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512 Work Report

In early 2008, the GDP of Sichuan Province was projected to surpass RMB1 billion for the first

time. Everybody in China was happy to see steady improvement in the national economy.
In 2008, everybody in China rejoiced in making preparations for the Olympics.
May 12 2008, a cataclypsmic earthquake rocked Sichuan.

At the time when Sichuan was rocked by a cataclypsmic earthquake, most of Sowers Action’s
managerial personnel and personnel of Sowers Action’s China Services Department were
receiving training in Beijing. Owing to insufficient manpower, a Committee was quickly

formed to head relief tasks.
First, let us respond to the following questions:

1. Was “post-quake education relief and restoration” within the scope of work stipulated in

Sowers Action’s constitution?

Even though some members held different views when Sowers Action provided assistance
to education projects in Huan County after the drought, in Puer after the earthquake
and in Guangdong after the flood, tasks of this nature were definitely encompassed by

Sowers Action’s constitution.

2. Theory of disaster relief and situation assessment:

a. According to the book, after the occurrence of a major disaster, information
concerning the stricken areas is always confusing at the beginning. Nobody knows
what is the exact degree of damage or the exact extent of relief required. Nobody
knows whether the inablilty to deliver relief materials to the stricken areas is resultant
from a lack of knowledge about the kind of material assistance required, a lack of

funds, short supply in the market, truncated roads or government policy.

b. People’s enthusiasm in making donations is short-lived, large sums of donations
are not necessarily used to address needs and satisfy priorities of relief. It is also
possible that too much money is used in emergency relief in the early stages, hence

not leaving enough funds for post-disaster reconstruction to be carried out.
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We know that we lack experience in disaster relief, but we cannot assume that
the government or other organizations are capable of mastering the situation.
Therefore, any mishap could happen: over-concentration of assistance in certain
places, repeated assistance, certain aspects of relief overlooked, wastefulness,
inefficiency, no counterpart authority and human catastrophes (for example, escaping
responsibility, greed, giving false information, etc.) Psychologically, we must be fully
prepared to have to surpass not surmount these problems, such that relief materials

could reach the needy victims.

Donors’ response to media reports will aggravate such problems.

Because of the serious damage caused, manpower, trust money, annual or regular
institutional donations are all concentrated for use on disaster relief that lasts
for a short while. Nevertheless, for a long time to come after disaster relief, the
amount of donations receivable will inevitably diminish. In worse scenarios, certain
organizations, including Sowers Action, may not be able to continue operation under
such circumstances. Or, Sowers Action’s donors may reckon the need of counties
receiving long-term assistance from Sowers Action for school re-construction less
urgent than that of the disaster-stricken areas, hence making no further donations for

such purpose.

We have the reason to believe that one to two years from now, counties receiving
long-term assistance from Sowers Action will be subject under tremendous pressure
as donations continue to flow to the disaster-stircken areas. If this is the cost of
providing relief to areas ravaged by the May 12 earthquake, Sowers Action is willing

to pay the price.

. Governments of different localities have different post-quake restoration priorities,

=

creating a competition for resources. Often, the first priority includes hospitals,
government infrastructure, portable water, roads, residential housing, schools and
etc. Re-construction is also subject to objective constraints, including problems in

transportation, manpower, technology and supply of materials; money is just one
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. Phone calls made to the disaster-stricken areas by Regional Executives in Beijing either

failed to get through or got through only intermittently. Our initial impression was that the
disaster-stricken area was more extensive than what was reported by the media as it

covered north-westen Sichuan, southern Gansu and went as far as Longdong.

. We functioned in two ways: delivering materials to areas receiving little public attention.

Guide the public and media so that they would become aware of the neglected areas.

Expand the area of assistance.

. We selected Longnan as our starting point and routed back to Beichuan after we

managed to obtain accurate information about the place. We soon received reports
about the “seriously-hit Wen County” in Gansu. Almost 400 schools in Wen County were
damaged in the quake, it was estimated that RMB70,000,000 were urgently needed to

erect temporary (dismountable) classrooms.

. A single county (Wen County) hit by the quake required RMB70,000,000, but there

remained hundreds of counties and cities in the same situation. It was possible that the
sum of money required for re-constructing schools in “worst-hit areas” would be in the
100-millions. Yet, Sowers Action managed to raise only RMB200 millions in 16 years!
If we arrogantly set our target at RMB70,000,000, we might as well turn ourselves into a

laughing stock.

. The immediate need was RMB70,000,000. It was a small matter to become a laughing

stock, but we could not erase the possibility of being able to raise the sum. It must not

be forgotten that Sowers Action’s strength came from its belief in dreams.

Our first target was set at RMB78,000,000.

. The sum of RMB3,000,000 which was drawn from the education assistance trust

together with the total amount of RMB87,000,000 which had been stored up for years in

Sowers Action’s development fund would be released for disaster relief.

. To carry out the plan, Sowers Action invited professionals from the construction industry

to undertake the long-term mission of participating in, convening and training up members
of the on-the-spot-investigation teams. At the same time, Sowers Action had organized

fund-raising teams to introduce Sowers Action’s work to various charity foundations.
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To show our long-term resolution in post-quake re-construction, we undertook to forge

ahead even if the sky collapsed and earth ripped open.

We communicated with the provincial and municipal governments, searched for and
collected information from the Internet, so as to draw up an overall program for post-
quake re-construction, ascertain the quake-resistant specifications and commodity

prices to be used.

Our work teams set off separately in mid-June, bringing back sets of school re-
construction proposals and blue-prints bearing price tags of millions of RMB. To this
date, the amount of money required to assist school re-construction has accrued to over
RMB100,000,000.

After being reported by the media, Wen County received assistance from various Hong
Kong organizations. Shenzhen was ready to match any donations made by the Hong
Kong organizations. As such, we expanded our investigation into southern Gansu, went
north to visit several “ordinary disaster-stricken areas” including Tianshui, Pingliang,

Dingxi and Qingyang.

As the price of temporary dismountable classrooms sky-rocketed, the Education
Department changed its emergency remedy and announced a temporary halt in erecting
this kind of classrooms. We therefore concentrated our efforts in re-constructing

permanent schools with steel and concrete.

Together with the Institute of Engineers and auditors, we planned to apply with the Hong

Kong Government for funds to assist in school re-construction.

The May 12 disaster re-ignited the lifeforce latent in Sowers Action. The only regret was

that we had not been able to raise enough money to carry out all planned re-construction.

Furthermore, we failed to obtain the support of sizable foundations. Walking on a road

truncated by the quake, bearing the burden of everybody’s expectation, my heart was heavy

and | was overcome by anxiety.

Choi Shui Ming
Co-ordinator of 512 Post-quake School Restoration Committee
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