


“Let another tsunami come — maybe then we will help you.”
Government official to affected Dalit community, Kancheepuram

“Others have received boats and nets, but not us. Now with our loss of income, we
are only eating twice a day — half of what we cook in the evening we eat the next
morning, and that’s all we eat now. Before we could manage but now we cannot
even afford to fix the leaks in our huts. Now we cannot work. It is better that another
tsunami comes and takes us away.”

Dalit fisherman, Pulicat

“The fishermen’s society has set the unwritten rule that Dalits cannot fish in the sea —
if they did their nets would be cut and they would be beaten up or even killed. It is
easy to dispose of a body in the sea and make it look like a fishing accident.”

Human rights lawyer, Cuddalore

“One of our men has committed suicide because he never got any response to his
request to re-start the small business he lost in the tsunami. We also are frustrated
that the government never replies to our requests to replace the tools and handcarts
we need to go back to work. We also are considering suicide.”

Dalits in a Nagapattinam temporary shelter
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1. Executive Summary and Recommendations
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The Government is committed to providing a safer and a higher quality life to its people. It will be
the endeavour of the Government that on completion of the rehabilitation and reconstruction
package, the scars of the Tsunami disaster are replaced by better means of livelihood with modern
day civic amenities. The Government renews its support to the people affected by the Tsunami

disaster.”
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The Meenavars tell us “just wait till our houses are constructed — we have many lakhs of Rupees
and weapons waiting to get you... if you don't like being here and putting up with our torture, you
can leave.” They build their new houses right across the only entrance to our community and use
our burial ground for their construction materials. Now we have no choice but move from here.
Even if we have no work somewhere else, at least we will be able to sleep at night because we are
no-one’s slave.
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The emergency response to the 2004 tsunami in India demonstrates once more that,
while disasters are class- and caste-neutral, those on the margins feel their impact much
more severely. Marginalised people live in precarious conditions that increase their
vulnerability to disasters. When viewed in this light, accountability to affected
communities needs to go well beyond the provision of relief and rehabilitation, so that
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8 Sandhya Venkateswaran, CARE India, Accountability lessons from the tsunami responskdia, in Humanitarian
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they regain their predisaster level. Accountability needs to empower them — socially and
economically — to build their resilience and protection from future disasters.
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°The SPHERE Project provides “a humanitarian chartémainimum standards in disaster response”, and was
the chief ethical reference for relief providerslartaking post-tsunami recovery operations. Faremo
information seéttp://www.sphereproject.org/component/option,camnfpage/ltemid,200/lang,English/
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there is no equitable distribution of resources in the process of relief and rehabilitation works to
[non-Caste fishermen] Tsunami victims, since Dalits are in the degraded position on the caste
hierarchy... it is evident that the government focused [on] the [caste] fishermen in distributing the
relief materials and compensation during tsunami... the relief operation carried out by the
government of Tamil Nadu has widened the division between the Dalits and non-Dalits."
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According to Justice D Sreedevi, the officials have not taken care even to assess the damage in
the dalit-majority areas. "In Chellanam in Ernakulam district, the district authorities have not visited
the eastern side where the backward classes are in a majority. Many times, these families have
complained to the authorities, but officials have not taken any action," Justice Sreedevi said. She is
of the opinion that this is a clear case of human rights violation... The members of the NCDHR
alleged that their request for the data regarding the number of tsunami-affected dalits has been
neglected by the District Collectors. "Even during the stage of enumeration, dalits were neglected.
The authorities are violating the Constitutional rights and the five principles laid down by the UN
General Assembly regarding disaster management,” alleged the organisers.
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