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"Experiences from Tsunami & Role of Volunteers in Thailand"

Dr. Prinya Thaewanarumitkul

Vice Rector for Students Affairs, Thammasat University, Thailand

I. Analysis of the damages from Tsunami disaster 2004 in Thailand

1. With 5395 death and 2940 missing people, Tsunami disaster has been the biggest nature disaster
in Thailand.

2. Missing people means the people that could not be found their dead bodies. Therefore there were
totally around 8000 people who died from Tsunami disaster in December 2004 in Thailand.

3. Within the 5395 dead bodies, there were 1917 unidentified bodies. Why so many? The reasons:
First, a lot of dead people were in swimming suit or at the beaches, so that they didn't have
money bag or ID card with them that could identify them. But the most important reason was a
failure of identifying process of dead bodies. Personal belongings were mostly separated from the
dead bodies before identifying process began. That made the process more difficult. And this is an

example that shows the lack of know-how and experiences in disaster management in Thailand.

II. Tsunami, the wave that changed Thailand

1. Thailand is not stable or safe from big nature disasters as Thai people have believed. Tsunami
changed their mentality. After Tsunami attacked South-Thailand in 2004 they have to plan and
look more into the future. Young people who experienced or went through this disaster would be
“Tsunami Generation” in Thailand.

2. People began to realize the importance of volunteers. The Role of volunteers got more important
than ever.

3. An important question: In case of disaster, will human be more selfish or will help each other? In
Japanese cartoons or disaster film like “Sinking of Japan” , which I saw on the airplane to Japan,
human will be more selfish. But from what I experienced from Tsunami disaster, I believe the

latter one.

III. Lessons from Tsunami disaster management

1. The first 7 days: rescuing and retrieving phase. The most difficult thing in the first 7 days was to
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make decision what to be done. The situation was chaos and we had to race in unsystematic and
needy condition. My lesson is: “Help ourselves and do not wait the government.”
2. To cope with the problems, we have to

2.1 set priority. The most important thing was to rescue the survivors and provide them the basic
necessities for living; such as water, food, drug and temporary residence.

2.2 encourage the victims to rely on themselves and to help each other.

2.3 contact the involved people, organizations, or institutes for support.

3. To deal with the volunteers at high efficiency, we have to

3.1 put the right man in the right job and use the group dynamics. Volunteers should be divided
into groups with the definite mission. Each group has to reach the mission and solve the
problems as much as possible.

3.2 give the volunteers opportunities to create, manage, and perform their duty by themselves.

3.3 assign the volunteers to work in the job fields they are interested. Also, we persuaded the
volunteers to do their best for the undesirable jobs, encouraged them to have a 'Volunteer
Spirit' and consent to do these jobs.

4. After 7 days: restoration phase.

41 We had time to set up 'system'. The problem in this phase was not the lack of manpower or
necessities like in the first 7 days, but the way of managing the volunteers and the things.
Some impact areas gained too much volunteers, while others still lacked. The resolution was
to create the network in order to estimate the demand and the supply in each area, then to
coordinate.

4.2 Strategy for long term resolution is: “Let the victims help themselves and rely on

themselves” . 'Community' is the key for the resolution.

IV. How to set up "Volunteer Spirit" to the youths and encourage them to "do for others'"?

1. “Volunteer spirit” does not originate from logic or at our brain, but it comes about our
heart when we touch the truth. The strategy is therefore: “Let the youths touch the truth.”
Universities teach them only academics, but do not teach them the truth of life.

2. Those who know how people suffer will decrease their selfishness. This conclusion comes from
my own experiences, as I was a student and went to the rural and lived with farmers for the first

time.
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3. An example project to let the youths touch the truth: In 2006 at Rangsit Campus, 42 km from the
main campus in Bangkok, Thammasat University has formed Thammasat Rice Planting' Project.
With this rice field, we let our students touch the truth, how rice comes. It is a kind of open-air
class, no credit, no examination, and only learn how to plant rice.

4. Provide the public service activities for the youths. They are the great opportunities to shape
up the “Volunteer Spirit” in their mind. For example, Universiade Bangkok 2007, launch
at Thammasat University in August 2007, it requires around 7,000 volunteers from several

universities in Thailand.

V. Future of volunteers in Thailand

1. Volunteer center for natural disaster, which models from Japan's, should be established in

Thailand.

2. Thailand should learn a lot from Japan.

2.1 The rice planting project is inspired from visiting Japan last time: After I saw the children
were planting rice on the roof of a high building in Tokyo.

2.2 Thammasat University and Meiji Gakuin University have a lot in common. The students of
Meiji Gakuin say “Do for others” , the students of Thammasat say ‘I love Thammasat,
because Thammasat teaches me to love the people” . Therefore, we should learn more from
each other. And about volunteer management and volunteer center, we have to learn from

Meiji Gakuin University.
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