, and liaison with government, media and other NGOs, as well as 

common office space for each participating organisation. A SOLIDAR coordinator 

was appointed at an early stage to manage the integrated programme, overseen 

by a steering committee drawn from the participating organisations. Utilising the 

existing MOU and working through one office under one organizational label 

simplified consortium coordination with the authorities and made working 

arrangements for the authorities both local, regional and national more focused.  

In the context of the very large number of NGOs who descended on Sri Lanka in 

the immediate post tsunami period the SOLIDAR consortium became a welcome 

partner for the authorities to do business with.   

 



The consortium approach also provided the opportunity to draw on the specific 

expertise and experience of each organization.  As we have noted the principal 

set of competencies within the consortium organisations in Sri Lanka were in de-

mining, humanitarian aid, and development.  Through the broader SOLIDAR 

network the Consortium was also able to draw on support and consultancy 

resources from other SOLIDAR member organisations, for example the Italian 

NGO, Progetto Sviluppo, on gender issues. In addition to strengthening the 

overall programme this also allowed some concerns of programme bias, 

including imbalances of assistance to particular geographic regions, ethnic or 

religious groups, an issue of particular sensitivity in Sri Lanka, to be addressed.  

Finally, the consortium approach provided a broader net for fundraising and 

integrated projects and allowed individual partners to claim some degree of credit 

for the whole programme irrespective of their degree of involvement in specific 

projects. 

 

The creation of an integrated operation between several different organizations 

from different countries and with different administrative and financial systems 

and diverse organizational cultures was not straightforward however and 

presented a number of critical challenges both within the organisations and for 

their external relations.  Clearly bringing together three organisations with 

different management structures had the potential for confusion within those 

structures and for complicating decision-making.  There was a high risk of 

frustration due to unfamiliar ways of working and exasperation at the slowing 

down of decision making and apparently weaker management structures.   Each 

consortium member had its own financial and accounting systems and 

separating expenditures, for example on procurement, for payment in different 

financial streams was never going to be straightforward – and still remains a 

continuing challenge.  The joint administration of the two offices also continues to 

raise accounting, procurement and management issues.  Some of these 

problems might have been eased if a Consortium financial management post had 

been set up at an early stage. 



 

Externally, whilst there were advantages for the authorities at all levels in dealing 

with one umbrella organisation there was the risk of confusion if a constantly 

changing cast of SOLIDAR staff undertook liaison on particular projects.    

Branding projects under the SOLIDAR label could undermine existing 

relationships of individual NGO members with the authorities and with other NGO 

networks.  The failure of one organisation to provide funds, to honour 

commitments on staffing or timing, or to perform effectively might rebound on 

other consortium members and on the image of the whole consortium.  This 

clearly had the potential to affect relationships of each of the member 

organisations with its funders and its supporters.  In addition membership of an 

integrated consortium necessarily dilutes to a degree individual organisational 

identity and the intensity of internal effort required to maintain the consortium 

may weaken relationships with other networks. 

 
The deterioration of the security environment in mid 2006 and the subsequent 

restrictions on NGO activities in LTTE-controlled areas has had an appreciable 

impact on the programme. At the time of writing however, almost two years after 

its creation, the Consortium is still running an integrated operation.  The potential 

challenges to its effectiveness have not materialised in any damaging way or 

have been largely overcome. There are a range of factors that explain this.  

Those involved at the local level already had existing network relations before 

coming together in a consortium arrangement.  The impetus for a consortium 

arrangement appears to have come from field managers rather than from the 

European headquarters of the participating organisations or from SOLIDAR.  The 

fact that the impetus was bottom up and continues to engage the support and 

enthusiasm of local managers is of some significance.  However the Consortium 

could not have achieved the level of organisational integration that has emerged 

without the support and backing of national and SOLIDAR headquarters.   

Equally this would not have been available without the work put in over previous 

years by SOLIDAR to increase the knowledge and capacity of its members to 



coordinate their humanitarian aid work and instil trust and confidence in this 

approach not only amongst headquarters but also field staff.    

 

At local level, a high degree of organisational creativity but also of personal trust 

was matched by recognition of the synergy that might be achieved from a 

consortium arrangement.  Early decisions to hold office space in common and to 

appoint a staff member as SOLIDAR coordinator were very important.   Senior 

headquarters staff also came to the country at an early stage to underwrite a 

common approach and to signify their support for the consortium arrangements.   

Under the SOLIDAR umbrella the core competencies of individual member 

organisations were agreed and a broad division of responsibilities set out.   An 

overall steering committee was set up with representation from each 

organisation.  This met monthly to agree programme documents, review 

progress and to evolve and evaluate working arrangements and project delivery.  

Over the period the consortium has moved towards using service agreements to 

regulate the effective delivery of common services such as offices, transport and 

logistics, construction, sub contracting, and communications.   In the spirit of the 

consortium this is viewed as establishing flexible enabling frameworks rather 

than formal contracts with penalty clauses.  Over the period also common 

programme documents and accords have evolved and reporting arrangements 

have been standardised to reduce the burden on project managers.  

 

Alongside these formal organisational arrangements and supporting them, 

regular forum meetings have been held bringing all available staff together both 

to garner feedback on the arrangements but also to create a sense of broader 

commitment to the SOLIDAR project, to team build and create personal linkages.  

This latter aim has also been reinforced through organising joint social activities 

in conjunction with the forum meetings.  Finally, but importantly for internal as 

well as external purposes, high quality publicity material and a newsletter are 

produced, all under a common SOLIDAR branding, presenting the activities of 

the consortium and its constituent and associated organisations in a unified way 



and stressing the synergy of the common endeavour under the message; 

‘Together we are a force for change.’ More recently a consortium web site has 

been established.15 

 

CONCLUSION 
 

There can be little doubt that the SOLIDAR Consortium arrangement in Sri Lanka 

had a large impact on the timely delivery and magnitude of assistance provided 

immediately after the tsunami.  This impact was far more significant than a 

combination of the efforts of the three organisations working independently.   The 

TEC report in its own conclusions says: “There is general agreement that there 

were far too many agencies present in Indonesia and Sri Lanka. The low entry 

barrier to the system permits the entry of inexperienced and incompetent actors. 

New NGOs emerge all the time. There are almost no mergers in the sector, and 

few consortia that implement as one entity”16.  SOLIDAR in Sri Lanka appears to 

be amongst these few exceptions.   

 

The SOLIDAR Consortium experience points to the strengths of an approach that 

is based on the pooling of the diverse skills and competencies of its autonomous 

member organisations, on inclusiveness and on cooperation.  As a result of a 

positive and long-term investment in the analysis of, and training for, interagency 

cooperation it was able very quickly to organize as a consortium when the 

tsunami hit Sri Lanka.  In addition the ability of the Consortium to draw down 

funding and expertise from the wider SOLIDAR base has allowed the SOLIDAR 

Consortium to operate more effectively in Sri Lanka.  
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In other respects also its operations, whilst no doubt inadequate in some 

respects, have mirrored the type of good practice that is argued for repeatedly in 

the TEC report. Its overall approach and strategy have integrated responses to 

the initial disaster with the rebuilding and development of the affected 

communities.    Despite the effort needed to establish the Consortium’s own 

organisation it has remained open to working with other SOLIDAR partners and 

to strengthening links with other NGOs that compliment or support its own 

activities.  It has also taken an inclusive view of the local communities in which it 

works allied with specific mechanisms for consultation and involvement in 

decision making.  

 

A key question for NGOs, raised in the TEC report, is the balance between 

organisational self-interest, image and funding.  This is, in one sense, the worm 

at the heart of the NGO system.  Whilst on the one hand the central ethos of 

NGOs is based on altruism their financial survival has been increasingly based 

on keeping their funding market happy and being successful in the competition 

for funds.   As in the commercial sector a need to keep the market happy can 

easily lead organisations to short termism and own brand promotion.  There is 

always a worry, and NGOs are no exception, that close cooperation with others 

will lead to loss of identity and ownership of output.  The experience of the 

SOLIDAR consortium shows that there is another way.  Individual organisations 

have both kept their own identity but enhanced it through the spin off from 

synergy with other organisations. Their funders have seen broader programmes 

and more impact for their donations than would otherwise have been the case.   

 

The scale and rapidity of the tsunami disaster as well as the organizational and 

financial response of the global community were clearly exceptional.    That the 

consortium was able to take advantage of this without some of the negative 

consequences highlighted in the TEC report was related to specific personal 

attributes and a shared history amongst the representatives on the ground in Sri 

Lanka but more importantly to the centrally led development of a culture and 



practice of cooperation between SOLIDAR member organisations. This points to 

the importance of a belief in the benefits for the individual organisations as well 

as for the receiving communities of a shared approach.  However such a belief 

does not come easily and requires an investment over time in the inculcation of 

these values and the development of organisational competencies and 

mechanisms to deliver them. 

 

Almost two years on the consortium is still in existence, carrying out and 

expanding, in conjunction with local authorities and communities and other 

international organisations, a broad programme of work on rehabilitation and 

economic and social development.  Much of its work has been in or contiguous to 

the conflict zones.  Since the resurgence of conflict in the summer of 2006 it has 

become lead implementing partner for UN agencies providing relief in the North.  

It appears to have avoided many of the problems that the TEC report highlights 

and to reflect many elements of good practice advocated in that report.  To a 

great degree the success of the consortium relies on good faith and trust 

between organisations and individuals - serious personnel conflicts or a change 

of key partners could undermine the whole arrangement.   But in this it is no 

different from other organisations.  In the broader world of commercial 

organisations and markets it is being increasingly understood that relationships 

based on contract are not sufficient and that the most successful and effective 

organisations are those that establish, and maintain, high trust relations internally 

as well as with their customers and clients.   

 

The criticism that the activities of many well meaning NGOs have generated not 

only in some parts of post tsunami Sri Lankan society but also more broadly in 

the international development community suggests that they need to search for 

new models of working.  The SOLIDAR experience in Sri Lanka might well 

provide one such model.  



  

ANNEX 1 
Phases and Projects 

PHASE 1; Emergency PHASE 2; Transitional PHASE 3: Reconstruction* 

 
NE Sri Lanka, The Vanni 
Assistance in the recovery of bodies  

Casualty evacuation 

Hospital/ medical support 

Transportation of people to welfare 

centres  

Provision of food & medicines to welfare 

centres 

Staff support for welfare centres including 

170 deminers 

Drinking water delivery ( using 

Solidar/NPA water bowsers) 

Procurement and delivery of NFRI to 

welfare centres (200 truck loads) 

Medicines distributed direct to hospitals 

Vehicles lent to other NGOs/medic teams 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Elsewhere in Sri Lanka: 

Transported of 80 medical professionals  

Delivery of food items to the south 

Vehicle support to other NGO's (e.g. 

Oxfam)  

Deminers sent as relief workers to 

Ampara, Trincomalee & Batticaloa 

 
NE Sri Lanka, The Vanni 
Mines/UXO removed from 34 transit 

camps (6 million m2) 

265 Semi permanent shelters  

45 Latrine units of 5 toilets 

45 menstruation blocks 

4 pre-schools 

5 community centres 

Kitchens, fences, interior roads & 

walkways. 

Electricity provided in 38 camps  (114 

generators & 250km of wiring).  

Electrical maintenance program 

16000 suitcases being distributed to 

IDP population 

Cash for work – roads CARE/FCS 

Administration of boat repair yard  

Nutrition Project – home gardens in 

transit camps 

10 boats, engines & nets 
Tsunami Education Project (TEP) 

 
 
Elsewhere in Sri Lanka: 
8500wells cleaned (Galle, Matara) 

 

 

 

 
NE Sri Lanka, The Vanni 
1125 Permanent Houses  

1125 Individual Toilets 

Site clearance of 6 sites 

Electrical installation in 1125 houses and 

community buildings 

3 School/Pre-school 

2 Rural Women Society Centres 

2 Community Hall 

3 Children Park 

5 Fisherman safety rooms 

2 Markets and shopping complex 

Gender projects – English classes 

Nutritional security programme 

PWD support centre Kilinochchi 

Demining in support of Phase III 

reconstruction (26 sites) 

Fishing net support for the Coastal 

Campaign programme (11,000 nets 

distributed) 
Tsunami Education Project (TEP) 

reaching 80,000 people 

 
Elsewhere in Sri Lanka: 
Rehabilitation of livelihoods and 

restoration of ecosystems - South 

Peace & Justice Programme (PJP) - East 

ACCESS Youth Project – South 

Community-based Quick Impact Projects 

(QiPs) – 10 districts 

Community Rehabilitation and 

Empowerment - North 

• Some projects have been temporarily suspended due to the prevailing security situation however additional 
relief activities have been introduced to support new IDPs (since August 2006). ‘Emergency’ projects include 
the distribution of non food-related items (NFRI), latrine and temporary shelter construction, hygiene information 
dissemination, IDP data collection and advice centres. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



ANNEX 2 

Projects by Self-sufficiency dimensions in the Vanni* 

 
 
PERMANENT SHELTER AND 
VILLAGE CONSTRUCTION 

 
PHYSICAL AND MENTAL 
HEALTH 

 
INCOME GENERATION 

 
COMMUNITY BUILDING 

 
Construction of 6 villages & 
1125 houses 
Electricity installation 
Wells & toilets 
Roads 
Fisherman’s buildings 
Markets/shops 
Community centres 
Pre schools 
Greenbelt project 
 
 

 
Purify drinking water supply 
– well cleans 
Education to support 
psycho-social counseling – 
(TEP) and hygiene (HIP) 
Home gardens in transit 
camps to improve nutrition 
and mental health 
Support for the 
rehabilitation of the disabled 
Clearance of UXO & 
landmines from 
communities  
 
 

 
Provision of new engines 
and boats 
Nets to support Coastal 
Campaign programme 
Cash for work projects (e.g. 
roads) 
Assisted management of 
boat repair yard 
Women’s income projects 
home – industries: 
Nursery Management 
MSME Development 
Microfinance 

 
Partnership with Village 
Development Forums 
(VDF) in 6 villages  
Strengthening the CBO’s 
through construction of 
facilities (e.g. Women 
Society/Fisherman) 
Further projects to be 
identified after community 
mobilization and 
assessments  
 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 


