Tsunami Response: A Human Rights Assessment
KEY MESSAGES
1. New report shows that fundamental human rights of women, children and disadvantaged groups have been undermined in the wake of the tsunami.
2. Political will of governments and strong civil society actions can make a huge difference. A major effort is required to correct the wrongs that characterise the first year of tsunami response. 
3. The report contains practical recommendations, for example:

· Transitional shelters and permanent houses must adhere to minimum human rights standards, and governments and NGOs must immediately correct mistakes.

· Livelihood initiatives must focus on small fishing communities and non-fishing communities such as farmers and labourers (rather than promoting large scale trawler fishing at the expense of subsistence fishing families).
QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS

Your report is very critical of governments. What about NGOS? 

The report aims to increase knowledge and understanding of human rights standards among all those involved in tsunami response – governments, NGOs and community groups – but believe it is political will of governments that can make the big difference. 

It is governments who are the signatories to international human rights agreements. It is governments who ultimately have responsibility to ensure that human rights are protected, both through providing social services as well as regulating those involved in emergency response. Governments also control the lion’s share of relief and rehabilitation resources.  So it is right that our focus is here.

NGOs have been among the first to admit that, while there has been a great deal of good work there are also shortcomings, on standards of housing for example. NGOs such as the Disaster’s Emergency Committee (DEC) group of agencies in the UK are keen to learn from our mistakes to improve our response to this and other disasters.
As well as helping to meet immediate needs, NGOs have a crucial role in civil society ― raising issues of community participation and leadership in their own rehabilitation, supporting communities to develop accountability and transparency mechanisms and backing their actions to hold governments, and NGOs, to account.
Not only governments of affected countries but also the donors, often fail to keep community needs at the centre, instead earmarking funds for large scale construction projects and compensating loss of assets such as fishing trawlers. 
We hope that this report will help to put human rights firmly on the agenda to improve policy and practice of emergency response and reduce risk of future disasters.  

The report paints a bleak picture. Are you saying the tsunami response is a failure? 
When it comes to upholding human rights standards, sadly the answer is “yes”. There is ample evidence from this research, covering more than 50,000 people, that the dignity, the human rights of survivors have been neglected and abused in the wake of the tsunami. 

We must listen to the people. Do displaced people in the Maldives, dalits in India or agricultural labourers everywhere feel their dignity has been respected? That is why we must say that in terms of protecting human rights, the tsunami response has not been a success so far.  A massive effort is required to put that right. 
We must also recognise that a great deal has been achieved by communities, NGOs and governments responding to the tsunami: 
· In the immediate aftermath the speed and scale of the response meant lives were saved and much predicted epidemics averted. 
· We have seen how the resilience and confidence of survivors has grown when they are able to take charge of their lives and are involved in decisions that affect their future. 
· People are designing and building their own homes, developing new skills and getting back to work. 
· Communities organising, with the support of NGOs, have voiced their concerns and governments have responded (on the extent of the buffer zone in India for example and in addressing cases of discrimination in relief and compensation against 34 fisher women in Tamil Nadu). 
But these are pockets of success that we must build on. The overall picture is still far from rosy:
· Shoddy construction and lack of toilets and running water has resulted in disease and left people in inhuman conditions. 

· People displaced from their homes and land have been left with no means to earn a living. 
· Women, particularly widows and other single women have frequently been denied compensation, privacy and security. 
· And the response has thus far failed to grasp the opportunity to address deep-rooted inequalities based on race, sex, ethnicity and legal status. 

It is not too late for governments, NGOs and communities to put things right and protect and promote the human rights of tsunami survivors. The report, which provides practical recommendations for policy makers and practitioners, represents a firm step in that direction. 

What is the special message you are giving to the UN? / Why are you bringing this message to New York, shouldn’t you be spending time (and money) speaking with the governments of tsunami affected countries? 

We launching the report in the headquarters of the United Nations because all governments are represented in UN, not only tsunami affected governments but donors and governments of other countries. This report has recommendations for all those involved in disaster response, whether hurricane Katrina, the earthquake in Pakistan or food crisis in southern Africa. We are also engaged in advocacy work with governments at the local and national level.
We are also calling on the United Nations to play a more proactive role, particularly the UN High Commission for Human Rights, in monitoring compliance to human rights standards in tsunami response. 
If tsunami affected governments are not using money properly, should we stop giving aid?

The solution is not ‘no to aid’ but how can we best support disaster hit countries in making emergency aid effective. And how can we invest now to reduce the risk of disaster in the future. To be most effective, aid must be focused on the needs of the hardest hit and most vulnerable communities, and they must be involved in decisions that affect their lives such as design and location of housing.

Isn’t tsunami stealing money from other ‘silent’ disasters? We feel bad that other disasters not getting the assistance they are due and have been vocal on this. It not a question of tsunami having too much money but why others have too little? The answer lies in donors meeting their emergency pledges and delivering on long-overdue commitments to give 0.7% of GDP to development assistance. A larger percentage of these funds could also be earmarked for humanitarian assistance and basic social services such as health and education. 

Isn’t the real problem the unprecedented scale of the disaster and that the recovery effort will take time. 

We knew from the outset that tsunami recovery would be a long haul but that doesn’t remove the need to promote greater awareness of human rights standards and make sure they inform all areas of the response.

What lessons does the tsunami response have for those dealing with the aftermath of hurricane Katrina? [to be added]
Sri Lanka specific: 

Why didn’t report cover Jaffna? Logistically it was not possible. We are new in Sri Lanka and, and while our tsunami response programme and partners operate in the north, south and east of the country, the research was carried out only in the south and east. Many of the lessons from Sri Lanka are relevant in all tsunami affected districts and countries.  
What about conflict in Sri Lanka? Conflict and rising tension hits the poorest and most vulnerable people hardest. Some of the areas hit hardest by the tsunami are historically the areas hit hardest by conflict. We are pleased to learn that, for the first time since April 2003, the Government of Sri Lanka and the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Elam (LTTE) have agreed to hold direct talks in mid-February in Geneva. We urge all those involved to reach a peaceful conclusion. 
Ends.
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