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The Setting 
This art icle em phasizes certain essent ial part s of  
disaster  response that  challenge reconst ruct ion and 
rebuilding ef fort s.  Emb edded in the wider cont ext  of  
huma nit ar ian assistance in disast er relief ,  
reconst ruct ion work is directed towards sustainabilit y  
and m ust  be seen as a long- term  project .  Whenever  
a disast er leads to t he physical presence of  
huma nit ar ian aid workers and other support ive 
internat ional staff, t he affected region will undergo a 
wide range of changes;  this is especially t rue in the 
case of a sma ll island like Nias. 
On Decemb er 26, 2004 the I ndian Ocean earthquake 
(ma gnit ude 9,3)  caused the deadliest  t sunam i ever  
recorded in history .  I n I ndonesia approxim ately  
170,000 fatalit ies have been reported.   I n 
comp arison t o m assively dama ged regions (e.g.  
Banda Aceh) , t he devast at ion in Nias was m uch less 
severe.  However, t hree mo nt hs later on March 28 , 
2005 the Sum at ra earthquake (m agnitude 8 ,7)  
occurred and dest royed v ir tually  the whole island of  
Nias.  According t o internal UN figures – released a 
few days after the Suma t ra earthquake – an 
est im ated 2000 people were k illed and m ore than 
1000 houses were dest royed1.  
Aim ing t o understand t he m ult i- dim ensional aspect s 
of such a comp lex eme rgency situat ion, I  will t ry to 
present  a realist ic picture from a different iat ed point  
of v iew.  Apart  form t he hum anitar ian disaster  caused 
by the im me nse physical challenges of the Suma t ra 
earthquake, another secondary, social “e arthquake”  
shook Nias, result ing from the m assive external 
interference comi ng along with t he arr ival of “a id” .   
As soon as the internat ional com m unit y is alerted 
after such a nat ural cat ast rophe and after the 
respect ive governme nt  has signalized green light  for  
internat ional hum anitar ian assistance, a huge 
numb er of st akeholders invades im me diately .   
Am ongst  t he var ious actors are the nat ional 
governme nts, nat ional author it ies, nat ional partners,  
the mi lit ary, t he m edia, donors, the pr ivate sect or ,  
and count less NGOs2, UN-Agencies, Red Cross & Red 
Crescent  Societ ies ( I FRCS) , as well as the 
beneficiar ies of the host  populat ion.  The general 
coordinat ion between the var ious internat ional 
organizat ions falls under t he ma ndate of OCHA3, a 
UN-Body responsible for the coordinat ion of  
huma nit ar ian affairs.  According to OCHA regist rat ion 
form s, about  50 internat ional NGOs were registered 
after the disaster  in Nias.    
Although m ost  organizat ions and societ ies have 
established t heir  individual guiding pr inciples and 
guidelines concerning em ergency f ield operat ions,   
two standards are m ost  comm only applied in 
huma nit ar ian assistance:  the Sphere4 Project  and the 
UNHCR5 Em ergency Handbook. 
After t he f irst  stage of eme rgency relief  r ight  after a 
disaster has occurred, a second phase of  
huma nit ar ian work  follows, aim ing towards 

sustainable reconst ruct ion.  Once the eme rgency  
situat ion allows advancing, the var ious stakeholders 
launch their  respect ive long- term reconst ruct ion 
projects.  I t  is not  surpr ising t hat  reconst ruct ion work  
is mo st ly  done under  t ime  pressure:  t he t ime  per iod 
people spend in tents and temp orary  
accomm odat ions should be short .  People want  to 
return to norma lit y as soon as possible.   This 
pressure is part icular ly severe in the case of I DP-
camp s6 and when lim ited availabilit y of facilit ies in 
terms  of space, hygiene and me dical supply are an 
issue.  
 
Modern versus traditional architecture 
Taking a closer look at  the part icular dam age aft er  
the Nias disast er w ill clear ly show t hat  m odern 
architecture couldn’t  overcome  t he earthquake at  all,  
whereas t radit ional architecture is w idely intact . Even 
though t he ma j or it y  of fatal causalit ies and severe 
inj ur ies were de fact o t he consequence of collapsing 
buildings, there were significant  st ructural var iat ions 
that  suggest  reflect ing on the dangerous nature of  
mo dern architect ure on Nias.  Even tough the 
earthquake had not  affected all geographical regions 
on Nias with the sam e intensit y;  it  rem ains obv ious 
why some  buildings were comp letely dest royed while 
others were just  slight ly dam aged.  First  of all t his 
phenom enon sim ply ref lects the fact  that  t radit ional 
architecture is eart hquake resist ant , whereas m odern 
architecture is not .  From this insight  follows that  
mo st  fat alit ies cannot  be seen as a direct  
consequence of the so- called “ natural disaster” .  As a 
ma t ter of fact , I  argue Nias rat her faced a hum an 
ma de disaster, t he earthquake j ust  being a t r igger .   
There were probably j ust  a few cases when people 
died while staying outdoors.  This also applies t o 
t radit ional archit ect ure of course.  I t  m ust  be pointed 
out ;  however , t hat  t radit ional knowledge about  
earthquake resist ant  architecture was widely  
neglected within m odern architecture, wit h 
devastat ive result s.  The term “ mo dern” architecture 
used here m eans non- t radit ional architecture and has 
not hing t o do wit h the term “m odern”,  as it  is 
understood in contem porary architect ure. 
With few except ions,  on Nias m odern architect ure is 
pr im arily found in Gunung Sitoli, t he capital cit y of  
Nias, and in some  other towns, whereas t radit ional 
architecture is prevailing in the count ryside.  Gunung 
Sitoli – for  instance – was ma ssively dest royed.  
While m ost  of the cit y ’s cent re collapsed, several 
higher qualit y buildings rem ained stable;  am ongst  
them were some  Germ an ma de church facilit ies,  
which appeared near ly untouched7.  
When consider ing the design for houses to be 
reconst ructed, one clear ly want s to go for eit her high 
qualit y houses or/ and t radit ional architect ure.  Given 
the difficult ies of  ident ify ing a t ype of  house, which 
bot h m eets the beneficiar ies’ needs and comp lies 
with internat ional standards, t he final product  is often 
far from the beneficiary ’s init ial idea of a proper  
house. 

 
Sorting out Partners 
The probably mo st  imp ortant  aspect  of successful 
reconst ruct ion work is finding the r ight  partnerships.   
I dent ify ing part ners, imp lem ent ing partners and 
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business partners alike, is a difficult  t ask .  I t  requires 
a good sense for net working along with t he abilit y t o 
me et  the “r ight ” people.  Consider ing t he big numb er  
of organizat ions dealing with reconst ruct ion and 
rebuilding issues, t he numb er  of potent ial and t rust ful 
imp lem ent ing partners is rather  limi ted.  Therefore it  
does not  surpr ise that  the organizat ions comp ete t o 
some  ext end.  Apart  from m ost  huma nitar ians'  
idealist ic mo t ivat ions and st rong will t o help the 
people in need;  hum anitar ian assistance it self is a 
tough business.  Market  pr inciples apply here as 
elsewhere and ult ima tely t he overall perform ance 
(and success)  of each organizat ion will def ine the 
future within the relief business.  
The r ight  select ion of im pleme ntat ion part ners – in 
order  to facilit ate t he reconst ruct ion project  – but  
also the r ight  select ion of project  related suppliers,  
cont ractors, qualified personnel, const ruct ion 
workers, specialist s, and, last  but  not  least , t he 
delegates and internat ional st aff t hems elves will 
finally determi ne the success of t he project , i.e. the 
field m ission.  Most  problem s occur because of  
unqualified staff and incomp etent  imp lem ent ing 
partners.  Usually everybody is aware of the fact  that  
there is a lot  of mo ney around;  mo ney which has t o 
be spent  but  which is also carefully watched by  the 
donors.  As a m at ter of fact , disasters are always 
paving t he way for new business opport unit ies, not  t o 
say t hat  the disast er is t he business.  Next  t o ser ious 
and reput able business part ners,  the new situat ion 
also at t racts certain dubious comp anies and 
individuals.  
Finally, t he select ion of part ners m ust  consider local 
resources and local economy .  Alt hough the 
internat ional hum anitar ian guidelines recom me nd the 
part icipat ion of local players t o the highest  degree 
possible, t his certainly  is not  always the case.  
 
Human Resources    
As soon as part ners are ident ified and cont ract s 
signed, t he actual const ruct ion work start s.  Whom t o 
hire for which job is a decisive quest ion.  I n the case 
of Nias the personnel issue already came  up dur ing 
the ear ly phases of em ergency relief and 
reconst ruct ion work .  Act ually t he quest ion lead t o a 
pret t y intense discussion, when som e Javanese 
volunteers got  int o t rouble wit h the local yout h.  The 
conflict  arose because the Javanese architecture 
student s were supposed t o sign a 6 m onths cont ract .   
For them this would have been a progress, shift ing 
from unpaid volunteers t o cont racted professionals.   
Although they had already done a hard j ob for alm ost  
two m ont hs, wit hout  receiving any  payme nt , the 
prospect  of  being cont racted caused ser ious 
dissonance and jealousy  amo ngst  them and t he local 
youth.  
Besides relat ional difficult ies that  em erged as in t his 
specif ic case examp le, there were also quite m any 
prejudices against  the local populat ion.  Whereas the 
locals claime d that  potent ial j obs were given t o 
foreigners on purpose, instead of recruit ing out  of the 
local huma n capacit ies, some  decision ma kers 
countered that  the locals were unable and lazy  
indeed.  A com mo n argum ent  against  local hir ing 
hence quest ions indigenous comp etence, expert ise 
and professionalism,  suggest ing t he need to imp ort  

such in order to safeguard t he good qualit y of  the 
j ob. 
Anot her big issue on Nias was t he lack of  working 
opport unit ies in general.  Except  of “d aily- needs-
jobs” in agr icult ure and f ishery , there are barely any  
jobs available.  The econom ic developm ent  of  the 
island is approaching zero every year and the 
governme nt  in Jakarta is often cr it icized for  
neglect ing Nias.  Anger and frust rat ion is self-
explanatory here.   After t he disaster , Nias was 
confronted with plenty of j ob opportunit ies, while the 
access t o real j obs rema ined lim ited for t he locals.  
 
Affected local communities 
As a pr inciple,  reconst ruct ion and rebuilding work  
should always happen in relat ion and cooperat ion 
with the local comm unit ies.  I t  is of great  imp ortance 
that  the local comm unit y gets involved as mu ch as 
possible in the reconst ruct ion project  cycle, including 
the phases of analysis, planning and design, 
imp lem ent at ion and evaluat ion, i.e. long term  
mo nit or ing.  
Reconst ruct ion and rebuilding work is always carr ied 
out  by m any different  organizat ions and 
stakeholders.  The com plexit y of the eme rgency  
situat ion calls for  cooperat ion, but  it  is often not  
possible.  The select ion of  beneficiar ies often 
becom es a crucial point .  As a ma t ter of fact , not  
everybody will receive t he same  at tent ion and 
t reatme nt  and also not  everybody  get s recognized as 
being eligible t o become  a beneficiary .  Jealousy and 
the feeling of unequal t reatm ent  can lead towards 
conflict s wit hin the com mu nit y .  I n some  cases t his 
conflict  potent ial even bursts int o violence between 
beneficiar ies and non-beneficiar ies.  Of course it  is 
imp ossible to sat isfy everybody , but  huma nitar ians 
are doing what  they can and int eract  wit h the local 
comm unit y t rying to get  some  deeper understanding 
of such cont radict ory sit uat ions.  
The people’s readiness to reset t le is another  
comm unit y related imp ortant  issue.  Prot ract ion or  
even refusal t o reset t le is often caused by fear. Som e 
people mi ght  fear following eart hquakes, ot hers are 
afraid about  being left  alone without  anyt hing,  
whereas some  ot her I DPs feel incapable to deal wit h 
the t raum at ic sit uat ion in order t o build up a new life.  
One basic quest ion to consider before start ing 
reconst ruct ion is the com m unit ies’ will t o come  back  
and reset t le after all;  needless to me nt ion the 
point lessness of new but  emp ty houses.  I n the 
village of Sirombu quite a numb er of people were 
afraid of new Tsunami s. Consider ing t he count less 
aftershocks – some  of t hem reached m agnit ude 5 ,0 –  
their  fear was not  unrealist ic.  Therefore t hey wanted 
to reset t le in a mu ch wider distance, of f t he coast .   I n 
the South of Nias, next  to t he vil lage of Teluk Dalam,  
a rat her  big cam p for  I DPs was located on the slopes 
of a hill, a property which act ually belongs t o the 
local church.  People wanted t o st ay t here, on t his 
higher alt it ude place, because t hey feared to die in a 
following disaster sweeping the coast line.  Of course 
the liv ing condit ions in the camp  never reached the 
comf ort  of t heir  own home s, but  the fear  exceeded 
the wish to reset t le and rebuild.   A comm unal feeling 
of safety and secur it y cont r ibutes t o this wish to stay  
in t he refuge area, basic food supply and me t  basic 
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huma n needs ma ke a difference understandably  
enough. Leav ing t he camp  would me an for these 
people to give up t his essent ial feeling of being save, 
so essent ial after  the t urm oil t hey went  t rough.  
 
The reconstruction of single-family-houses at 
Nias 
I n general,  reconst ruct ion m ust  be in accordance wit h 
safe local building pract ices.   Like already me nt ioned, 
Sphere is w idely seen as the leading standard in 
regard to huma nit ar ian relief;  it  also applies t o 
reconst ruct ion.  Alt hough some  organizat ions 
( including the UNHCR)  slight ly differ  from  the Sphere 
standard in t heir  approach, t he guiding pr inciples are 
basically ident ical.   
Key spheres for good reconst ruct ion are, according t o 
these standards, t he sourcing of local m ater ials and 
labour, wit hout  adversely af fect ing the local econom y 
or env ironme nt .  Locally  der ived st andards of  
workm anship and ma ter ials m ust  be me t , whereas 
const ruct ion and ma ter ial specificat ions should also 
resist  against  fut ure disasters.  Const ruct ion t ypes 
and m ater ials should be used t hat  enable the 
ma intenance and upgrading of individual household 
shelters by  using locally available tools and 
resources.   The whole const ruct ion process mu st  be 
t ransparent , accountable and in accordance wit h 
internat ionally  accepted bidding, purchasing and 
const ruct ion admi nist rat ion pract ices8.  
 
The me dium - term and long- t erm st rategy of Car itas 
– one examp le of NGO engagem ent  in the disaster on 
Nias – concent rat ed on eme rgency relief (e.g. food 
dist r ibut ion) , the reconst ruct ion and m onitor ing of  
orphanages, var ious infrast ruct ure related proj ect s 
(e.g. f isher boats, schools) , t he st ruct ural 
developme nt  and imp roveme nt  of associat e 
organizat ions, and t he reconst ruct ion of single-
fami ly- houses.  The ma ndate of Car itas excludes the 
imp lem ent at ion of any proj ects, however.  Local 
partners mu st  do the project  im pleme ntat ion.  The 
ent ire reconst ruct ion process is planned to be 
comp leted wit hin a two years per iod.   
Cont rary t o reconst ruct ion projects wit hin the public 
sphere, the rebuilding of individual home s can 
some t ime s cause m any m ore difficult ies.   There are 
ma ny aspect s to consider , before, dur ing and aft er  
the project .   Some t im es discrepancies between the 
concerned fami lies and the financing organizat ions,  
the NGOs, occur , part icular ly  when it  come s to the 
design of the house or it s locat ion.  Also,  the access 
to new land can be limi ted;  this can turn into a 
problem if t he forme r land is not  good for set t leme nt  
any  longer .  I s there alternat ive land and is it  suit able 
and safe for the establishme nt  of a new set t lem ent ?  
Are there any unsolved land r ight  issues?  How will 
t he new set t leme nt  ef fect  the environm ent?  I s the 
locat ion easy accessible?  Can people access public 
services, e.g.  schools, me dical serv ices etc.?  Those 
are j ust  some  of the count less quest ions to consider .   
Once t he locat ion of  the building sit es is specified,  the 
reconst ruct ion project  should enter it s act ive phase.  
Act ually , before reconst ruct ion can st art  t he part ies 
mu st  agree on a cert ain t ype of house.  Regarding 
the design t here are internat ional standards t o 
observe as well.  I t  is often a challenge in t his phase 

to find a solut ion which sat isf ies the beneficiar ies,  
while st ill fulfil ling the requireme nts of organizat ion 
and donors.  After agreem ent  on t he design of the 
house const ruct ion work can start . Then pract ical 
ma t ters domi nate the project , like the procureme nt  
of the building ma ter ials or logist ical and secur it y  
related issues.  
Concerning the building ma t er ials, it  is wise to cont rol 
everyt hing carefully .  Given the relat ively sm all size 
of Nias, t he m aj or part  of t he ma ter ial m ust  be 
imp orted from neighbor ing Suma t ra, Kalima ntan or  
Java.  Apart  from obligatory qualit y cont rols, one 
should m ake an ef fort  and assure t hat  t he t imb er  
used in t he reconst ruct ion proj ect  is not  shipped from  
illegal logging sites.  
Finally there are a few logist ical challenges.  How can 
the m ater ials be t ransported to t he const ruct ion site?  
Are the roads accessible or is t here a need to fix  
broken roads fir st?  Can t rucks access the roads?  
Where to store the m ater ial?  I s there a need for  
addit ional facilit ies to protect  t he m ater ial from  
weather?  Are addit ional secur it y me asures needed t o 
ensure a safe storage?  All in all, reconst ruct ion, not  
only in Nias, rema ins a dif ficult  t ask and a long 
last ing process.   
Talking about  the reconst ruct ion of Nias me ans m ore 
than addressing reconst ruct ion in a comm on sense.  
To some  extent  Nias is receiving a new face in the 
process.  I t  wasn’t  j ust  the Suma t ra eart hquake on 
March 28, 2005 which drama t ically changed Nias;  
there is also t he m assive inter ference of stakeholders 
form  all over t he world since t hen.  Vir tually,  one get s 
the imp ression that  Nias is being changed all over  
again, far  beyond the ef fect s of t he natural disaster .   
I t  seems  t he children of t his island cannot  do m ore 
than watch how ot hers are changing t heir  home land.  
 
                                                
1 At Nias island th e to ta l populati on is approximate ly  
700000.  
2 Non Governmenta l Organizati ons. 
3 Organizati on for th e Coordinati on of Humanita rian Affairs. 
4 “The initi ati ve wa s launched in 1997 by a group of 
humanita rian NGOs and th e Red Cross and Red Crescent 
movement, wh o framed a Humanita r ian Charte r and 
identi f ied Minimum Sta ndards to  be atta ined in disaste r 
assista nce, in each of f ive key secto rs (wa te r supply and 
sanita ti on, nutr iti on, food aid, shelte r and health  serv ices) . 
This process led to  th e publicati on of th e f irst Sphere 
handbook in 2000. Taken to geth er, th e Humanita rian 
Charte r and th e Minimum Sta ndards contr ibute  to  an 
operati onal framewo rk for accounta bility  in disaste r 
assista nce efforts . The cornersto ne of th e handbook is th e 
Humanita rian Charte r, wh ich is based on th e principles and 
provisions of inte rnati onal humanita rian law, in te rnati onal 
human r ights  law, refugee law and th e Code of Conduct for 
th e I nte rnati onal Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement  
and Non-  Governmenta l Organizati ons (NGOs)  in Disaste r 
Relief. The Charte r describes th e core principles th at govern 
humanita rian acti on and reasser ts  th e r ight of populati ons 
affecte d by disaste r, wh eth er natu ral or man-made 
( including armed conflict) , to prote ct ion and assista nce. I t 
also reasser ts  th e r ight of disaste r-affecte d populati ons to  
life wi th  dignity .”  (The Sphere Project. Humanita rian Char te r  
and Minimum Sta ndards in Disaste r Response, Pp 4, 2004, 
Oxfam Publishing, Oxford) . 
5 Unite d Nati ons High Com missioner for Refugees. 
6 I nte rnally  Displaced Persons. 
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7 According to  local German m issionaries and priest s only 
th e best mate rials have been used. “The constr ucti on wo rk 
wa s done wi th  German preciseness” , th ey to ld proudly.  
8 Guidance notes:  
1. Sourcing of shelter materials and labour:  livelihood 
support should be promote d th rough th e local procurement 
of building mate rials, specialist building sk ills and manual 
labour. Multi ple sources, alte rnati ve mate r ials and 
producti on processes, or th e provision of regionally  or 
inte rnati onally  sourced mate rials or proprieta ry shelte r 
syste ms are required if  th e local harvesti ng and supply of 
mate rials is likely  to  have a signif icant adverse impact on 
th e local economy or th e environment. The re-use of 
mate rials salvaged from damaged buildings should be 
promote d wh ere feasible, eith er as primary constr uct ion 
mate rials (bricks or sto ne masonry, roof ti mber, roof ti les, 
etc .)  or as secondary mate rial ( rubble for foundati ons or 
levelling roads, etc .) . Own ership of or th e r ights  to  such 
mate rial should be identi f ied and agreed. 
2. Participation of affected households:  sk ills tr aining 
programmes and apprenti ceship schemes can m axim ise 
opportu niti es for parti cipati on during constr uct ion, 
parti cularly  for indiv iduals lack ing th e required building sk ills 
or experience. Complementa ry cont r ibuti ons from th ose less 
able to  underta ke physically  or te chnically  demanding ta sks 
can include site  monito ring and invento ry contr ol, th e 
provision of child care or te mporary accommodati on and 
cate ring for th ose engaged in constr ucti on wo rks, and 
adm inistr at ive support. Considerat ion should be given to  th e 
oth er demands on th e ti me and labour resources of th e 
affecte d populati on. The inclusion of food- for-work 
initi ati ves can provide the necessary food security  to  enable 
affecte d households to  acti vely  parti cipate . Single wo men, 
female-headed households and wo men wi th  disabiliti es are 
parti cularly  at r isk from sexual exploita ti on in seeking 
assista nce for th e const ructi on of th eir shelter. The provision 
of assista nce from volunte er com munity  labour te am s or 
contr acte d labour could complement any beneficiary 
contr ibuti ons. 
3. Construction standards:  sta ndards of good practi ce 
should be agreed wi th  th e relevant auth oriti es to  ensure 
th at key safety  and performance requirements  are met. I n 
locati ons wh ere applicable local or nati onal building codes 
have not been custo marily  adhered to  or enforced, 
incrementa l compliance should be agreed. 
4. Disaster prevention and mitigation:  th e design 
should be consiste nt wi th  known  climati c conditi ons, be 
capable of wi th sta nding appropriate  wi nd- loading, and 
accom modate  snow- loading in cold climate s. Earth quake 
resista nce and ground bearing conditi ons should be 
assessed. Recommended or actu al changes t o building 
sta ndards or common building practi ces as a result of th e 
disaste r should be applied in consulta ti on w ith  local 
auth oriti es and th e disaste r -affecte d populati on. 
5. Upgrading and maintenance:  as emergency shelte r 
responses ty pically  provide only a m inimum level of 
enclosed space and mate rial assista nce, affecte d fam ilies 
wi ll need to  seek alte rnati ve means of increasing th e exte nt 
or quality  of th e enclosed space provided. The form  of 
constr ucti on and th e mate rials used should enable indiv idual 
households to  incrementa lly  adapt or upgrade th e shelte r or 
aspects  of th e design to  meet th eir longer te rm  needs and 
to  underta ke repairs using locally  available to ols and 
mate rials. 
6. Procurement and construction management:  a 
responsive, eff icient and accounta ble supply chain and 
constr ucti on management syste m for mate rials;  labour and 
site  superv ision should be esta blished th at includes 
sourcing, procurement, t ransporta ti on, handling and 
adm inistr at ion, from point of or igin to  th e respecti ve site  as 
required. (Oxfam 2004. The Sphere Project. Humanita rian 
Charte r and Minimum Sta ndards in Disaste r Response. 
Oxfam Publishing. Oxford. pp. 25 -26)  
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