16 January 2005

Indian Ocean tsunami - the plight of fisherfolks, farmers and tribal people

Dear colleagues and friends,

In this Clearinghouse, we are trying to tell the tsunami story from the perspective of small-scale fisherfolks, farmers and tribal people, many of whom have not only suffered from the recent natural disaster but also from ‘Costa Disasta’ effects  (destructive coastal tourism development) long before the killer waves hit. Even worse, tsunami survivors in Sri Lanka and Thailand have now to defend their rights to land and livelihood as big investors rush to grab tsunami-affected areas in order to build new hotels and other tourism complexes. 

Some tourism promoters have suggested that jobless fishermen should be trained to work in hotels and other tourist facilities. But small-scale fisherfolks in Thailand have their own ideas on how to build a socially and environmentally sustainable future.  

Yours truly,

Anita Pleumarom 

Tourism Investigation & Monitoring Team (tim-team)
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ON THE ANDAMAN ISLANDS, LIFE AND GEOGRAPHY ARE REWRITTEN BY THE TSUNAMI (shortened version)  

By Neelesh Misra

PORT BLAIR, India – Someday, perhaps, he'll be able to rebuild his house, and take his family back to the island that they fled. Maybe one day he'll again have a coconut grove set along the shimmering blue waters of the Andaman Sea. 

But everything changed for Lucas Robert when the tsunami swept through the Andaman and Nicobar islands on Dec. 26, destroying his home, his farm, his village. 

As nearly everything changed for the islands themselves. 

Land, sea, people, farmland, trees, fish, birds and coral reefs – everything will be different in some measure across the island chain, probably for generations. 

According to the official count, the disaster left at least 1,492 islanders dead, 5,542 missing and some 55,000 others displaced. It wiped out scores of villages, altered the geography of entire islands, and created mountains of debris that could choke mangrove forests and destroy coral reefs. 

Every change ripples across the Andamans, magnifying the tsunami's effect as it spreads through the isolated, heavily forested islands and their far-flung tribal villages. 

Witness the changes to Robert's world: The tsunami washed in saltwater that devastated the soil that the coconut trees depended on – trees that have been a central part of life for the indigenous people here for generations. 

"God has given us very many things, but he has taken away a lot of them with this tsunami," Robert said, speaking on a humid evening in the relief camp where he now lives in Port Blair, the archipelago's only city. Behind him, a long line of homeless people waited in line for their meals, steel plates in hand. "He has taken away a lot of the land from our islands, so many coconut farms that were our bread and butter, and so many wells that we relied on for water." 

Now, he fears, tribespeople will be further displaced. They have become far outnumbered in recent years by the arrival of tens of thousands of mainland Indians, who now dominate the islands' businesses and government. 

"The question will arise," Robert said, "who owns the island, them or us?" 

It is not the only question on this archipelago of 500-plus islands, a place of picturesque beaches, dense forests and clear blue waters spread across 3,200 square miles. More than 87 percent of the land is forested; the rest is home to 360,000 people. 

In these islands of famously relaxed people, survivors huddle in relief camps, leaving only to sift through the rubble of flattened villages. Little remains of the tribespeople's thatch huts or wood-and-cement homes, or the concrete homes of the newcomers. They poke through water-warped school textbooks, broken chairs and mud-caked television sets, or watch as sniffer dogs lead police to the next body. 

Since the tsunami, locals say, the water has risen substantially. On Thursday, seawater lapped over the main roads in Port Blair, once 50 meters inland, washing over a fishermen's enclave as dozens of fishermen watched nervously. The jetties where they once tied their boats are gone. So are their small motorized boats, where many slept after a long haul at sea. 

The Andamans – a treasure house of biodiversity, with hundreds of varieties of birds and trees, endangered turtles and coral reefs – are far from the world's major tourist trails. The main work here remains fishing and farming, but fishermen have lost thousands of boats and nets, and farmers have lost thousands of acres of rice and other crops inundated by salt water. 

That flooding will rewrite life here. 

"The change in salinity levels could change the composition of forests and affect agriculture, which will change the profile of fauna in the area. Some bird and fish species might die out, others might come in," said Samir Acharya, the head of the Society for Andaman and Nicobar Ecology. "Wherever coral reefs are damaged, or freshwater ponds made saline or the land has emerged higher, it will affect fish, crabs and other marine resources on which Nicobarese diets are heavily dependent." 

Just how much reef damage has been done remains to be seen. Scientists have yet to begin a serious assessment, and fishermen have been unable to return yet to the seas. But some reefs were definitely destroyed, and others now rise out of the water, where they will die in the open air. The fishermen, keen observers of the reefs, are deeply worried. 

"If the coral reef dies, there will be no balance left in the sea," said Jan Mohammad, a 34-year-old fisherman sitting in front of a closed tea shop. "The sea also has a system of living, like us." 

He describes a naturally balanced underwater ecosystem: tiny worms living in the reef eat bacteria. Small fish eat the worms, who are in turn eaten by the larger fish – the groupers, barracuda, snappers and sardines. 

Then there are the people. 

While most of the islands' tiny tribes, some with fewer than 100 people, managed to escape the tsunami's fury, it was different for the Nicobarese, the archipelago's largest, with some 30,000 members. Many of their villages were destroyed, and their dwindling numbers further crushed. On Car Nicobar, the island where most Nicobarese live, 12 of their 15 villages were flattened. 

Most transplanted mainland Indians live on higher ground, where they largely escaped the tsunami's power. The tribespeople lived mostly on the coast, and now many live in distant relief camps. 

Some may never return. 

"The demographic balance between tribals and non-tribals will change further, in favor of non-tribals," Acharya said. 

---------------------

http://news.independent.co.uk/world/asia/story.jsp?story=600660
The Independent, 14 January 2005

WE WILL NOT MOVE, SAY BEACHFRONT PEOPLE OF A LOST PARADISE

By Tom Parker in Hambantota, Sri Lanka

The midday sun is beating down on Kapuganage Pedase as he shifts the remains of his house into a pile of rubble by the road. For all of the former labourer's 55 years, he has lived on this plot. A stone's throw from the makeshift tent where his family now live, the surf washes lazily on to the beach.

"I am going to stay here, whatever it takes," he says. "We'll fight to the bitter end. My father and grandfather worked hard to buy this land".

Mr Pedase and his family are among the 500,000 Sri Lankans who are being told to abandon their ruined homes and move inland. This week, the government announced that attempts to rebuild homes within 200 metres of the shoreline would be deemed illegal.

As you travel south from Colombo to Hambantota nearly 200 miles away, the scene seems similar. Families - those "lucky enough" to survive the tsunamis - sit among the rubble day after day. They fear the authorities will take their land if they move.

A government spokesman told The Independent that its plan to relocate communities to new settlements was a necessary precaution because of the threat of another tsunami.

Mr Pedase says: "Even though people are in shock, we don't believe there's any danger of another wave coming. This land is worth a lot of money, about £20,000. I think the government is going to sell it on to foreign hotel developers."

The growing popularity of this area has meant land prices have quadrupled in the past two years. The south-east coast alone attracted more than 500,000 tourists last year. Before the tsunami, tourism was among the country's biggest sources of foreign income.

One of Sri Lanka's most-visited beaches is Mirissa, a mile-long stretch of golden sand with a fringe of coconut palms. For the guesthouse owners here, the consequences of the policy could be devastating.

Harasha Baduge, 26, who runs the Water Creatures bungalows on the beachfront, says: "If we're not allowed to rebuild our guesthouses on the beach, tourists won't come. Within one year we could get this place up and running again, but we're scared to start rebuilding in case we have to move."

The exact details of the policy are unclear. Unofficial documents seen by The Independent, suggest there will be one rule for the poor coastal communities and another for the wealthy hotel chains. They state that hotels will be considered on a "case by case" basis. Mr Baduge believes the larger hotels on the beach will be able to stay. "It's people from the local area who have always run the smaller places", he says. "The authorities are giving themselves the chance to clear the coast of what the government sees as unsightly developments."

A short stroll up the sands, the Paradise Beach Hotel stands, or rather, lies. Only a few of the 20 bungalows remain. Here, tourists paid £40 a night, often as part of a package holiday. Most smaller hotels charge only £4 and attract backpackers. The owner, Ananda Jayadewa, says: "We really haven't been told anything; it's the uncertainty which is the problem. But because of our size, we're hopeful. I think in some ways this could be a good thing, because many of the buildings on the beach are here illegally."

Nearly 70 per cent of buildings on the south coast were put up illegally, government figures show. These people are technically squatters on state land.

Official discouragement has started. Sampath Malavaratne, from the Matara planning division, said the government was starting to cut the electricity, telephone and water supplies inside the designated 200m zone. But for some groups access to the coast is essential to their livelihood. Before the tsunami, fishing provided most of the jobs in the south.

In the Matara region, more than 20,000 families rely on the sea for their livelihood.

In the village of Totomuna, groups of fishermen stand amid mounds of bricks and debris. It looks as though the tsunamis hit yesterday. More than 200 people died here when the waves struck and the survivors are not optimistic.

Tukshana Virasuriya, 33, who lost his nine-month-old daughter, Sajita, in the disaster, says: "It was bad enough losing our families and our boats, but now we've been hit with this. We have to live by the sea; we run our businesses from our homes." He does not believe new homes will be provided for them. For him and his family, the refugee camp at the local school could be their home for the next year.

President Chandrika Bandaranayake has promised a special reconstruction programme for fisherman. But the details have yet to be released.

"The government has done nothing for us in the past, and I don't have much faith in them now," another fisherman, Indica Fonsecka, says. "Moving us inland will destroy the communities here. This is our home. We don't want to go."

------------------------------

http://www.bangkokpost.com/Perspective/16Jan2005_pers01.php
Bangkok Post: 16-01-2005

LURE OF THE SEA IS STILL STRONG – SMALL-SCALE FISHERMEN WILL CONTINUE THEIR TRADTIONAL WAY OF LIFE (shortened version)

By SUPARA JANCHITFAH

Bamroong Kawnsri stood by the wreckage of his house at Ban Nam Khem, in Takua Pa district of Phangnga province. His calm expression did not reveal the sadness and stress that he must have felt in losing loved ones, his house, all his property and a large amount of cash.

"I am luckier than others, none of my immediate family members died. But I lost seven relatives," he added, while looking at the machines that were clearing away what was left of his home.

"We have to start from zero again." murmured Bamroong. He first came to Ban Nam Khem from Pak Panang district of Nakorn Si Thammarat about 20 years ago to purchase and sell lead. When the mines were shut down, he turned to the sea since he had fished since childhood. His skill in handling his small boat saved him from a watery grave on December 26.

"I was in the sea when the tidal waves hit the shore," Bamroong said. When he saw the giant waves bearing down on his small craft, he turned its head toward them, and kept turning to face the constantly shifting assault as the direction of the waves changed again and again.

Bamroong estimated that when it was all over the small engine powering the 11 metre by 1.85 metre boat had carried him some three to five kilometres away from the shore.

The Traditional Fisherman Federation and its ally groups in the South of Thailand are in the process of conducting a survey of the damage to traditional fishing communities located on the coastlines of Ranong, Phangnga, Phuket, Krabi, Satun and Trang provinces. The preliminarily survey of 186 villages in 19 districts, out of a total of 418 villages in 27 districts which have a significant traditional fishing population, found that more than 272 people were killed and a thousand houses dismantled by the tidal waves. More than 2,477 fishing boats are no longer seaworthy, some 15,534 floating fish baskets were destroyed and about 37,387 fishing tools were swept away. Many canals that connected to the sea in these areas were destroyed and filled with sediment. However this survey does not yet include the two communities which were most damaged from the giant waves, Nam Khem and Khao Lak in Phangnga, where the number of dead is still unclear.

Some fishing villages, like Tha Klang village in Kam Poun sub-district in Suk Samran district in Ranong province, were spared the full force of the giant waves. Said 72-year-old fisherman Armed Changhear: "This is because the mangrove forest in front of our village kept us from a direct hit.". About 60 fishing boats with their gear were destroyed, but no houses.

Many who were out on the sea were spared also, but it depended on where they were. "My boat was less than one kilometre away from the shore when three of us in the boat were spun under the water. We were lucky that we could hold on to pine trees in the water and manage to climb up to the treetop. They saved our lives," said Rompon Ananthakarn of Ban Tha Klang.

Many other fishing villages which were not stricken by the waves themselves have felt indirect impacts. Fishermen at Ao Makham village, Takua Thung district of Phangnga, which is located inside Phangnga bay, complain that the loss of their fishing tools and floating fish baskets was not recognised by any state agencies. "Moreover we cannot sell our catches," said Wanchai Boonmark.

He said three days after the tsunami, many fishermen whose boats are still in good condition went fishing as usual. They got a lot shrimp and fish, but there was no market for them. "The price of shrimp, usually 250 baht or more a kilo, was reduced to 105 baht and still nobody wants to buy it," said Wanchai.

There was no demand because some places such as Hong Kong banned marine products from Southeast Asia after the tsunami, fearing contamination. Many of Wanchai's neighbours have stopped fishing for the time being, and would like help in clearing up misconceptions about contamination.

Besides the loss of income from fishing and tourism, farming in the coastal areas of the affected provinces is likely to suffer also. Mohamad Wichit, a fisherman from Ban Thala Nok, Suk Samran district of Ranong expressed his concern that the farmland must be saline from the waves which brought seawater as far as two kilometres inland. "We used to grow vegetables in this area, but I am not sure that we can do it now," said Mohamad while pointing to an empty field.

This is our place

Like many traditional fishermen in Nam Khem community, Bamroong had heard of tsunamis before, but had never felt their tremendous power. He recalled the time when he and many other fishermen vacated the Nam Khem community to go to the Khao Sok Mountain area in Surat Thani after hearing about a possible tsunami.

"One day in 1998, we were watching a television programme in which Mr Smith (Thammasarote) warned that there might be a tsunami in our area. We were afraid and moved most of our family members to Khao Sok," said Bamroong. When there was no tidal wave six days after their migration, all came back to Nam Khem and their normal lives. This time the tsunami was all too real, and it came without warning.

"At first I couldn't imagine that it had really happened. If we only had gotten some warning so many would not have perished," said the fisherman.

Bamroong said giant waves had swept away many big and small fishing boats, fishing tools as well as floating baskets in which they raise their fish in the sea. Pa island, a small island located in the coastal waters in front of Nam Khem community, is also gone. Trees, top soil and rock were swept away and it now lies beneath the surface of the sea.

Most of the small-scale fishermen in Phangnga province share Bamroong's resolve to return to their respective communities and resume making their living from the sea, even though now the area might be perceived as a burial ground for the thousands of tsunami victims. But they face many practical difficulties, not always directly related to the tsunami.

"This is our place. I don't think that I can do any other job but fishing. It gives me freedom and dignity. If we can get help rebuilding our houses and fishing boats and buying new gear, we will start again," said Pornchai Kawnthong, another local fisherman of Ban Nam Khem.

He said his average earnings are 200 to 300 baht a day net, which is enough to feed his family. "I love fishing and want to remain in Nam Khem," said the 27-year- old fisherman. But Pornchai needs a new fishing boat. His old boat was damaged beyond salvation.

In Nai Rai village in Phangnga, Thai Muang district, the sentiments are the same, even though 107 houses and a large number of vessels and gear were taken by the tsunami. Yet many villagers are uncertain about their future and their rights to stay on their land.

"Many of us have land documents on the land we once lived on, but some were staying on land that was issued documents for business people in town," said Kaream Leebamroong, a local fisherman of Ban Nai Rai.

The plight of the sea gypsies 

All throughout the seaside communities pounded by the tsunami, most people want to go back to the place where they call home, including the sea gypsies, or Moken, from Surin island . In the first week after the tsunami hit the southern provinces, they were rescued from the island to stay at the temporary shelter at Wat Pa San in Khura Buri district of Phangnga. Although the temple provided a lot of food and clothes for them, they didn't feel it was the place for them. Fortunately, the second week after the disaster they were sent home.

Only one Moken, or "Thai Mai" as they have been named by the late Queen Mother, from Surin island, a disabled man, died in the incident. It has been said that this is because of their knowledge of how to live with the sea. However, Moken on other islands were not spared from the deadly waves. Nine died on Phra Thong island in Khura Buri, and five people died and ten are still missing from Phi Phi island. The Moken believe, as do many environmentalists, that the destruction of natural resources like trees and misuse of the land along the coastal waters cast to the worst destruction caused by the tsunami

Apart from what would be their lore to survive, the location of the groups when the tsunami hit their respective islands was also crucial.

"If we had stayed in our village at the back side of the island we would have been safe," said Kulaya Lekvuth, a Moken from Phra Thong island. "We were busy clearing up the land for a resort owner at the beach front side of the island when the giant waves hit," added Kulaya. The resort, which faced the open Andaman sea, was also washed away.

Kulaya and many locals say they now realise that nature had provided the means for people to survive the tsunami, but in many cases it had been destroyed. "People could survive if they could climb up a tree or at least have some trees to hold onto," said Kui Saengngor, a local of Ban Thung Dab on Phra Thong island. "If there were enough trees we would have all been safe," added Kui. "It's our fault too that we accepted the job of clearing the land," added 40 year-old Kulaya.

Many locals at Thung Dab village have also expressed their desire to return to the island, but the seawater brought by the tsunami contaminated their water sources. "We can't go back to our island now because we have no fresh water," said Kui.

However some groups do not want to return to the same place on Phra Thong island. "Too many people have died on the island," said a local from Ban Pak Jok, which was virtually washed away by the giant waves. There were 34 people killed, and 85 houses, one school, one public health station, libraries and many other public buildings swept away by the tidal waves.

Traditionally, sea gypsies see it as time to move on when too many people die at a place where they stay, explained Kulaya.

Kulaya is luckier than most Thai Mai on Surin island, as she has already obtained Thai citizenship. For the majority who have not, it is quite hard for them to obtain any assistance or compensation.

Kulaya expressed concern over the destruction of nature and the deaths of the Moken who did not engage in fishing. "Those who died are those who worked for the five resorts on Phra Thong island. If we didn't clear off the land, if the forest remained, if we remained fishing, no one would have died by the waves," she lamented.

The tourist mecca of Phuket also accommodates many Thai Mai _ both Uraklawoi and Moken _ sea gypsies at the very end of the island, at Rawai beach. Many are involved in the tourist business, providing sea ferries to different islands around the Andaman Sea. But there, as elsewhere, they rely mainly on fishing. None of them died in the waves, but 53 of their fishing boats are in need of heavy repair, and four were totally destroyed.

Many Uraklawoi say they only want the government to help in repairing their fishing boats. As for the sea gypsies on Surin island who have no citizenship, most are very humble. They ask only for the things that they cannot find to restart their lives on the sea. "All we need are rice, hammers and nails," said Maepo, who lost her husband on the island. She received 200 baht and some clothes while staying at Wat Pa San.

http://www.bangkokpost.com/Perspective/16Jan2005_pers09.php
GETTING BACK ON A NATURAL PATH

By SUPARA JANCHITFAH (2nd  part)

Many elderly fishermen in the South see the tsunami as a warning sign. "We have been exploiting nature at too aggressive a rate," said Halon Changlek, a local fisherman from Yao island in Phangnga. "Man cannot conquer nature, this is the rule," he added.

In the past, no fishing communities were set up right by the sea. Around the Kamala beach area, for example, the beach was left free of development. Farther inland were rice fields, then the residential areas.

But when the "tourist era" opened up, the beachfront was viewed as the best location to build five and six star hotels. Many local fishermen were pushed away from the coastline, but they too have in recent years advanced on the ocean at a rate that their ancestors would never have dreamed of.

"It's time for us to revise and do some soul-searching," said Halon. "Should we continue exploiting nature at an unfriendly rate, nature will again recall it from us."

Local fishermen in Phangnga pointed out that their ancestors never used the seashore around Khao Lak because the slope of the beach is very steep and not suitable for use as a staging area for fishing operations or for setting up a community.

"It was only a few years ago that many business operators began seriously developing the now-famous tourist attraction (Khao Lak )," said Halon.

Along with the relief efforts in the past weeks there has been a lot of talk about rehabilitating the affected areas. However, many locals and academics have expressed their concern over the government's tentative plans to rehabilitate the environment.

"Nature should be allowed to heal itself," said Dr Bancha Pongpanich, coordinator of the Pattana Chumchon Pen Suk project (Happy Community Development Project).

He said that the rehabilitation plans of the Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment have mainly focused on revitalising the affected area to serve the purposes of the tourist industry without consideration for the balance of the nature.

He suggests that the Ministry should focus more on restoring nipa plam forest, mangrove forest and the peat swamp on the coastline. "This will help in the recuperation of nature and return fertility to the area," he added.

Southeast Asia River International Network (SEARIN) director Chainarong Setthachua, said that local people should be given a chance to participate in restoration projects. "Recovery is possible if the government involves all sectors of society in voicing their concerns and lending their hands," said Chainarong.

He said that the government should pay more attention to the small scale fishermen in the area, and not only the hotels and resorts.

He said that in the course of his recent studies on the traditional fishermen he had found that they encounter many problems because of the deterioration of the environment due to development. Mangrove forests are being invaded by shrimp farmers. Trees are cut down for commercial use. "This has led to misery and the death of many people," he added.

Natural resources in the sea such as sea grasses and coral reefs are being destroyed by commercial trawlers, resulting in the loss of traditional fishing jobs. Many locals have turned to the tourist business for income, and many of them died because they were trapped inside hotels and resorts.

Chainarong said the locals from different groups knew best where to situate their communities. Groups such as Moken traditionally locate their communities at the end of the island which is not facing directly out upon the open sea.

Let victims participate

In the aftermath of the tsunami, a great many small-scale fishermen need housing, fishing boats, new fishing tools and funds to recommence their lives and make a living for their families. Many locals express their gratitude for all the donations that are pouring in, but at the same time feel guilty to be on the receiving end. "If I can earn my own living, I don't want charity," said Yunif Khunart of Ban Tha Klang, Suk Samran district in Ranong.

Four Regions Slum Networks director Chamnong Jitnirun, who is now dedicating his voluntary organisation to work on housing and temporary shelters in Nam Khem and elsewhere, said that although many tsunami victims are now penniless, they have dignity. Thus any assistance to them should be given while allowing them a role in making decisions on matters that directly affect them.

Chamnong, together with a group of villagers, has proposed to Deputy Prime Minister Chaturon Chaisaeng that the victims should have the right to choose the community they want to stay in. "The government should not stipulate where they should stay or how to build their houses," said Chamnong.

"If the Moken groups don't want to stay at the same place because they now feel that it is inauspicious, the government should allow them to move the location a little. They should also be allowed to stay with their own groups," he said, adding that social relations, kinship and traditions of the people who would be staying together are the crucial factors in shaping new and peaceful communities.

"Don't push them to stay at a place that they do not want. Most people decide where to stay by pondering how they can earn their living and whether community members share their social values," he explained.

A study by Chamnong and his allied organisations revealed that many locals stay in national park areas, while others have their own land. Many resorts and hotels are on land bought from locals, as well as rented from national parks.

Pakpum Vithantirawat of the Sustainable Development Foundation in Trang said, "Most fishermen have neither savings nor land, so they must go out to fish. Many feel bad to be accepting donations. They want to be able to earn their own living so that they don't have to rely on donations for too long. Their urgent needs are building new boats, repairing less damaged ones or purchasing new gear." 

Chamnong said his and allied organisations try to help people to help themselves in the long run, by strengthening community organisations as well as proposing policies to heal and rehabilitate both humans and the natural environment.

"It's time for us to revise the relationship between man and man, and man and nature. We should learn from past mistakes. Over-exploiting nature for economic growth isn't the path for sustainable development," he added.

--------------------------------

NOTE: The articles introduced in this Clearinghouse do not necessarily represent the views of the Tourism Investigation & Monitoring Team (tim-team).

