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Abstract

Purpose – This paper aims to explore the relationship between local women’s relief initiatives and
international relief workers in Batticaloa, eastern Sri Lanka, during the post-tsunami emergency.

Design/methodology/approach – Interviews with representatives from women’s organizations in
the tsunami-affected town of Batticaloa, local and national nongovernment organizations (NGOs)
based in Batticaloa, as well as international aid agencies are discussed in relation to theories on
resilience, vulnerability, gender and humanitarianism.

Findings – Observing that women in a disaster-affected area often represent important knowledge
and resources, this paper documents how international relief workers failed to connect and cooperate
with local women’s organizations in post-tsunami Batticaloa. It suggests that the reasons behind the
disconnection can be linked to “us and them” undercurrents of international relief work – the lingering
remnants of a colonial heritage. The disconnection may have led to a disempowerment of local
capacities, flaws in the international relief activities, and reduced resilience among Batticaloan women
in relation to the Sri Lankan civil war.

Research limitations/implications – Despite a growing volume of policies and guidelines on the
importance of involving local capacities, there are inadequacies in the way international relief agencies
operate vis-à-vis disaster-affected communities, including women’s established relief networks.

Practical implications – The paper points at some reasons why international relief organizations
struggle to engage local women’s resources in their emergency operations. It suggests that cultural,
social, and linguistic barriers are among those that need to be addressed if relief workers are to provide
effective and sustainable assistance to crisis-affected communities.

Originality/value – Coupling theories of resilience, vulnerability, gender, and humanitarianism, this
paper argues that women in disaster-affected areas must be involved in international relief operations
in a way that reflects their actual knowledge and resources. Presenting original interview material and
documents collected during the first six months of the post-tsunami operation, as well as through a
follow-up study in 2008, the paper points at international aid agencies’ apparent inability to
acknowledge local women’s resilience and take their capacities into account. It also points at some of
the ways in which this compromised the effectiveness and sustainability of international relief work in
post-tsunami Batticaloa.
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Introduction
In Sri Lanka, the tsunami of 26 December 2004 resulted in a death toll of around 35,000,
far more than 500,000 homeless persons, and enormous material destruction (United
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees and Ministry of Relief, Rehabilitation and
Reconciliation, 2005; Telford and Cosgrove, 2006). When the tsunami hit, eastern Sri
Lanka already was affected severely by the civil war that had been ongoing for more
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than two decades. While a cease-fire had been brokered in 2002, the eastern town of
Batticaloa[1] still was the scene of volatile tensions between Vanni (Northern) Tamils
and Matakalappu (Batticaloa) Tamils, between Sinhalese and Tamils, and between
Moors (often referred to as Muslims) and Tamils (Thangarajah, 2003; Fuglerud, 2003).
A huge international tsunami relief operation was launched and it quickly became
apparent that relief work had to be conducted in ways that did not fuel existing
tensions further. This was particularly true of Sri Lanka’s eastern districts, where the
“devastation converges with the complex consequences of decades-long civil war”
(UN-OCHA, 2005).

Consulting and involving affected communities could form a crucial part of
conflict-sensitive aid work (Anderson, 1999; Green and Ahmed, 1999; Smillie, 2001; De
Silva, 2009). In such circumstances, women often represent key resources (Cockburn,
2004). Over the past few years, several United Nations (UN) initiatives have pointed to
the need for stronger involvement of women in UN activities, for instance through
systematic consultations with women in the initial stages of all project planning and
programming (UNSC, 2000). Many of these are based on the Beijing Declaration of 1995
and the subsequent UN Security Council Resolution 1325 on Women, Peace and
Security, adopted in 2000 (United Nations Office for the Special Adviser on Gender
Issues and Advancement of Women, 1995; UNSC, 2000). In a report to the UN Security
Council in 2002, Secretary-General Kofi Annan pointed to the fact that women “have
been active in reconciliation efforts, often with the support of regional and international
networks” and noted that “greater attention to the gender norms and customs of a
society can [. . .] provide useful insights” (UNSC, 2002).

A substantial volume of the studies that have been conducted on the post-tsunami
operation in Sri Lanka document various shortcomings in the international relief work
that took place (Telford and Cosgrove, 2006; Sarvananthan, 2007; Lee, 2008). Some
studies suggest that the international relief operation contributed to an escalation of
the violent conflict, and international agencies’ failure to involve capacities that already
existed in the affected communities has been cited as one of the reasons why
(Rajasingham-Senanayake, 2005; Hyndman, 2007; Ruwanpura, 2008a, b; Lee, 2008; De
Silva, 2009). At the same time, a growing number of studies focused on the tremendous
resource that local women’s initiatives in eastern Sri Lanka represented in the wake of
the tsunami (Abeysekera, 2005; Maunaguru, 2007; Ruwanpura, 2008a, b). There
appears to have been a mismatch between the resources that existed in the affected
communities and what was acknowledged and utilised by international relief agencies.

Drawing on theories of resilience, vulnerability, gender, and humanitarianism, this
article explores problematic aspects of the relationship between Batticaloan women’s
organizations and international relief workers during the first stages of the
post-tsunami relief operation. Why and how were local women’s resources
marginalised by international relief workers? The findings that are presented mostly
relay experiences and perceptions among staff of Batticaloan women’s organizations,
Sri Lankan NGOs and international aid organizations that were present in Batticaloa
prior to the tsunami. Thus, the empirical perspective of this article is predominantly
from the “local” side of the proverbial table.
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Resilience and vulnerability
Human beings are resilient creatures. While there are many definitions of resilience,
Kendra and Wachtendorf (2003) refer to it as the “ability to respond to singular or
unique events” (Kendra and Wachtendorf, 2003, p. 42), and Pelling (2003) defines it as
the “capacity to adjust to threats and mitigate or avoid harm” (Pelling, 2003, p. 5). In the
face of severe constraints, we seem to be fitted with a range of physical and
psychological qualities that help us deal with the crisis at hand and “bounce back” one
way or another (Wildavsky, 1988, p. 77). It is a myth that people become paralysed and
passive in the face of disaster. Quite to the contrary, we behave rationally and often
organized, and research has revealed that local communities represent a crucial
resource in the initial stages of an emergency (Helsloot and Ruitenberg, 2004).

Although vulnerability can be understood in several ways, in this context it
naturally would refer to the “exposure to risk and an inability to avoid or absorb
potential harm” (Pelling, 2003, p. 5). Whenever our vulnerability increases, it is because
our natural ability to protect ourselves against hazards has been diminished. Such
processes often are determined socially determined. Different aspects of our social
identity may affect our access to basic rights, such as information, food, clean water,
mobility, housing and clothing. The fact that we live in a certain area, our age, gender,
ethnicity, class, sexual orientation, and possible disabilities thereby could render us
more exposed to harm (Wisner et al., 2004; Wisner, 2004). Although vulnerability and
resilience both constitute concepts that say something about the way we as individuals
and communities can cope in adverse circumstances, these are not mutually exclusive,
nor do they automatically represent “positive and negative poles on a continuum”
(Manyena, 2006, p. 440).

Humanitarianism and vulnerability as Western constructs
With the end of the Cold War and the violent conflicts that erupted subsequently in
Africa and the Balkans, the scope of international aid work grew dramatically
throughout the 1990s (Kaldor, 1999; Maynard, 1999; Smillie and Todorovic, 2001;
Weiss, 2007). Duffield (2001) describes the emergence of a new humanitarianism
during that decade, referring to a shift from upholding the universal rights of
noncombatants to protection from violence and inhumane or degrading treatment[2] to
conditional assistance that forms part of articulated ethical and political agendas.
Humanitarianism in its present form is “linking relief and development, conflict
resolution, and societal reconstruction” (Duffield, 2001, p. 75). Further, Duffield (1994,
p. 45) points to the many permanent emergencies that are symptoms of a global
systemic crisis, and how contemporary relief operations have become “the North’s
principal means of political crisis management in a now marginal South”.

The marginalisation of the global South, however, goes a lot further back in time. In
his book Orientalism, Said (1979, p. 3) discusses how “European culture was able to
manage – and even produce – the Orient politically, sociologically, ideologically,
scientifically, and imaginatively during the post-Enlightenment period”. Analysing
development discourse, Escobar (1994, p. 7) argues that “in the history of the modern
West, non-European areas have been systematically organized into, and transformed
according to, European constructs”. Escobar points to the ways in which non-Western
knowledge systems have been marginalised and disqualified. He suggests that in the
non-Western knowledge systems, “researchers and activists might find alternative
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rationalities to guide social action away from economistic and reductionistic ways of
thinking” (Escobar, 1994, p. 13).

In other words, international humanitarian agencies could be seen as “moral
missionaries” that are allowed to “present themselves as leading a civilising mission of
enlightenment in the South” (Duffield, 2001, p. 32). Aspects of their modus operandi
constitute an extension of Said’s orientalism. Bankoff (2001) discusses this in relation
to notions of vulnerability, arguing that the image of crisis-affected communities in the
South as helpless victims has a particular function within Western discourse. In order
to feel safe, we – the West – need to maintain a distance to “permanent emergencies”
such as disease, natural disasters, violent conflict and environmental degradation. One
way of doing that is to create conceptual binaries of “evolutionary” disparities that
perpetuate the colonial “world map”: First world/Third world, North/South,
industrial/developing, and perhaps most strikingly in this context, donors and
beneficiaries. Hewitt (1983) refers to the same enterprise, stating that “the “natural
science-technological fix” approach to hazards it itself, essentially, a sociocultural
construct reflecting a distinct, institution-centred and ethnocentric view of man and
nature” (Hewitt, 1983, p. 8, original emphasis).

A vulnerability discourse that “belongs to a knowledge system formed within a
dominant Western liberal consciousness and so inevitably reflects the values and
principles of that culture” (Bankoff, 2001, p. 29) prompts a closer look at the concepts of
resilience and robustness. People in disaster-affected areas very often have extensive
knowledge about how nature behaves in their area and how extreme events will affect
their communities. They have “adapted coping strategies based on previous
experiences in dealing with disasters”; there may be “a strong community
organisation”; and they often have resources in the shape of certain skills and
attitudes (Murshed, 2003, p. 146). Such knowledge, however, often is referred to as
“local knowledge,” and, according to Hilhorst (2004), for a particular reason. “It is
rendered local because outsiders – in particular, intervening experts – label this
knowledge as local, a status that, no matter how admiring, is ascribed to them by
people from a superior position of universal knowledge” (Hilhorst, 2004, p. 62).
Interrelated, these thoughts point at international relief agencies as perpetuators of
colonial power binaries. Through an “us-and-them” approach to crisis-affected
communities, Western relief workers easily may disqualify local knowledge and
resources.

Women: so much more than victims
In this constellation, gender role binaries also may be at play. Carpenter (2005)
discusses how Western discourse on contemporary wars systematically pictures
women as innocent, bystanding civilians (as opposed to combatants), because this
image fits with “the gender hierarchies in the Enlightenment that positioned women as
subordinate to men” (Carpenter, 2005, p. 303). While suffering from the same resilience
reduction as men due to the political, social, ethnic, physiological, and geographical
reasons referred to further above, women affected by crises and emergencies are
exposed to additional risks that are specific to their gender. Gender-based violence
(GBV) that affects women often is linked to a situation of subordination and heavily
skewed gender roles prior to the crisis, and rightly so. Communities with a high
prevalence of violence against women often will see a dramatic escalation of such
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violence if it is thrown into crisis (WHO, 2002). Limiting women to the role of victims,
however, easily could add to their trauma. This is not exactly breaking news in the
humanitarian world, but addressing gender relations “entails entering highly contested
terrain, not only within the war-torn society, but within all the institutions intervening
in the situation, including the INGOs” (Williams, 2001, p. 20). In practice, this means
that crisis-affected women often find themselves excluded from humanitarian planning
and decision-making that actually concerns their own lives, as well as the fate of their
families and communities (Enarson, 1998; Ariyabandu, 2006; Hyndman and de Alwis,
2003; Ruwanpura, 2007). Eager to implement their gender mainstreaming strategies,
international agencies instead concentrate on erecting shelters for female victims of
sexual violence and organizing GBV awareness campaigns for their staff. It’s not that
shelters and GBV awareness are not important, but this tends to be the dominant
gender perspective of Western relief operations. Enarson (1998) links this phenomenon
to the gendered cultural dynamics within Western aid agencies. These traditionally
have been staffed with men, she writes, with working traditions that often are
influenced by civil defence, the military, and engineering. Clifton and Gell (2001) argue
that the “masculinised value system” is linked to the “hardware sectors” that relief
work encompasses. “Water, shelter, food aid, and logistics which represent the
backbone of humanitarian response, and command the greatest resources, are mainly
staffed by men (Clifton and Gell, 2001, p. 16). Enarson (1998) points to an “over-reliance
on technological solutions to human problems” that ultimately leaves unchallenged
presumptions and prejudices about the gender roles and patterns in any given
crisis-affected community (Enarson, 1998, p. 163).

Fulu (2007) documents this phenomenon in the Maldives in the wake of the tsunami,
arguing that it was “partly because this disaster drew ‘experts’ from around the
western world, in particular, that the response neglected or over-simplified gender
issues” (Fulu, 2007, p. 846). Fulu points to how women in the Maldives are important
breadwinners, with almost half of all households being female-headed. Although
vulnerable in certain aspects, Maldivian women “continually demonstrated agency,
strength and resilience” in the emergency response and beyond, but they were
sidelined by international agencies (Fulu, 2007, p. 854). Fulu links this to a
“glorification of the ‘Western expert’” and a deep power and knowledge hierarchy that
marginalised local knowledge and expertise (Fulu, 2007, p. 856).

The unmaking of “them”
A starting point in acknowledging local knowledge and expertise would be to make
capacity/vulnerability analyses an integral part of all relief operations, as argued by
Anderson and Woodrow (1998). The purposes of such analyses are to “understand why
a disaster happened and what its impact ha[s] been and [. . .] avoid increasing
vulnerabilities,” as well as “designing and implementing disaster responses that have
developmental impacts” (Anderson and Woodrow, 1998, p. 11). This, however, is where
time gets appointed as the enemy. Aid agencies rushing to the rescue amidst the debris
of a disaster often will operate as if in the greatest of hurries. Of course, emergency
relief should not be held back when lives can be saved, but crisis managers often have
a much greater perception of urgency than what really is the case (Rosenthal et al.,
2001). Referring to what they coin “the myth of speed,” Anderson and Woodrow
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(1998, p. 50) argue that “in a rush, an agency will focus entirely on victims and their
needs, problems and suffering and fail to note capacities”.

Introducing what he labels the “contextual and proactive approach,” Wisner (2004)
argues that capacity/vulnerability analyses fall short because they are designed,
conducted and analysed exclusively by non-resident actors. Communities themselves,
and not outsiders such as international humanitarian agencies, must “decide what
risks are acceptable to them and which are not” (Wisner, 2004, p. 187). In order to
rehabilitate disaster-affected communities in a sustainable manner, the process of
mapping vulnerabilities would generate information of a totally different validity (and
relevance) if placed with the affected communities themselves. The chances then are
good that attention is drawn to the reasons why the affected communities had their
resilience reduced in the first place, an issue that seems to receive limited attention by
many international relief organizations:

What is actually needed is an understanding of why and how local knowledge is rendered
inappropriate or inaccessible and of the ways in which people can be empowered to reclaim
local knowledge and appropriate its usefulness (Wisner, 2004, p. 189).

Bhatt also supports this approach, arguing that it could shed new light on how
different perceptions of resilience and vulnerability interlink, “as do Western and
indigenous systems of knowledge, belief and practice of coping with disasters” (Bhatt,
1997, cited in Twigg, 1998, p. 7).

Women would be central to these processes. They are not necessarily a unit of
(vulnerability) analysis themselves, but they very often are in the primary position “to
orient the perceptions of planners and service providers and administrators so that
relatively ‘invisible’ or ‘voiceless’ groups of people are not neglected before, during or
after disasters” (Wisner, 2004, p. 185).

Above, I have argued why international relief organizations may marginalise local
women’s knowledge and resources, why crisis-affected women tend to be stereotyped
into the role of victims, and why it may be difficult to change such practices overnight.
I now will try to tell the story of post-tsunami Batticaloa from the perspective of local
women and their organized networks, in an attempt to document how this aspect of
humanitarian “tradition” manifests itself once an emergency sets in.

Methodology
The empirical material for this article is based on two fieldwork periods in Sri Lanka.
The first was conducted over six months, from January to July 2005. During the first
three months, I worked for the UN’s Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian
Affairs (OCHA) on the post-tsunami operation in Sri Lanka. Then, between May and
July 2005, I conducted a total of 53 interviews and sat in on meetings and negotiations
in Colombo, Batticaloa and other eastern towns, including Trincomalee and Ampara.
Interviewees were representatives from community-based organizations in Batticaloa
– in particular women’s organizations, initiatives and networks, selected aid workers
in national and international NGOs, as well as all UN agencies with a presence in Sri
Lanka. I also spoke to Sri Lankan researchers and civil servants. The interviews were
semi-structured and lasted between 30 minutes and two hours.

In October-November 2008, I spent a three-week period in Sri Lanka to follow up on
some of the issues that I had pursued in 2005. I interviewed 15 management-level staff
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at selected UN agencies, international and national NGOs and women’s organizations,
as well as researchers and civil society representatives. Most of these interviews took
place in Batticaloa and were similar to those conducted in my first fieldwork period, in
terms of structure, depth and length.

As an interviewer, I found myself in two positions that felt diametrically distinct.
When speaking to international humanitarian workers, I often experienced a strong
sense of shared cultural references. A European of Caucasian appearance, and with
recent experience of working within the international humanitarian system, I felt fairly
confident about decoding what I was told. When interviewing representatives of Sri
Lankan NGOs and women’s groups, on the other hand, I often struggled to establish a
mutual sense of rapport. Consequently, I may have missed out on important aspects of
my interviewees’ stories, either because I simply did not understand them or because
my interviewees did not feel comfortable enough to tell me. Most of my Sri Lankan
interviewees were women, and being a woman interviewing women may have been an
advantage. However, since “interpreting any particular woman’s silence or speech is a
complex task that requires a strong understanding of her social location, including her
space within her community and society, the cultural constraints and resources
shaping her everyday life, and her particular circumstances,” I make note of this aspect
with considerable caution (Reinharz and Chase, 2003, p. 77).

As an ironic parallel to some of the theoretical arguments outlined above, I also
found myself hardly lending a voice to those who spoke only Tamil or Sinhala, as I did
not use an interpreter apart from when in Tamil-language meetings. Although many of
my interviewees had Tamil or Sinhala as their first language, all interviews in this
study were conducted in English. My hope was that those I spoke to would relay
observations and perceptions that also were representative of their colleagues with
lesser command of English. However, I have not been able to confirm whether this
holds true.

Aware of the international-local binaries of which I undeniably formed part, I made
efforts to abandon the hierarchical power relation between subject and object in the
interview situations. Jacoby (2006) argues that “women are active agents in the process
of negotiating how their lives are perceived and understood,” but that this agency often
goes amiss in interview situations because the researcher – the subject – controls the
situation. The extent to which I succeeded in creating a non-hierarchical relation with
my interviewees therefore is highly uncertain.

In accordance with the wishes of several interviewees, no identities are disclosed in
this article. In an effort to safeguard the identity of my Sri Lankan interviewees, I also
have chosen not to disclose the names of any national or local organizations or NGOs.
And since I do not find it relevant to the discussion in this article, I have not
distinguished between Tamil, Sinhala and Muslim interviewees but simply referred to
them as Sri Lankan.

Women, vulnerability and resilience in Batticaloa
When the tsunami hit on December 26, 2004, a range of local women’s organizations
already were operative in Batticaloa, as part of the conflict-related rehabilitation. In the
days following the tsunami and before the international relief apparatus arrived, many
of the women’s organizations as well as individual women got engaged actively in the
relief work. “There were no international emergency workers there to start with,”
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explained a project manager at a local NGO working for women. “We were working
around the clock, working together.”

A Sri Lankan researcher specialising in gender and disaster management said she
felt it was important for Sri Lankans to organize the relief work without foreign
interference:

We can’t let this be done in a Western way. We’ve been westernised through colonisation for
hundreds of years. From the war onwards, this has become a community of dependence.

Initial activities included practical assistance and distribution of food, and
neighbourhood groups were set up (Maunaguru, 2007). Within a few days, a
network consisting of about 20 local women’s organizations was established and
named the “Women’s Coalition for Disaster Management – Batticaloa” (WCDM).
Three international development organizations with an established presence in
Batticaloa prior to the tsunami also took part in the formation of the WCDM
(Maunaguru, 2007). “I guess there was this idea that we wanted to work collectively,
especially on violence against women. [. . .] It’s not acceptable and we need to have a
programme and we need to support women,” explained the manager of one of the local
women’s organizations. “We wanted to ensure that gender balances were incorporated
into all the planning, and also deal with all the practical problem solving.”

The WCDM reflected a national trend in Sri Lanka, where women organized relief
work and addressed gender issues after the tsunami. Collection and distribution of
food, clothing and non-food items was organized all over Sri Lanka, and camps in
tsunami-affected areas were visited in order to document the particular needs of
displaced women (Harris, 2005; Perera, 2007). In Colombo, four different women’s
networks joined to form the “Coalition for Assisting Tsunami-affected Women”
(CATAW). In this context, WCDM was described by several interviewees as
particularly active. “I’m not sure why Batticaloa is special in that we have a lot of
active women, but there are some at the [university] campus who have done a lot and
then others have followed,” commented one local NGO representative.

In addition to relief coordination meetings, WCDM organized regular meetings to
which female representatives from affected communities and IDP[3] camps/groups,
organizations/NGOs, district authorities and health services were invited. The
intention of the meetings was to discuss gender issues as well as problems of special
concern to women. Different opinions were voiced in relation to gender issues. “When
you say the word gender, people immediately think that this is a women’s issue,” said a
Sri Lankan NGO officer in an interview. “But unless men are also mobilised, the work
will not make any difference.” She pointed at domestic violence as a major
vulnerability issue for women in Batticaloa, and added that disagreements on how to
deal with it had affected cooperation – also before the tsunami. “The tradition here is
not to get a divorce. But there’s one organization where they go straight to legal action.
You could say they have great courage. But the thing is, it is difficult for us to work
with them.”

Those who took part in the WCDM meetings often knew each other from before.
Discussions often appeared to concern the realism of different solutions to problems
that were voiced, in relation to social and religious norms, community structures and
the resources that were available. At meetings, participants would identify individuals
and families who were of particular concern and discuss what support would be most
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appropriate in order to retain the dignity and social position of those involved. As an
example, there were discussions on how to provide practical assistance to a group of
widowers with children who had limited knowledge of child care and food preparation.
A “Gender Watch List” also was established, with the aim to publish reported incidents
of gender-based violence. And, on January 12, WCDM issued a public statement that
called for the “inclusion of women representatives from the different resettlement
locations, and women representatives from local women’s organizations in all local and
district level decision-making bodies” (WCDM, 2005).

A Sri Lankan United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) officer based in
Colombo described her perceptions of the situation in Batticaloa a few days after the
tsunami had hit:

Things were in place. It was a matter of strengthening what was in place. People knew what
to do and where to go.

In other words, the community resources were there for the international relief
apparatus to link up with.

Similar to Fulu’s (2007) account of Maldivian women’s “agency, strength and
resilience,” and in line with Helsloot and Ruitenberg’s (2004) descriptions of affected
communities’ rational and organized reactions to disasters, Batticaloan women applied
logistical and organizational frameworks that already were in place to set up a forum
for information sharing and relief coordination shortly after the tsunami had hit.
Batticaloan women related to gender-based vulnerabilities through their own
robustness, confirming Manyena’s (2006) notion that these conditions are not by any
means mutually exclusive. Within the same town, some women were able to organize
relief work while others were in dire need of assistance, which corresponds with
Wisner’s (2004) point that gender is just one of many social factors that affect our
vulnerability. And the organizational set-up of WCDM seemed to place it in a “primary
position” for identifying “invisible” and “voiceless” members of this tsunami-affected
community (Wisner, 2004).

The arrival of international relief workers
Several of the Batticaloan NGO workers felt that the dynamics and atmosphere of the
emergency work changed dramatically once the international relief workers started to
arrive. “There was such an influx of whole new systems, of whole new ways of being,
that had never been seen before. For instance, the sheer number of emergency relief
vehicles on the roads. Batticaloa became an international world overnight,” said an
international researcher who had worked in eastern Sri Lanka for some time prior to
the tsunami. She linked the sudden changes to diverging perceptions of time and
space. “The notion of time changed. Suddenly, time had to speed up, enforced by
international NGOs. All the things that happened on a small scale, all of a sudden, on
every level, everything got big. Loss was enormous. People who came were
enormous.”

“We were all pushed aside,” commented a local NGO worker of international origin.
She felt that it was because emergency relief personnel are male-dominated. “They are
ex-military and things, and they come with a very rigid agenda, based on
administrative elements, toolkits and logistics, and their ability to get on the ground
quickly and go.” Describing the situation a few weeks into the international relief
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operation, a Sri Lankan IOM[4] officer noted that “everybody was messing up.” In her
opinion, international agencies did not take the time to talk to those who already were
operative. “And they did not worry about coordination and so on. But then, after a
while, this came into track, with divisional level meetings and inter-agency meetings.
There, we discussed overlaps, because there were many overlaps.”

“At the village level, it was very much about who received and who didn’t receive,”
said an international Batticaloa-based development worker. “There were so many
non-relief items that came in and some people gained a lot while others didn’t, because
they weren’t in the right line or the right queue or they weren’t at the right place at the
right time. And some got nothing. All of this short-circuited people’s grieving.”
A WCDM representative referred to international initiatives to link up with local
women’s organizations as a failure, and used the establishment of a women’s
committee for the rebuilding of a community as an example. “The establishment of
that committee reduced the women’s security, because it ignored existing power
structures.”

These accounts confirm that the international emergency relief staff arriving in
Batticaloa were perceived to be under the influence of Anderson and Woodrow’s (1998)
“myth of speed.” Interviewees also referred to signs of gender-related cultural
dynamics that are similar to those described by Enarson (1998).

In need of protection?
An international UNHCR[5] officer based in Batticaloa said she knew about the local
women’s network and referred to it as “strong.” She then added that she did not know
“how that translates into resilience in the [tsunami IDP] camps. There are fairly strong
women’s organizations in the country that work at the grass root level. But it seems to
be accepted as normal that the man beats his wife when he drinks, and so on.”

Pointing out that South Asian gender traditions are different to African ones, an
international ICRC officer felt there was a lack of cultural and social sensitivity in some
of the international emergency relief work:

Sexual violence is mainly restricted to the home, and not really used as a weapon of war. But
it’s more difficult for women to speak out. They would be cast out by their husband’s family,
and women here are not independent. They wouldn’t manage on their own. We get rape cases
where the victims don’t want to take it out into the open. And I feel international doctors and
nurses have to be careful [. . .] and don’t interfere too much. We must not put the wife in a
position where we make it worse for her.

An international IOM officer pointed to the problem of competence on gender issues in
Sri Lanka, and said that there were no quick fixes to violence against women:

In rural villages, domestic violence is accepted and hidden. There aren’t many organizations,
neither local nor international, that deal with this adequately. But the local NGOs, they
approach women in a way that we can’t.

She added that this was an area that needed specific skills:

And there is no training on these skills in Sri Lanka. We can put someone through that
training, but this is something that won’t change quickly.

“We were going to establish women’s centres and wanted to call them ‘safe spaces’,”
commented an international United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) manager.
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“Then we realised that the translation of that would be something like ‘danger zones’”.
A Sri Lankan UNFPA officer referred to protection as a “humanitarian term” and said
that it does not reflect “how women saved lives in the tsunami, how they showed
courage, provided for and cared for others. Protection doesn’t connote that. We have to
acknowledge the vulnerability of women but also bring in their resources and courage
and strength. And the men have to come aboard on protection issues.”

A Sri Lankan researcher commented that “in the 1970s, there was a strong feminist
movement in Sri Lanka and it was part of the political struggle. Now, after the tsunami,
we’ve given up. There’s no activism. There’s too much opportunism.” A Sri Lankan
IOM officer sighed and said, “So much more could have been done with all that energy,
enthusiasm and money!”

In line with Hilhorst’s (2004) comments on the “superior position of universal
knowledge,” these comments reveal that tsunami-affected women were treated by
international aid workers as having no voice (or not wanting one) in defining their
vulnerabilities in relation to GBV. International relief workers were perceived as
presuming the nature of GBV issues in Batticaloa and how GBV should be dealt with,
and disenfranchising communities’ “coping strategies based on previous experiences”
(Murshed, 2003).

Contact problems
An international UN-OCHA officer told how she found it difficult to establish a good
working relationship with Batticaloan NGOs:

We were in contact with many NGOs. Some were willing to be coordinated, while others said
they didn’t want to become part of a big bureaucracy.

The international approach was perceived somewhat differently by a WCDM
representative:

The UN has absolutely no institutional memory. UNHCR has approached us four different
times to set up a GBV network. At one point, there were some really good people at UNHCR,
who reinterpreted the rules of the UN to actually be able to respond. But then the staff
changed. Now we hardly have any contact with them. And we have a relationship with the
women anyway, so we don’t have to go to UNHCR for information.

There was some hesitance among local NGOs about sharing information with
international relief workers. This hesitance appeared to stem from a war-related
caution. “The reality for the local organizations, for the past 20 years, is that you just
don’t open your mouth, and that never changed,” explained the manager of a local
women’s organization. “Of course, people are working on these things; people are
documenting and people are intervening and people are helping, but it’s all very quiet.
[. . .] Some local organizations have been giving information to internationals, but in a
very hush-hush way.”

Differences in staff conduct also emerged as problematic. Some of the international
development workers who already were based in Batticaloa said they had reacted
negatively to the behaviour of newly arrived emergency staff:

New people came in, and suddenly it was allowed to smoke in the office, and they were
walking around drinking coffee and smoking. It was crazy.
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Sri Lankans, by the way, see cigarettes and coffee as “Western” habits. In the affected
communities, suspicion grew. A WCDM representative made one comment about the
new arrivals:

All these emergency teams that came, they used to have parties on the beach.

The comments above indicate that both international development workers and
members of the local women’s organizations reacted to what they felt was a lack of
cultural sensitivity among international emergency relief workers. Fulu (2007) refers to
a “glorification of the ‘Western expert’” and a knowledge hierarchy that in the
Batticaloan context appeared to be coupled with a sense of “us-and-them,” fuelled by
diverging cultural norms.

Language: the English disconnection
Several interviewees talked about cooperation problems that were caused by the
language barrier. “It’s such a simple thing but such a determining factor,” commented
the manager of a Batticaloan women’s organization. “I’m not from here. I was born and
brought up in Colombo, and although I am half Tamil, I didn’t speak Tamil before I
moved here. And you have to be pushed into that kind of situation to realise what it’s
like. When things are happening in a different language, you are not comfortable. I
think there are a lot of things going on in local organizations that the international
organizations don’t know about just because of the language. And I feel they don’t
make the extra effort or take the time to engage with that.” A Sri Lankan UN-OCHA
manager commented that Tamil-speaking staff found it much easier than international
staff to collect information when on field visits:

Sometimes, people are a bit nervous with expatriates. They are more friendly and feel more
confident with a native-language person. That helps a lot.

The manager of a Batticaloan women’s organization explained how it became difficult
for Tamil-speaking aid workers and community representatives to participate at
meetings because they were increasingly held in English:

The standard question at meetings is “does anyone need translation?” As if anyone is going
to say “yes, I need translation”.

“First, all the meetings were held in Tamil,” said an international development worker.
“And then, when all the new people came, the language moved from Tamil to English.
And of course, that created so many obstacles. Changing the language like that creates
another level of chaos. How can you listen to women and how can you listen to other
voices when people don’t even have the ability to speak?” A Sri Lankan IOM officer
pointed at how English as the working language meant that only certain people
qualified for work with the international organizations:

To find someone who speaks good English, and who also knows what’s going on in the field,
that’s very special. Because if you speak good English, you probably don’t come from that
area.

In this situation, community representatives lost access to humanitarian information
while international emergency relief workers disconnected themselves from local
knowledge. According to one Sri Lankan UNDP officer, the relief workers who “didn’t
have a good grasp of English were completely left out.” She said this represented a big
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disadvantage, as these often were the ones with the best knowledge of what was going
on:

They are the ones that work in the field, they are the ones that get their sleeves rolled up.

A WCDM representative pointed at how coordination and contact with local NGOs
suffered as a consequence:

All the international organizations [. . .] I know they work really hard, with tight schedules,
and they have to do all these things and so you don’t have time to hold meetings in other
languages, which means that only those who speak English may participate, if at all. [. . .] At
the UN, they live in their own world. I don’t know; it’s so unreal.

The use of English instead of Tamil not only seemed to exacerbate cultural differences
and a mutual conception of “us-and-them,” but the language barrier perhaps also
constitutes an example of what Escobar (1994) refers to as a “disqualification of
non-Western knowledge systems.”

Reality checks
“There was a lack of consultations with anyone on the ground,” said an international
researcher based in Batticaloa. “Concerning the needs of women and children, nobody
was really consulted. A lot of quick and dirty needs assessments were done. And that’s
the worst there is. It’s done in a very quick and crude manner, mainly just to disperse
relief. And the level of chaos became even more pronounced.” An international UNDP
officer based in Colombo referred to the complexities of needs assessments.
“Consultations are a difficult process and you need to be trained,” she said. “Few people
are trained. You speak to community representatives and they will ask for the sun and
the moon and the stars. You get fed up and you drop the consultations.”

An international UNICEF officer based in Colombo explained that partner
organizations were commissioned to conduct the consultations:

Well, they don’t always happen, but [. . .] now [in April 2005] there’s attention to that.

An international UNHCR officer referred to the same partner policy, adding that not all
local organizations were suited as UN partners:

We work together with large NGOs that support our standards and guidelines, and where
they speak the same language.

The UN-partner system was explained further by a Sri Lankan NGO worker:

Information, especially on gender concerns, that goes directly to the local organizations
working on the ground, at the grass root level. And they bring forward the issues to the
international organizations. That is the way it mostly happens.

An international IOM officer in Colombo reported that she had visited all the field
offices of her organization, but that consultations often were time-consuming and
difficult:

We talk about women’s issues, but we don’t use checklists. There are a lot of anecdotal
stories. It is difficult to determine what is really happening. It is difficult to distinguish
between rumours and reality. And our field officers don’t spend time in the camps after 7 p.m.
When we had a meeting with camp residents, half of the meeting was taken by stories,
anecdotal stories.
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Representatives of women’s organizations in Batticaloa felt that they were not
consulted by international relief workers, and that capacities and vulnerabilities were
not registered. They attributed this to an overwhelming sense of urgency, which
corresponds closely to Anderson and Woodrow’s (1998) comments on how haste can
limit relief agencies’ ability to plan and implement a response with “developmental
impacts” (Anderson and Woodrow, 1998, p. 11).

International agencies employing local women
Several international agencies were perceived as eager to employ local staff, especially
local women. However, this did not appear to be a straightforward undertaking. “In the
north and east, it was a big challenge to bring more women into the workforce, through
the livelihood and income-generation projects,” explained a Sri Lankan UNDP advisor
based in Colombo. “It is not acceptable for women with children to leave the children at
home to go and work, so we established child care facilities. But it is still a challenge.
We have resistance from members of staff who are from that area. If they feel it is not
useful, they are not going to do it.”

An international development worker pointed to staff problems that were linked to
cultural differences:

In international NGOs, you go out to work in the field, and you are perhaps expected to stay
over. And there’s a lot of freedom and opportunities to mix with the opposite sex. After a few
months, there were these rumours being spread, in Batticaloa and Ampara, that national
women who worked with international NGOs were no longer dressing in traditional clothes,
that they were having relationships with foreign men. And then, they were basically
forbidden to work with international NGOs. Those who stayed had a very difficult time. They
were seen as loose women, or they weren’t upholding their cultural values.

The interviews also revealed mixed emotions about what would be gained anyway.
“There is very little control that the local staff has, I suppose, to push what the agency
will do,” said one Sri Lankan UNDP officer. “Awareness is there and many local staff,
also men, are sensitive to women’s issues. But international staff are always at the top
making decisions.” A WCDM representative pointed at “the subversiveness of local
staff” and its effect on working dynamics within the international organizations:

Local staff are generally underpaid and they have a difficult working environment. So they
become uncooperative and bitter. The consequence is low effectiveness. Even though it says
in on the form, we don’t do it. There’s a frustration with foreign staff that have been flown in.
There are no links. There is no bond.

On the occasions in which international relief agencies did make an effort to bring in
local women’s expertise, they were perceived as doing so in a manner that only further
emphasised a sense of north-south power hierarchy. There also were problems with
cultural differences that were not addressed, that eventually compromised women’s
agency in their own communities. In that sense, international relief agencies’
employment of women may have become yet another of Wisner’s (2004) “social
factors” that increased their vulnerability.

Concluding remarks
The data presented above shed some light as to why and how Batticaloan women’s
organizations experienced marginalisation from the side of international relief
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workers. The up-and-running community-based relief activities could have been
acknowledged, involved and even supported by international relief workers; yet, the
interviews reveal practices that counteracted this type of dynamic. A lack of cultural
sensitivity, possibly rooted in a male-dominated tradition of “rigid agendas”
introduced “new ways of being” that created a dissonance with the local communities
and with international personnel already based in Batticaloa. The introduction of
English as the only working language; an atmosphere of haste; possibly undue,
inadequate intra-agency coordination in relation to local capacities; and a lack of
knowledge on how to safeguard the social status of women working for international
organizations all were factors that disenfranchised resources of the people who
international relief workers were there to help. Local organizations consequently
withdrew from possibilities of contact that might have been there, exacerbating
cooperation problems further. Information no longer was shared with ease, and two
separate worlds emerged: the local networks, and the international relief bubble.

There seemed to be a lack of systematic consultations, which could have been an
opportunity for relief organizations to be alerted about the grievances of Batticaloan
organizations and networks. Instead, interviewees referred to international relief
workers’ presumptions about women’s vulnerabilities and how to deal with GBV, and
how their efforts to secure women’s safety pushed aside Batticaloan women’s
organizations’ ongoing work to curb domestic violence. International relief workers
also may have missed out on local initiatives to deal with men’s gendered
vulnerabilities in the wake of the tsunami. There was a sense that money and resources
had been misspent or wasted, which in turn may have undermined the credibility and
legitimacy of international relief workers. The reaction of Batticaloans was
quiet alienation from the international relief apparatus.

Predominantly from a “local” perspective, this article has documented how
Batticaloan women’s resources were marginalised by international relief workers in
the wake of the tsunami. Looking at attitudes that seem engrained within the
humanitarian tradition, the article also has discussed possible reasons why. It thereby
has complemented the studies by Rajasingham-Senanayake (2005), Hyndman (2007),
Ruwanpura (2008a, b), Lee (2008), and De Silva (2009), which suggest that international
relief work may have contributed to an escalation of the violent conflict in Sri Lanka.
My hope is that the article lends additional insight for international relief organizations
that are intent on boosting the resilience of local communities rather than just put out
their fires.

As of November 2008, the WCDM network still exists. Since 2006, and with
increasing severity, eastern Sri Lanka has hosted yet another relief operation. This
time, local women’s organizations seem to be battling against national authorities and
local warring parties, rather than international relief workers. What went amiss in 2005
was the support that could have boosted – rather than damaged – the resilience of
Batticaloan women in their continued fight for a life in safety.

Notes

1. The population of Batticaloa town is primarily Tamil, with pockets of Moors/Muslims
(UN-OCHA, 2008). In addition, there is a large presence of Sri Lankan state army and police,
staffed predominantly by Sinhalese.
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2. The essence of Henri Dunant’s humanitarian principles from 1859 and the founding
principles of the Red Cross and Red Crescent movement.

3. Internally displaced person.

4. International Organization of Migration (UN-affiliated NGO).

5. United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees.
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