From: AJITH C S PERERA [mailto:acsp@sltnet.lk] 

Sent: Thu 13/01/2005 17:51

Subject: An Update as at 12th January

My dear Mr Pearson,

AJITH  C S PERERA  further reporting from Sri Lanka  on 13th January 2005

Very many thanks for continuing to think so dearly of me, my mother and us.

Yes we Sri Lankans have endured innumerable hardships and tragedies over the recent past, one after the other.   But, its true TSUNAMI is the worst 'natural disaster' to hit THE WORLD the experts now confirm in living memory.   Sri Lanka thus obviously has never faced a disaster of this SCALE before.   The destruction 'Tsunami' brought within 2 hours far exceeds that caused by the 20 year long protracted fratricidal war.   And it could not have been more poignantly tragic, for it was the sea which so many people on the island regarded as a source of bounty, reassurance, comfort and continuity.

True the sea was 1 Kilometer away from me and my Mother and we were thus PHYSICALLY not hit directly.   But the first week in particular where we too faced shortage of Grocery and Green-grocery, Rice, etc., faced indirect physical hardship.   But directly and indirectly we are still very much HIT Mentally.   Death toll of immediate family friends have crept to Five now.   Sri Lanka is a small island of 20 million people where everyone almost seems to know everyone else.   The collective agony is unimaginable.   Every other phone call from someone closer still brings us a new horror.   Another death to grieve.   It doesn't seem to matter whether we know the victim directly - somehow every Sri Lankan death reported brings an additional sense of bereavement.   Many people have expressed their terrible sense of guilt being survivors, in some cases the only member of their entire families.   Some are utterly traumatised.


The Death toll has just passed 40,000 and the number reported missing exceeds 6,000.   Even though 17 days have passed, STILL, 300 - 400 bodies are being recovered DAILY, as the debris clearance continues.   The number incapacitated or internally displaced amounts to over a massive 800,000 (!!!).   The livelihood of over 10% of the population destroyed, the fishing communities and the tourist industry decimated, transport and administrative infrastructure in ruins, and an entire population traumatised by the havoc wreaked in a terrifying act of nature.


The effects of this disaster to 12 Districts out of 22 of Sri Lanka and 75% of the World Famous Southern and Eastern Golden Beach-belt, will have far reaching social, psychological and economic consequences.   Reuter reports say, Tsunami survivors in Southern Province as Hikkaduwa and Galle, still has to protect themselves from breathing dusts by covering nose and mouth with cloth while waiting in lengthy lines to collect food and other provisions.


Images of destruction are still glowered from every television station screen.   - it is like watching a disaster movie replayed agonisingly scene by scene over several days, but with an eerie sense of knowing most of these place depicted.   Almost every image has a tormenting immediacy summoning tears.   But, to tell you frankly, its so surreal, that the true impact of this has yet to hit even us.   Certainly none living overseas and NOT knowing the facilities we have, CAN NEVER imagine to even 50% what life truly here is to EMPATHISE with us.


I know the people will recover, although it will take much longer than before, not just because of government initiatives or international reconstruction efforts, which will no doubt happen, and will take many a month to complete, but because they have a resilience and ability to cope with crisis which will enable them to come out of the disaster and endure.   Certainly the ENCOURAGEMENT and SUPPORT even I do receive from precious friends like you from overseas, are of enormous value at these darker days, making my very own daunting battle from a Wheelchair for survival, much harder now.


MANAGEMENT of CHILDREN: - Children are the greatest asset of any Nation.   They require urgent but different appropriate measures.   We need to provide them a contented and happy childhood filled with love, to guarantee a humane environment devoid of abuse and exploitation, health security and best possible educational opportunities.   We also should carefully plan backed by legal support, the task of playing the role of foster parents, the best cure, as this will give the much needed near normalcy  back with love, playtime and schooling.


TRAUMA MANAGEMENT: -  Tens of thousand here have directly faced this most devastating natural disaster in recent history.   They need to recoup from the shock and trauma.   What's essential here is to heal first the wound in their minds by overcoming the engulfing traumatic grief and feeling of helplessness, re-gaining self-confidence and building up the morale and then, to give the inner strength to soon raise their heads and resurrect life.


SRI LANKA CRICKET COMES FORWARD.


Sri Lankan Cricket board has established a fund called Cricket-Aid, which will provide emergency relief and shelter to displaced families and orphans in the first phase followed by permanent housing for 200 families in the long-term.


"The holocaust of the tsunami has killed past cricketers, upcoming cricketers, officials, friends and supporters of Sri Lanka Cricket," Cricket Board president Mohan de Silva said at the fund's official launch.   "Cricket has thrived because of its large following and the board unanimously agreed that we should come forward and provide support in this hour of need."


Sri Lanka Cricket has already established relief camps in Three Major Towns, Matara, Dambulla and Badulla, with another earmarked for the southern town of Galle.   The camps, to be staffed by cricketers and board officials, will provide food, water, medical assistance and shelter for up to 1,000 people at a time.


Four Cricket-Aid villages are also planned for Killinochi and Ampara in the Eastern Province and Matara in the Southern and  Kalutara in  the Western Provinces.   Each village will include 50 homes, each built at an estimated cost of $6,500, plus a community centre, places of religious worship and sports facilities.   The fund will also help finance the education of 1,000 orphaned children up to the age of 18.   Over the next few weeks, Sri Lanka Cricket plans to raise $2.6 million through charity cricket events, special merchandise sales and corporate sponsorship.   Members of Sri Lanka's senior team will travel overseas as Cricket-Aid ambassadors to raise awareness of the campaign.


"Many of those that lost their lives were ardent lovers of cricket, who cheered us and stood by us throughout the years," Sri Lanka captain Marvan Atapattu said.   Former captain Sanath Jayasuriya's home town, the southern fishing hamlet of Matara, was one of the worst-hit areas in Sri Lanka and his mother among the injured.


SAD NEWS FOR ALL CRICKET ENTHUSIASTS!!


The GALLE Cricket Stadium, in the Capital city GALLE of Southern Province of Sri Lanka which is one of the worst hot towns, is a much-admired sea-side venue.   With a historic Dutch-built fort as its backdrop and views of the ocean, it was often described even by all foreign personnel, as one of the MOST BEAUTIFUL Cricket Grounds in the World.   It was also the ONE and ONLY Ground with basic modern facilities for the entire Southern Sri Lanka.   It was hence used by all Three Clubs playing First Class tournament Cricket and Seven Schools in the area.   It was confirmed 24 hours ago, this venue will NOT be able to stage Cricket Matches for next 12 months.   We hope and pray the CRICKET LOVING International Community backed by the ICC, will go all out, to resurrect much earlier this venue, to a much greater height than before December 2004  and  would also welcome warmly Wheelchair Travellers too!   Already the MCC in a very sporting gesture has promised financial help.   I pray their expertise in technical design too would be made speedily to us, as that would be truly incalculable assistance!!


CRUCIAL NEED NOW ONWARDS.


It is neither practical nor healthy to prolong charity based social welfare work than the required minimal period.   Such will only create unwanted added social burdens.   We thus must soon provide the individualised support, encouragement and morale boost each would require to get back on their feet again and make them as much as possible independent, productive and resourceful citizens, with much improved quality of life than before.


This mere 65,000 square kilometres of precious land is all we 'one people with a rich diversity of values' have, to share equally amongst 20 million of us, whether one moves on a wheelchair or walks with a white cane or limps on Cruchers.   Perhaps the most crucial mission we have for this century is to rapidly transform the society we live towards the needs, and challenges of the 21st century and also fulfill the aspirations of a modern society.


It would not have been possible to deal well with a massive natural calamity of this magnitude and bring quick relief to such great extent in spite of some shortcomings; if not for the unity amongst all groups.   The private sector and local community along with few NGOs all came promptly together from all four directions of this tiny island, with total disregard for all man-built fencing, such as race and religion.


In a country that's fragmented by every kind of division imaginable, man now has no choice but to forget these divisions and remain truly united together at all levels.   overcoming these divisions and unite truly at all levels, to save himself and his progeny.   To make this a reality, politicians and leaders from all parties must set an example by "ACTION".   It's essential that they immediately, at least for the next three years, throw aside their own agendas and forget all differences, not only on the TV and newspapers but truly from within.


Due to the overwhelming international response received, as well as the generous assistance and contributions from local volunteer organizations, business establishments and fellow Sri Lankans, the Government is now be able to shift its focus from emergency rescue and relief operations to the medium term vital assistance required, especially to raise resources and expertise for re-construction effort.   Already the initial steps have been taken in establishing several Task Forces to overseas identified key areas.


If there is to be any real difference in a future Sri Lanka, it requires apart from perhaps history's biggest relief operations, massive rebuilding and rehabilitation efforts, devoid of corruption in all its forms.   More than 20 foreign countries and special organisations of the United Nations, have gone beyond mere words of sympathy and are actively involved in the relief, rebuilding and rehabilitation endeavours.   In addition, a large number of our own citizens such as media personnel, doctors, public servants, members of the private sector as well as many individuals, etc., have volunteered their services in numerous ways.   Moving in the correct direction, the Government supported by a team from the United Nations, has also established a Centre for National Operations.   Its purpose we believe would include effective co-ordination of all activities in working closely with the assigned Special Task Forces, concerned with post-disaster needs involving multi and bi-lateral and voluntary assistance in all forms by the international donor community towards re-building a better Sri Lanka.


LTTE remain the same vicious ENEMY


Even Tsunami appears to been unsuccessful to make LTTE realise that man-made fencing for power, makes only divisions causing destructions to man again.   Liberation of Tigers of Tamil Eelam, has been proved by the international community as the WORST and most powerful ruthless terrorist organisation in the world to-day, backed by a superb partial propaganda mechanism.   The agenda on their plate is to separate out by force, independent land of entire Northern and Eastern Provinces from this tiny land calling it 'Kingdom of Tamil Eelam'.


UNICEF reports just reaching says, "We have three reported cases of underage recruitments by the LTTE from the camps".   That means to make up their losses they have re-started forcibly taking children below 15 years even.   Sri Lankan security forces, moved in within 10 hours this tragedy to these areas and for next five days until LTTE arrived saved larger number of Tamil Civillians who would otherwise have died of starvation and ill-health.   They even donated blood for the injurd Tamil persons and cooked food and shared the food issued to them.   LTTE fearing their own civillians held at gun point by force, will now turn towards the Government, has begun to block all efforts Government is taking with true caring, preventing the Government assisting directly the affected Tamil civilians.   LTTE says "we want your help but not your helpers.   All help must be made ONLY through us."


Their international supporting groups are propagating false news and exerting pressures on those governments to go against Sri Lankan Government for totally false and fabricated reasons.   For example, Canadian Prime Minister Paul Martin is to visit us shortly.   Leaders of Tamil groups in Canada had called yesterday for Mr.   Martin to visit hard-hit areas under control of the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam when he travels to Sri Lanka, but he quite correctly understanding the hidden motives even at such a stage in the Country, has ruled out visiting country's northern region, controlled by the Tamil Tigers.


MY SPECIAL ENDEAVOURS.


The saying goes on to say, "It's the wearer of the shoe only, will know where it pinches the most".   I am now amongst 15% of our population as a wearer of the shoe in instantaneously becoming for life time a PARAPLEGIC, also from a Natural disaster and thereafter being the cruel victim as a SOCIAL PRISONER here due to absence of even the basic facilities at all buildings, since that fateful November 12 years ago on the eve of umpiring my First Test, full of hope after sacrificing 17 years in the best part of my life.   Hence, considering as a DUTY I have, I am well known here as an active CAMPAIGNER for the basic human rights we even as 'Disabled' are entitled to live with Dignity and Independence even on a Wheelchair.


TSUNAMI  MAY HAVE BROUGHT A RAY OF HOPE FOR US!!


In a country fragmented by every kind of division imaginable, there has also been a marked reluctance in attitude and in action in our society towards the 'Disabled' to reach out to each other in brotherhood and to truly feel for each other.   Decision makers and all politicians have only been striving bitterly to safeguard their narrow interests and thereby overlooking the essential basic needs and ignoring the basic human rights even a physically or visually impaired person is entitled to.   Built physical environments even at International Sporting Venues and all Business Institutions and Essential Facilities afforded even at Star Hotels, socially excluded any Sri Lankan, should he or she, even in their youth was hit with severe limitations with mobility (or even with vision).   This cruelty has already turn this issue to a grave uprising social problem affecting alarmingly over 20% of our population, both directly and indirectly!!


In designing for the 21st century, we cannot forget the fact that we are a rapidly ageing population creating three million senior citizens by 2010.   At present about 15% of our own brothers and sisters in this tiny land, either due to natural or man-made disasters (that includes road accidents and protracted fratricidal war), debilitating illnesses or ageing, now have restricted mobility and vision to varying degrees that keeps on further deteriorating with time.   Majority of them were not born this way and still remain productive, competent and resourceful and even mobile using wheelchairs.


The society-created barriers for access to built physical environments and facilities they offer, so far remains a grave social problem faced by this ever increasing sector and their immediate families.   This in turn deprives social integration, causes divisions and restricts independence of daily activities of majority of them.   Regretfully they are deprived of any constitutional protection and even has no voice of their own in the parliament!


A KEY OBJECTIVE in designing all new constructions must be to ensure equality of treatment to all groups of people to live as much as possible independently with dignity, enjoying the essential basic human rights, even on a wheelchair.   It must bear in mind that the State represents every citizen of the land, be he or she is a White cane or Wheelchair user or not.   'Disability' is only a 'Social Problem' and not a medical problem, resulting from the absence of the essential basic facilities in environments we live.   Hence it is a social responsibility the government has to make certain that all new physical environments will have the essential basic facilities to make every possible person as much as possible independent in attending to his or her essential daily needs, such as marketing and shopping, banking, recreation, gainful employment, travel, etc.   and hence is no more 'SOCIAL PRISONERS'.


Hence, my IMMEDIATE GOAL in CAMPAIGNING is:  "It must be made mandatory that all planned physical environments and facilities coming up should truly be architecturally accessible, even by those with restricted vision and/or mobility, especially those using Wheelchairs.   These should include upcoming condominiums, hotels (their washrooms and toilets in particular), markets, shops, banks, sports stadia, recreational centres and places of religious worship".


I will do my best to see at least GALLE CRICKET STADIUM once resurrected will NO MORE close doors on Wheelchair users!  That's my dream and goal!!


Ever sincere,


AJITH  C.   S.   PERERA
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