The Concrete Slabs

The image that haunts me still is the foundation slabs. Not one, not hundreds, but tens of thousands.  With various colors of ceramic tiles, some with tell-tale stubs of pipes sticking out, which denoted indoor plumbing.  Fancy tile, more pipe stubs, and a bigger slab, mean nothing now.  The wave was the great equalizer. The bricks, which were once walls, the metal sheets, which were once roofs, and the furniture and appliances that once made this a home, are washed away.  In fact, much of this material is piled in the ponds I have come to survey and renovate.  It is mid-May of 2005, almost 5 months since the tsunami of December 26, 2004.  
I have come to Banda Aceh and the coastal communities of Aceh Province, to assist with the restoration of aquaculture.  Over one-hundred thousand families were registered as fish and shrimp farmers in the two provinces of northern Sumatra, before the tsunami.  No-one knows how many are left.  But I had been invited to come and help determine what was needed to get them started again so that they could begin to grow their own food again, and return to a productive life-style before the emergency aid runs out.  Driving through the city na dthen through dozens of coastal communities, the impact of the tsunami is painfully obvious.  Most people had built their homes and businesses virtually onb the beach.  This afforded the people easy access to the water, to the cooling breezes as well as the two lane coastal road.  The theory that removal of mangroves had exacerbated the problem is painfully irrelevant on actual inspection.  First, the mangroves were all in the swale behind the coastal dune, where everyone lived.  Second, seeing hundreds of 10 meter high mangroves, ripped out with their roots intact, piled up in the ponds, makes it clear that nothing would have protected the people when this disaster struck.
Several groups had collaborated to facilitate my visit.  An aquaculture charity, Aquaculture without Frontiers, had organized and paid for my travel; a non-governmental aid group, Professionals International, provided on-site logistics and housing, staff from the aquaculture department of the Indonesian Ministry of Marine Affairs and Fisheries, served as guides and technical advisors; and finally the University of Arizona provided my time, as well as donated funds for the local Fisheries College.  The college had lost 30 faculty and students who were traveling on a bus to a social event on that Sunday.   During my days in Aceh my agenda was to determine the extent of damage to the industry, to visit the Fisheries College, to examine the damage at the Ministry’s research stations, to verify progress at restoration projects already started by Aquaculture without Frontiers and Professionals International.  Most importantly, I was to meet with survivors and determine what actions could best help them to recover.
Lamnga

On arriving late at night, my first impression was the lack of lighting.  Walking down the stairway from the jet and toward the terminal was facilitated with waving flashlights.  There were overhead lights in the baggage claim, but none on outside.  The airport was not damaged by the wave, but electricity generation is still limited, and usage is limited to the priorities.  The drive, into town was errie, passing hundreds of undamaged buildings lighted with kerosene lanterns or wood fires.  We arrived in a nice neighborhood, at a guest-house rented by Professionals International, again to a dark house.  The circuit bax had caught fire, overburdened by the electrical demands  of the volunteers staying in the house.  A local electrition, summoned in the middle of the night quickly wired around the meter and we were back in action.  Earkly the next moring we drove through Banda Aceh and the devastation even 5 months later is still incomprehensible.  Even the most in-depth press coverage does not convey the amount of destruction.  Mile after mile, nothing but slabs.  In some places, someone has set a donated tent on the slab, obviously a signal that a survivor or relative intends to rebuild there.  In a few cases, neat stacks of bricks, some times new, more often weathered bricks recoverd from a debris pile, are awaiting mortar.   The first village we come to east of Banda Aceh, is Lamnga.  This village of a couple hundred was completely washed over by the wave.  Most of the physical village now lies in the ponds that surround it.  Shrimp and fish farming was the primary occupation.  Professionals International is building new homes, a bit higher and further back from the beach.  They have also begun to rebuild the dike that denoted the outline of the ponds.  Each family farmed a small series of ponds covering about one hectare (about two and one half acres).  They shared a communal water delivery system operated with simple wooden gates and flushed by the tides. 
My job was to evaluate how we could best assist the people to restore the ponds and get them farming again.  The problem was hindered by the debris left by tsunami.  But in a strange way, it also afforded an opportunity.  Poor management, excessive feeding, stocking in-bred and disease prone shrimp and fish, had decreased yields and increased costs over the last decade.  Removal of mangroves for extra ponds had reduced the environment’s ability to process wastes from the ponds.  The tsunami now offered a debris strewn slate on which to rebuild.

Lamba, Sigli, Pidie

Over the next couple of days we drove a couple of hundred kilometers up and down the northeastern coast of Sumatra.  In villages and towns, still the same scope of damage, thousands of slabs along the beaches and piles of debris collected in the ponds.  In some cases the tent cities have been replaced by barracks rapidly built by the Indonesian government.  These crowded and Spartan living conditions, have kept the people dry.   With intense monitoring by medical volunteers and enormous amounts of bottled water and donated food, disease and epidemics have been averted.  

In the Pidie district

