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Shaped by the past, creating the future 



IASSW’s Professional Social Work Model 

• The creation of the Rebuilding People’s Lives Network 
(RIPL) on 5 January 2005 in response to Indian Ocean 
Tsunami of 26 December 2004. 

• Drew on IASSW’s capacity as a network of social work 
educators globally, using its resources, particularly the 
volunteer labour in the shape of staff and students. 

• Pairing of Schools of Social Work in non-affected areas 
with those in affected areas. 

• Liaison between them aimed at securing resources and 
responding to needs as defined by local people. 

• Social workers act as brokers in partnerships aimed at 
securing needed resources. 

• Limitations of this approach in a field of well-
established players (requests refused). 
 



2004 Tsunami as background for RIPL 

• Sri Lanka received humanitarian aid during one of 
the most devastating natural disasters to strike in 
recent memory. 

• The tsunami of 26 December 2004 devastated lives 
and livelihoods in 12 countries, causing 300,000 
deaths.  Sri Lanka 
was amongst these. 

• Gestures of goodwill came 
from across the world in an 
unprecedented wave of  
humanitarian aid giving.  

• Where was the voice of  
social work?     



My role in IASSW (International Association of 
Schools of Social Work) 

A participant in the IASSW model of disaster 
interventions, as:  

 - Previous Past President  

 - Head of Climate Change & 
  Disaster Interventions  
  Committee  

 - Researcher and  
  activist scholar 
  in disaster-affected 
  areas. 

Broken bridge and road in Yingxiu 



Contested terrain 

• What constitutes effective and empowering 
humanitarian aid interventions is contested. 

• Hancock (1991) argues that humanitarian aid is 
an imperialistic enterprise on the part of the 
West. 

• Donors and the general public see it as an 
altruistic initiative aimed at helping others. 

• What humanitarian aid achieves depends on 
context, intentions of donors and recipients, 
cultural expectations, opportunities to exercise 
agency and the resources and skills available.   



Overwhelmed by levels of need 

Making a rapid assessment of needs. 
• Meeting basic  needs. 
• Finding missing family members 

was excruciating. 
• Communicating requires more 

than linguistic skills. 
• Failing infrastructures  

(communication, transportation,  
public utilities, sanitation). 

• Accessing aid funds that were not 
tied in particular ways by donors 
can be difficult. 

• Being creative and persevering in 
linking up people and resources.  

• Brokerage model was  
difficult to implement. 

Everyday life lies in tatters 



Capacity building is central to professional model 

• Capacity building is the equipping of people with 
the information, knowledge and skills needed to 
access resources for making decisions and taking 
action that improves their current position. 

• Capacity building can lead to personal and 
structural change. 

• Resilience is the capacity to influence one’s 
environment (social, physical and built) and social 
standing in adapting to changing situations or 
taking action to enhance one’s condition in life. 

• Capacity building and resilience building 
strategies can be individual and/or collective. 



First steps post-tsunami in Sri Lanka 

• Capacity building in social work and community 
development diagnosed fairly was quickly as a need. 
The National Institute for Social Development (NISD) 
had trained 900 social workers in 50 years. 

• Universities from a number of countries offered 
support; few stayed for the long-term. 

• Of those linking up with NISD, one university received 
funding to help establish a degree course at qualifying 
level and a Masters programme, a Ph D programme is 
being aspired to. 

• Longest surviving collaboration is between Ljubljana 
University and the University of Colombo and focuses 
on capacity building in social work (workshop on this). 



Immediate relief required 

Meeting basic needs – food, water, clothing, shelter, soap,  
and medicines, quickly was essential. 



Housing:  An unmet human right 

Some people are still in ‘temporary’ housing. 



Children as victim-survivors 

Children suffered disproportionately, losing family members, limbs, homes, schools. 
Safeguarding children is crucial:  some children were sexually exploited and  
deemed orphans when they were not.   
Getting children back to school and with family members is crucial to their safety. 

Children’s voices are usually silent. 
Their agency should be acknowledged. 



‘How will I feed my family?’ 

Shortages of wood, cement and boats hampered 
initiatives to re-establish lost livelihoods and develop 
alternatives. 

Livelihoods were lost 



Culturally relevant rituals are important 

During the disaster 

Learning from the disaster 



Building community resilience 

Getting back to work quickly 

Buddhist monks assist  
community recovery 



Generic social work skills are relevant 

• Social workers respond to  
emergency situations. 

• Generic social work 
 skills are and relevant 
during the:  
immediate response,   
recovery period, and the 
reconstruction period  
of a disaster. 

• Fundraising is a problem. 
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Cycle of Intervention in Disaster Situations 

Holistic practice is the basis for empowering, collaborative practice  



Agency 

Power Relations 
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Holistic, 
Empowering 
Collaborative 
Practice builds 
on existing 
strengths and 
assets held by 
individuals 
and 
communities . 



IASSW expands its activities 

UN Climate Change, COP17 

China 



IASSW expands its activities 

Chile Japan 



Bringing home lessons from abroad 

Transferable skills used  in the Gilesgate Energy Project  

Addressing  
•Fuel poverty 
•Unemployment 
•Climate Change 
through 
renewable energy 
technologies. 



IASSW has assisted in other disasters 
IASSW responded to immediate needs through:  
• Networking; 
• Fund-raising; 
• Extending its range of activities, for example, IASSW supported 

earthquake efforts in: 
– Sichuan 
– Chile 
– Christchurch 
– Japan 

• Where appropriate, encouraging schools of social work  from outside the 
area to place staff and students to disaster-prone areas; 

• Where inappropriate to place personnel from outside the area, using the 
new technologies including SKYPE, email and mobile phones , e.g., to 
develop the Christchurch Virtual Helpline to relieve pressures on local 
practitioners, survivors and academics; 

• Building capacity in social work education and practice by helping local 
educators and practitioners achieve their objectives;  

• International projects, conferences and seminars around disaster 
research; and 

• Helping with curriculum development. 
 

 



Future developments for IASSW 

• Playing a greater role in climate change debates 
in the UN  as part of the Global Agenda; 

• Becoming interdisciplinary in its approach; 
• Extending RIPL to assist in a wider variety of 

disaster situations, not just tsunamis and 
earthquakes; 

• Building a network of links between schools of 
social work in disaster-prone areas and those 
who are not; and 

• Finding funding to ensure the sustainability of its 
endeavours. 



Shaped by the past, creating the future 
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