After Tsunami

Social process in the reconstruction phase

In the Nicobar Islands

A severe earthquake measuring 8.9 Richter scale the morning of the 26th December 2004 has affected the Nicobar Islands which have been the most by the tsunami. Seven of the nine islands in Central Nicobar have been affected, accounting for the displacement of several thousand people. One island called Trinket has been completely evacuated.

After the phase of the emergency response (which concerns the management of migration, sanitation, psycho social aspect, material in terms of infrastructures, houses, shelters, food, etc), and the second phase on the relief rehabilitation, the present phase consists of the reconstruction of damaged areas.

The reconstruction of the Nicobar Islands is a specific case which must be handled with great care due to its sensitive ecology, unique culture and are geographical distance. 
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Location map                      Impact of the tsunami
In the process of reconstruction in the Nicobar Islands, it is vital to take into account the natural and the human aspects. Indeed, habitats are built to cater to a specific environment, and are built by and for human use. The process of reconstruction needs to include two main complex and interrelated components: the population and the environment in the process of the eco reconstruction and the self rehabilitation.

Generally, it is noticed that natural disasters are a matter of economy and policy. They are a lucrative business considering donor agencies, building industries, and all the other usual players. It is a matter of timing, money, partners, priorities, etc. It is to be noted that building industries are the largest consumer of resources (in terms of materials, energy and capital); solutions are very often precipitated, imminent and at a massive scale.

Finally the process of so-called modernizing our principle approach in the reconstruction aspect invariably sidelines the primary concern of the affected people and cause needless misery, something that can be easily avoided. 

It is important to have a good comprehension of the site in terms of environment, lifestyle, etc to build new appropriate dwellings. Local people know very well their environment and use available and local resources. They build their houses with a specific design, form, materials, location which respond to natural forces existing in the specific area (e.g. storm, rain, wind, etc).

Even if the reconstruction process tries to consider many of the environmental aspects by using natural material, integrating the development in the natural landscape, etc (either because of increased awareness, the need to be politically correct or simply because it is more fashionable to do so), the social process is very often disregarded, considered like an useless aspect or too difficult to manage. That is why, houses built are not appropriate for lifestyle and demands of the local communities, who rightly so, refuse to live in them. 

An ideal house is a house built in relation to specific needs. 

· A tribal population using the natural and local resource 

Of the 24 islands, only 13 are inhabited and have several villages, and three different groups of population inhabit these islands.
The most important group of people, by number, living in the Nicobar Island are the Nicobari. 
The others are a small group of indigenous tribal called the Shompen and non-indigenous settlers. The Shompen are a nomadic community of mongoloid origin living in the dense interiors of Great Nicobar of fishing, hunting, gathering fruit and roots. The second group is a community of ex-servicemen, Sri Lankan repatriates and private traders from mainland India.

Many parts are uninhabited because of the difficulty in accessing the islands (restricted areas and existence of turbulent stretch of ocean). Moreover, a vast forest cover limits the population and activities. The entire Nicobar islands have been declared as a tribal reserve. It is the most ecologically fragile environments in the world today. Any intervention needs to acknowledge this fact and proceed accordingly.
They live mainly with the local resources which were damaged by the tsunami such as forests present a rich agro biodiversity in terms of material for houses, food, medicinal plants, etc; the coral reef is also used for the daily life. It is also important to take into account of the cultural aspect present in the daily lifestyle (e.g. spirits, cosmologies which intervene in the construction of canoe).

The family system is based on shared resources and human power and household. 

People are living in extended family units and not the nuclear family units.

The tuhet is an important aspect of the social organization of the Nicobari.  It consists of maximal lineage members identified specifically under a particular name; provide a very important social identity for the Nicobari from Car Nicobar.

The culture of the community may affect the choice of interventions. 

The basis of the economic and social organization has a material basis.

· The vicious cycle of the reconstruction

With the tsunami, the environment of the Nicobar Islands is devastated. The vegetation was shattered and timber which is used for reconstruction of houses was affected, and the government asked to fell more trees (for reconstruction phase), the fauna and flora are affected and the eco system channel is disturbed. The local population is living with the local resource and is dependant of the natural environment. That is why this disaster has a negative impact on species and so on the local life.

The post trauma after tsunami to manage in the process of reconstruction
After Tsunami it is necessary to consider the trauma which affected local people. Several months later and after different steps, many different reactions can be noticed: tension, anxiety, confusion, agitation, restlessness, sadness, hyper alert, weeping, worried, isolated behaviour…  

That is why in the process of reconstruction, which needs to include the local participation, these feelings must be managed and we need to try to restore the social fabric. 

The fact that some outsiders (builders, engineers, etc) are coming on their destroyed areas and propose a prototype of house can shock them, create more tension, they can be more timid… and communication becomes more difficult. 

How to provide secured feeling to the community? The best way is to integrate communities in the process of reconstruction, like that they have the feeling that they participate actively to the reconstruction of their new life, and they can contribute to do it.
The concept of self rehabilitation 

With the tsunami, local population has lost their houses, materials aspects and members of their family; but not their way of life and customs. 

New houses need to be built on the similar type and plans of their traditional houses and above all not inferiors at they had before. They need to be adapted to daily needs and specific life style.

People are resident on their area and have capacity to spring back by themselves, even if the presence of foreigners and outsiders can be useful only if they act as a catalyst to that process and not take over the change. 

For housing process technical inputs and guidelines are necessary to the people as they build back their own settlements 

Local population knows what their requirements are and how they would use the houses; they know how work or not on this specific area and for their specific and unique life, because they need flexibility.

Strategy to adopt: top down approach or bottom up contribution?
A combination of both seems to be the most appropriate. 

In the first case, the whole power is in possession of government, monopoly, etc which can decide a programme of reconstruction without doing detailed survey enough on the site, because time, skilled persons, etc miss. The consequence is constructions are not adapted.

The second one in appearance is a good idea because local population is the first actor who can say what is wrong or right for his life. But the main problem is the fact that they can have difficulties in terms of management, planning, etc. Moreover, the local administration can suffer of the lack of personnel, logistic, etc to respond to the local needs, they can have also problems to manage human settlements rehabilitation or the reconstruction programme, etc.

Besides, communities have lost all their possessions and are psychologically confused. 

They need to be managed and guided in the process of reconstruction but they are in possession of the know-how that is important.

The local participation is vital in so far as it allows to be sure that new houses respond to their needs, they know what is the more appropriate in relation to the material to use, technology, location…

It is important to be efficient in the process of reconstruction, avoid spending too much time and a lot of money for bad or lukewarm results.  It is necessary to avoid building houses which won’t be used by local people. That is why a combination between a top down approach and bottom up approach is a good compromise.

The planning development can be developed by a top down approach, planned and implemented in cooperation with the community concerned.

Before that it is necessary to have information of the existing situation about a socio economic profile (household, living situation, perceptions, number of children, relations…). The best help is to meet local priorities reconstruction needs.





Objectives:

· Manage a disaster toward a development

· Offer incentives for the affected people to become keys actors and players in their own revival activities, it reduce cost, skilled manpower, materials and techniques present on the site

· An appropriate “disaster- resistant construction technology” which is eco friendly, easily replicable, user of available resource in terms of material and manpower, cost optimized, durable, requiring  less maintenance 


The safety of the structures is critically dependent on the quality of workmanship
Educate communities about disaster and management measures 

· Combine top down approach and bottom up approach

Catalyze a sustainable building movement in the community

· Revitalizing economic activities

· Revitalize natural resources

The eco system was perturbed by the tsunami (the coral reef and forests were damaged). People being dependant of the natural resource can see their life changed. 

· To conserve the traditional structure and system 

· Integrate the psychosocial support, with rehabilitation and rebuilding efforts

· Development and improvement in respectful of heritage, art and culture

· For each community and each island, a specific solution is required

System: 

· Comprehension of the local life

· Study of the socio economic profile, the site and the environment

· Study of the existing building construction practices (materials, technology, location…)

· Develop common guidelines and principles for different actors 

· Identification of issues (what must be done or not)

· Mobilization of local resources and local people

· Effective and efficient participation

· Strategy of housing reconstruction (with a respect of the local culture, appropriateness and feasibility of specific interventions)
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