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TE Sisyphus, son of the king Aeolus of Thessaly and 

Enarete, was best known from the times of Hom-
er as the craftiest of men, but perhaps he is better 

recognized for his more famous demise. He had be-
trayed and challenged Zeus, king of the gods, and he 
was sentenced to Tartarus, a place in the underworld 
set even lower than the depths of hell. His punishment 
was simple and tragic – he must roll a giant boulder 
up the steepest peak of Tartarus and could only rest 
upon its completion. The task was monotonous and 
grueling as is, but every time he would get close to the 
top, the ground would falter beneath his feet and the 
boulder would roll back down the mountainside. Sisy-
phus must then walk all the way down to the bottom of 
the mountain, and begin his tribulation all over again. 

By looking through the lens of this ancient Greek 
myth, we can find a challenging argument for NOVA-
sia’s sixth issue’s theme, Disaster Relief. Humanity faces 
its own unending, mortal struggle as it experiences its 
own natural falters through the mountain climb of life. 
Earthquakes, floods, wildfires – these shocks are feared 
because they are more than just unstoppable and un-
predictable. These are inevitable forces of nature, caus-
ing total devastation to the surrounding environment. 
The loss of human life tragically flows with a random 
terror unknown to even the best climate analysis. A 
7.0 earthquake in the Caribbean took the lives of over 
200,000 Haitians; a 7.1 earthquake caused moderate 
shaking on five Japanese islands in the Pacific. Hun-
dreds of thousands have died over the course of a few 
months of this year alone, and many more have per-
ished before through the course of history’s unforgiving 
cycle of natural disaster. Must the world simply accept 
itself as it was designed and leave fate to determine the 
outcomes?

Though the damage can seem overwhelming and ev-
erlasting, humanity has become markedly better at re-
sponding and providing relief in the most dire of situ-
ations. Instead of days, news of a tsunami in Sri Lanka 
can be seen halfway around the globe moments after it 
occurs. Aid can be summoned, coordinated, and air-
lifted in a matter of hours. Today more so than ever, the 
world can watch a disaster unfold and respond faster, 
greater, and more efficiently than ever before. This issue 
explores these most recent disasters and examines the 
ways in which the international community has tried 
to turn what seems like a futile, sisyphean effort into 
a meaningful response in the aftermath of catastrophe. 

NOVAsia opens with the efforts that individuals and 
rescue teams make at ground zero of these disasters. 
Jee-woo Lee opens our issue with a look at Korea’s own 
relief work, still in its incubation stage and how it can 
move forward towards the future. Patrick Meier, the 
Crisis Mapping Director at Ushahidi, lends me some 
of his time and expertise, sharing with us his experi-
ences developing and implementing new technologies 
to help facilitate and quicken the level of efficiency co-
ordinating rescue work. 

This issue then shifts to the use of governmental policy 
to affect development assistance and rescue work and 
also the international prestige implications of provid-
ing such aid. John Lee looks into the dangerous game 
that states play when they use aid packages for political 
gain. Marshall Brown compares China’s growing influ-
ence and clashing approach to state building aid tradi-
tionally delivered and led by the U.S. Euijin Jung deliv-
ers a piece on Australia’s own national policy regarding 
disaster resilience, the ability to plan and prepare for 
crises and Christopher Gully delivers a survey of ma-
jor natural disasters and what kind of human rights 
violations were made by the state in their aftermath as 
viewed by the UN HR Council. Gabriela Fernández 
closes our thematic section, providing both a personal 
perspective to the earthquake in her Chilean home 
country while showcasing the opportunity for action 
and response by individuals here in Korea. 

The myth of Sisyphus is often about the unending 
struggle against nature and fate, but it also shows an 
inspiring resilience in the face of improbable odds. Sen-
tenced to the farthest reaches of Hades, every time he 
fails at his task, he tries again. Failure is not measured 
in how many times someone falls down, but whether 
or not they choose to stand back up. In the face of 
the natural, random cycle of earth’s greatest disasters, 
humankind has chosen to respond. These events have 
caused the greatest of tragedy, but humanity’s resilience 
has shown the ability to insulate, prepare, and respond 
to the most unpredictable and violent of natural phe-
nomena. Today’s tragedies are lessons for tomorrow’s 
catastrophes, and by sharing these experiences we can 
hope to provide a little more relief to those who choose 
to stand back up.

“The struggle itself towards the heights is enough to fill a 
man’s heart. One must imagine Sisyphus happy.”
~Albert Camus
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On January 12 a 7.0 M.w. earth-
quake occurred approximately 25 
km west of Haiti’s capital, Port au-

Prince. Over 200,000 people were killed, 
and more than 300,000 were injured. Three 
days after the disaster, the United Nations 
appealed to the international community 
for 562 million dollars to help victims of the 
earthquake. Countries and NGOs around 
the world responded by pledging funds 
and dispatching rescue and medical teams. 
South Korea, on the day of UN’s announce-
ment, sent its first support team of thirty-
five, of which twenty-five were 119 rescue 
agents, to Port au-Prince. South Korea’s 
position as a leading industrial economy 
and growing international player puts it at 
a position to respond quickly and effectively 
to these global crises, but the government 
itself was slower than most to act. With such 
great relative economic and political capital 
to extend its good natured influence, the 
tragedy in Haiti serves as lesson for what 
Korea is learning about development assist-
ance and what it can do in the future.

South Korea’s team departed from Seoul the 
morning of January 15. They traveled via a 
civilian airline, which did not offer direct 
flights to Haiti but connected through Ma-
drid, Spain. The team arrived in Haiti on 
January 18 (local time), six days after the 
earthquake’s initial shock when much of the 
rescuing was finished. The Korean rescue 
team was able to help Haitians by finding 
30 corpses, but was too late to save any lives.       

While most international aid teams were set-
ting up permanent facilities, the rescue team 
returned on January 25. Returning from 
Haiti, Lee Ki-won, a rescue worker, said 
in an interview with YTN, “International 
rescue workers wished for us to stay longer, 

they expressed hopes of collaborating with 
us on larger projects”. South Korea’s relief 
activities, unfortunately, were scheduled to 
last ten days including travel time, which 
allowed rescue workers less than a week to 
actually work at the site. The workers had to 
depart from Haiti as they were just getting 
adjusted, and they were unable to engage in 
long-term projects.

The situation for South Korea’s second team 
of medical workers was little improved since 
the first however. Eighteen people, mostly 
medical specialists, left for Haiti on Janu-
ary 20 to come back on the 30.  Again, ten 
days were permitted for the support team 
to both commute and complete its mis-
sion. Kim Hoon, an expert on emergency 
medical treatment at Gyeonggi provincial 
hospital in Suwon, wrote on his blog, “the 
originally-planned five days of actual relief 
activities was (ibid) cut to four, due to short-
ages in medical supplies. On the first day 
of our arrival, our team was left to observe 
activities of workers from other countries”.

In his interview with Joongang Ilbo, Doctor 
Kwon Yong-Jin of Seoul National Univer-
sity also compared Korea’s relief activities 
to those of countries with more experience. 
He too returning from Haiti said, “Relief 
workers from advanced countries commit 
themselves for at least a month to sites when 
they are needed, some stay up to three years. 
Groups from only few countries, like Ko-
rea, stay a week”. He added that advanced 
countries were equipped with a “better sys-
tem” that allowed them to prepare “more 
effective” relief programs. He felt this was 
an important component that was lacking 
in South Korea’s relief efforts.  Kim further 
added on his blog that “the Japanese medi-
cal team arrived at Haiti 48 hours after the 

earthquake, presenting a striking contrast to 
the Korean team”.

South Korea’s overseas emergency relief pro-
gram is, overall, in its early stage of develop-
ment.  It was only from the 2004 Indian 
Ocean tsunami that Korea’s investment into 
international relief efforts has  substantially 
developed.  In terms of size, in 2000 South 
Korea’s emergency relief fund was 0.2% of 
its total ODA (official development assist-
ance); by 2005 it reached 5.6%. In 2007 
South Korea enacted its ‘legislation on over-
seas emergency relief activities’ to curtail ob-
stacles for relief programs in getting funds 
and governmental support. It wasn’t until 
2009 that South Korea began training over-
seas emergency relief personnel. Some of 
the workers who went to Haiti were among 
those trained in 2009.

Despite such important steps of progress 
Korea has made in the past half-a-decade, 
from its recent engagement in Haiti, it is ev-
ident that South Korea has still to improve 
in terms of establishing a more “effective 
and efficient” relief program. Critics of Ko-
rea’s relief efforts at Haiti point to two areas 
of deficiencies that should be improved be-
fore the next dispatch:

First, South Korea’s relief programs need a 
comprehensive blueprint for prospective re-
lief activities, one that involves both a con-
tingency plan as well as an exit strategy. As 
emergency situations often demand swift 
action, relief workers need to be better pre-
pared in procuring necessary resources and 
means of transportation in order to provide 
meaningful support at times of unexpected 
devastation. A tangible goal that directs eve-
ry end of a mission should also be devised 
to enable relief efforts to accomplish more 

LESSONS FROM HAITI
South Korea’s International Relief Activities
Jee-woo Lee
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LESSONS FROM HAITI
concrete objectives.

Second, in order to engage in relief ac-
tivities more efficiently, the Korean gov-
ernment needs to establish a system that 
enables government-led agencies to better 
cooperate and communicate with NGOs 
and international relief groups at the site 
of emergency.  As of now, while the gov-
ernment appears to work effectively with 
major domestic medical institutions, in 
cooperating with NGOs, both domestic 
and international, and other countries’ 
relief groups, Korea’s government-led 
agencies have worked in isolated envi-
ronments, causing inefficiencies to arise. 
A systematic mechanism that fosters co-
operation should help curtail such prob-
lems.

In short, much attention is still needed to 
improve Korea’s overseas relief programs 
with regards to both effectiveness and ef-
ficiency. Doctor Kwon poignantly says, 
“in terms of number of people who visit-
ed Haiti, South Korea may rank top. But 
the cost of transporting a team of medi-
cal workers is almost 25 million KRW (a 
team of 10, approximately 2.5 million 
KRW per person). If people stayed over 
a month it would have been more cost-
efficient”. As Doctor Kwon points out, 
much money is being invested into South 
Korea’s efforts to promote overseas emer-
gency relief activities. Yet, results of the 
investment are being questioned. Crit-
ics of Korea’s experience at Haiti share a 
voice when they say a monitoring system 
of this investment is needed.  Indeed, as 
taxpayers’ money and the sweat of our 
volunteers go into relief activities, both 
the process and outcome of such effort 
needs to be carefully overseen.
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CRISIS MAPPINg IN HAITI
with Patrick Meier

The supermarket folded like a house of cards, severing electricity, 
potable water pipes, and isolating the few working land line 
telephones available. The roads themselves consisted of a dirt 

path flattened over time with no discernible street names, and would 
not have made it onto any maps, had they even existed around this 
impoverished area. If aid were to arrive to Haiti in time, how would 
the rescue workers know where to go? Over 150 people were buried in 
what was the five story building. To be buried under the rubble of a 
supermarket with food and water accessible was an act of fortune, but 
it could not be long…
 
Haiti was an unparalleled disaster in terms of natural impact com-
bined with a community already impoverished from years of poor 
farming seasons, decades of colonial rule, and generations of corrup-
tion and inconsistent rule of law. The country was not only unpre-
pared for such disaster, it was at a crisis when it came to responding 
with food, water, and emergency aid. Rescue teams were slow to 
fly in, supplies backlogged at airports, and there was not enough 
fuel correctly rationed to deliver aid quickly. Remittance institutions 
such as Western Union were shut down throughout the country, 
making it difficult to make supply purchases and communicate with 
family members. All of the challenges of rescue and relief work in a 
remote area with dire conditions were in play – except it was now 
centered on densely populated areas.
 
Through these challenges, new waves of relief efforts were quickly 
making their mark as successful, efficient, and inexpensive. Agile 
NGO’s, focusing on a variety of single tasks networked together us-
ing the latest technological theories, software, and methodologies to 
bring rescue workers and aid to a larger group of victims faster than 
governments and militaries, were able to mobilize.
 
The use of crowdsourcing, crisis mapping, and social networked 
rescue have gained much prestige over the course of the past few 
months, and I was given the opportunity to speak with Patrick 
Philippe Meier, a leader in the research and field of crisis mapping to 
help explain his work with the Ushahidi group during the aftermath 
of the earthquake in Haiti.
 
“Crisis mapping allows people to apply useful analytics to standard 
geographical maps in order to prepare for and swiftly take action 
during times of immediate catastrophe.” As of 2005, only 15 per-
cent of the physical landmass of the world was mapped. This not 
only hides the economic potential of unused land and unknown 
roads and resources, but it also dramatically slows down relief work 
and the delivery of supplies and rescue workers to people after a 
disaster. Combine this statistic with the growing intensity and fre-

quency of natural disasters and the increasing frequency of non-
traditional warfare on a smaller, yet typically more violent scale, and  
a clear need arises for the use and development of different strategies 
to address these amorphous crises.
 
Crisis mapping is one of Meier’s areas of expertise. The methodology 
breaks down into four distinct parts: sourcing, visualizing, analyt-
ics, and crowd feeding. “Sourcing and visualizing deal with the two 
broad questions of ‘how do we get data’ and ‘how can we best show 
that data.’ These ends are accomplished through a variety of strate-
gies, ranging from satellite geo-location technology to the work of 
such grassroots organizations as Jeffrey Warren’s use of kites and bal-
loons around Lima, Peru to develop accurate, quick, and inexpen-
sive maps. Once the maps are created, we can then identify relevant 
points of interest – whether it is the locations of violence after the 
Kenyan elections or identifying individuals trapped under rubble in 
Chile. Analytics and crowd feeding are the stages where all of that 
information is used to interpret and deliver to the people who can 
take action. By assessing the water levels and well locations around 
the remnants of Lake Chad, the analytics provided aid workers a 
way to assess potential danger zones, affording them additional time 
and the correct resources that each area needs to potentially stave off 
conflict and save people from hunger, disease, and death.”
 
It was well over three days, and some of the food was rotting. The build-
ing had fallen so completely that barely any light could get through, but 
it looked like it couldn’t collapse any further. People had tried everything 
– screaming, tapping on rocks, trying to call, someone had sent a text 
message, but there was less activity now…The rescue workers arrived 
almost 100 hours after the building collapsed, and it took nearly 10 
hours to get through the initial debris. Two women and one young girl 
were found out of the estimated 150 that would have been shopping at 
the time.
 
Ushahidi is an NGO operation originally developed to map reports 
of violence in Kenya after the post-election fallout in 2008 that tries 
to leverage crisis maps utilizing crowdsourcing elements. Ushahidi, 
which means “testimony” in Swahili, is where Meier currently serves 
as the Director of Crisis Mapping and Strategic Partnerships. “Usha-
hidi’s roots are in the collaboration of Kenyan citizen journalists 
during a time of crisis. The website was used to map incidents of 
violence and peace efforts throughout the country based on reports 
submitted via the web and mobile phone. This initial deployment 
of Ushahidi had 45,000 users in Kenya, and was the catalyst for us 
realizing there was a need for a platform based on it, which could be 
use by others around the world.”

Kyle DeRosa
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CRISIS MAPPINg IN HAITI
with Patrick Meier

The website is offered in English, Spanish, French, 
and Kreyol, and the platform has been implemented 
in variety of countries for very specialized purposes. 
It has been utilized in South Africa to map xenopho-
bic attacks perpetrated against non-South Africans, by 
Vote Report India, a collaborative citizen-driven elec-
tion monitoring platform for the 2009 Indian general 
elections, and in Atlanta to map crime in the metro 
area, among others.
 
Through these various partnerships, Meier has as-
sembled a network of nearly 200 diplomats, academ-
ics, policymakers, NGO leaders, and technology ex-
perts representing such vastly different enterprises as 
the UN, Al Jazeera, and the U.S. State Department. 
“Immediately after the earthquake, many people 
contacted me, offering their services, but not know-
ing exactly what should be done. Two hours after the 
initial shockwaves, the Ushahidi-Haiti platform was 
launched.”
 
The Ushahidi-Haiti platform leveraged a variety of 
resources, but its main purpose was identifying peo-
ple who needed emergency assistance and providing 
relief workers with the victim’s location and list of 
needs. This is always a goal among rescue workers, but 
the methodology provided the key difference. On a 
typical engagement, rescue workers arrive much like a 
military operation – they have their own intelligence 
and maps, but they have not been able to see or hear 
anything from the affected population until they ar-
rive there, and their knowledge is limited to where 
they are located. This takes person-hours, where more 
time can be devoted to searching than the actual res-
cue.
 
“We asked the question, ‘What if we could commu-
nicate with disaster affected communities in real-time 
just days after a major disaster? …That is exactly what 
happened thanks to a partnership between the Emer-
gency Information Service (EIS), InSTEDD, Usha-
hidi, Haitian Telcos and the US State Department… 
Haitians could text their location and urgent needs to 
‘4636’ for free.”
The group was also able coordinate directly with ma-
jor international relief organizations. By providing 
open source feeds, a Red Cross rescue team that set 
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One of the leading thinkers and innovators in the movement and use of technology 
for social change and emergency relief, Patrick Philippe Meier was born in Abidjan, 
Cote d’Ivoire, grew up in Nairobi, Kenya and attended high school in Vienna, 

Austria. He enrolled at the University of York to follow a passion for computer science and 
technology and thoroughly enjoyed the material; but his experiences in the horn of Africa 
left him looking at his career prospects in the computer science department, and finding little 
room for social justice and way to help the people he had seen everyday struggle with their 
own lives. Following his passions, he ended up taking an additional year at York, but left with 
a degree in economics, political science and philosophy.

He has gone on to complete his master’s at Columbia University’s School of International & 
Public Affairs (SIPA) and is currently a Doctoral Research Fellow in the Harvard Humanitar-
ian Initiative at Harvard University and also a Henry R. Luce PhD Candidate at The Fletcher 
School of Law and Diplomacy at Tufts University.

His research and work includes numerous conflict early warning and crisis mapping projects 
with multiple offices and agencies of the United Nations (UN) including OCHA, UNDP, 
UNEP, UNECE, and WFP.

Meier also serves as Director of Crisis Mapping and Strategic Partnerships at Ushahidi and has co-founded the International Network of 
Crisis Mappers (CM*Net) and the International Conference on Crisis Mapping (ICCM). More can be read from his blog at irevolution.
wordpress.com and his twitter account patrickmeier

up camp in Haiti was able to pinpoint their geo-location on their 
system, and all emergency requests that were within a 10 km radius 
of their location was automatically forwarded to them. This allowed 
rescue workers on the ground to see who was in trouble, where they 
were located, how to get there, and what resources they required, all 
in real time.
 
The major success of groups like Ushahidi can be attributed to their 
speed and scale of operations. “We were using an African developed 
technology with human expertise from America and Switzerland to 
save lives in Haiti.” Utilizing a network of students at the Fletcher 
School/Tufts University, the Graduate Institute in Geneva, the Lon-
don School of Economics and Columbia University’s School of In-
ternational and Public Affairs (SIPA), the group was able to leverage 
the communication partnership developed on the ground by other 
nonprofits to provide assistance to the key invested parties – Hai-
tian family members and rescue workers. By enabling able-bodied 
Haitians an opportunity and outlet to reach one another, Ushahidi 
was able to interpret, analyze, and provide local knowledge and 
whereabouts of victims and resources that rescue workers so desper-
ately needed and lacked on an unprecedented scale. “Technology is 
a fantastic tool, but if it is not delivered in a way in which it enables 
people to use it properly and effectively, it can be rendered useless… 
There was another individual who was essentially doing the same 
kind of work as we were, and in three days time, he was able to map 
(a couple of dozen) sites… we were able to map thousands.”

“The technology community has set up interactive maps to help us iden-
tify needs and target resources. And on Monday, a seven-year-old girl 
and two women were pulled from the rubble of a collapsed supermarket 
by an American search-and-rescue team after they sent a text message 
calling for help… remember the little girl who was pulled from the rub-
ble on Monday in Port-au-Prince. She’s alive, she was reunited with her 
family, she will have the chance to grow up because these networks took 
a voice that was buried and spread it to the world.” Hilary Clinton, 
address on Internet Freedom

In the hopes of Hilary Clinton, crisis mapping has a clear, vital fu-
ture in the world of disaster relief and conflict resolution. The State 
Department is really taking technologies and strategies like this to 
the forefront, hoping to utilize these methods regarding relief, con-
flict early warning and resolution, and internet freedom. “An or-
ganization like the U.N. already has all of its resources devoted to 
numerous projects and has difficulty stretching its resources in times 
of crisis… the military is definitely not capable of doing something 
like this... Universities have a clear comparative advantage. What 
other organization or institution has the ability to mobilize hun-
dreds of student volunteers for weeks on end? I do see this as a form 
of activism. Students should be paving the way, revolutionizing the 
way we think and do things… They are the first generation of Crisis 
Mappers and their leadership, professionalism and camaraderie will 
change what is possible in this space.”
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Haitins in Léogâne receive 
food from UN World Food 
Programme and the Agency 
for Technical Cooperation and 
Development.

A French search and rescue 
team recovers an earthquake 
survivor who had been trapped 
for eleven days.

Haitians queue for water 
in Tapis Rouge, Carrefour-
Feuilles, an area that received 
little initial aid following the 
earthquake.
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At approximately 16:53 local time on Tuesday, 12 January 
2010, a 7.0-magnitude earthquake struck 14 miles west of 
Haiti, destroying most of the capital of Port-au-Prince and 

affecting more than three million Haitians. A few weeks later, an 
8.8-magnitude earthquake, the fifth largest earthquake the world 
has ever witnessed since 1900, struck Chile, causing 90 seconds of 
utter chaos and terror for those living in Chile and nearby countries. 
The two earthquakes left hundreds of thousands dead and millions 
homeless. Infrastructures and cities were annihilated along with the 
hopes of everyone involved.

The constant broadcastings on televisions and ghastly images availa-
ble on the Internet remind us of the fragility of human life. We sym-
pathize with those who were affected by these disasters, take time to 
follow the news, and maybe even make a small donation, hoping to 
make a difference. But we cannot fathom the horrors that Mother 
Nature can bestow upon us unless we actually experience them. Can 
you imagine your life and the lives of millions more changing to the 
worst in a span of 90 seconds?

So what can we do to help? What do our governments do to help?
It seems that, even for a short while, the disasters in Haiti and Chile 
have brought the world together. National governments, charitable 
and for-profit organizations, citizens around the world have coor-
dinated humanitarian aid to mitigate the aftereffects. For example, 
in response to the earthquake in Haiti, the Obama Administration 
has promised one of the largest American aid packages ever with a 
hundred million dollars aid package. Led by the U.S., an incredible 
number of countries have pledged and committed billions of dollars 
worth of aid packages.

While these humanitarian responses have been nothing short of 
phenomenal and should be admired in every possible way, one can-
not help but wonder why we only witness such humanitarian ef-
forts during times of catastrophes. Millions of people die of poverty 
every year and, yet, countries do not unite to combat poverty as they 
would respond to international conflicts or natural disasters such as 
in Haiti and Chile. Why is this the case? Are countries acclimatized 
by the perpetuity of poverty that they forget about its exigency? Or 
are there factors that pressure them to be more active during times 
of great duress? This set of questions, in turn, leads to another set of 

questions. Are national acts of volunteer truly voluntary? In other 
words, do countries donate millions of dollars worth of humanitar-
ian aid out of pure sympathy or do other factors such as domestic 
and international image or prestige play a role? If all this aid could 
somehow be labeled anonymous, would countries still continue to 
donate similar amounts of humanitarian aid?

The rapidly increasing frequency and destructiveness of natural 
disasters have uncovered the politics of humanitarian aid and how 
countries seek prestige and recognition in return for their coopera-
tion. For example, in response to the tsunami in 2004, the United 
States initially promised fifteen million dollars in humanitarian aid. 
When the United States was criticized  for being “stingy,” President 
George W. Bush and Secretary of State Colin Powell promised an 
additional twenty million dollars to the cause. They also commented 
that their contributions may help change the public perception of 
the American government in Muslim countries.

The politics of humanitarian aid is exacerbated by the “CNN ef-
fect,” which refers to the influence that news media have on politics 
and governments during times of international disasters. Govern-
ments and political leaders are scrutinized on every humanitarian 
decision they make and, depending on how they are portrayed by 
the media, they can be shown on a positive or negative light. Along 
with the media, voters, NGOs, and other national governments also 
influence how a country reacts to catastrophes. Again, if countries 
realize that their humanitarian efforts will go unnoticed by others, 
will they send similar aid regardless? Some countries might choose 
to do so while others might not. But the important fact is that inter-
national prestige matters to countries and they have a tendency to 
seek more bang for the buck.

Humanitarian aid is a reactive, not a preventative, field as it is rooted 
in the belief of a moral imperative to help those in times of duress. 
As a result, we often see countries gathering to help during times of 
great disasters but not as much during “peaceful” times.The OECD 
defines humanitarian aid as “emergency and distress relief in cash or 
in kind, including emergency response, relief food aid, short-term 
reconstruction relief and rehabilitation, disaster prevention and pre-
paredness.” The OECD’s definition of humanitarian aid is notable 
because it includes disaster prevention as a part of humanitarian aid. 

THE POLITICS OF
HUMANITARIAN AID
John Lee
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While the incorporation of disaster prevention and risk reduction 
mechanisms seems logical, reality is oftentimes different because of 
the reactive nature of humanitarian aid. In general, countries do not 
willingly offer help to those in “hot spots” unless disasters strike first. 
Even after disasters trigger humanitarian efforts, many countries fail 
to adhere to their initial pledges. For example, Haiti, despite being 
promised billions of dollars in aid, still struggles to cope with recov-
ery as a result of uncommitted pledges. The problems of humanitar-
ian aid are not only rooted in its reactive nature but also in a lack 
of enforcement mechanism to hold countries accountable for their 
promises.

It might be cynical to argue that all states seek international recogni-
tion. It might not even matter to distinguish between a country’s 
humanitarian intent from its pursuit of international recognition 
because the most important fact is that countries such as Haiti and 
Chile are receiving help regardless. However, if countries truly care 
for the well-being of countries in “hot spots,” they must commit 
to develop disaster prevention and risk reduction mechanisms be-
fore disasters actually strike. There must also be a mechanism to 
make donor countries accountable for their promises. Otherwise, 
humanitarian relief efforts could simply turn into empty promises 
by countries seeking international recognition.

(above) UN Secretary General Ban Ki-Moon addresses the UN 
General Assembly on the situation in Haiti: 13 January 2010

(right) Water and other relief supplies arrive in Haiti by US 
Army helicopter: 20 January 2010
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While various entities spend billions of dollars and months 
addressing the humanitarian crises caused by natural dis-
asters, most people fail to notice the long process of legal 

institutionalization, social infrastructure establishment, and acquisi-
tion of control over the law and order of the devastated country that 
takes place once humanitarian response has receded.  Recently this 
process of state-building, usually spearheaded by powerful western 
governments, has begun to be challenged by the more economics-
based, hands-off Chinese development policy.  In turn, the politics 
of disaster relief have become closely linked to the politics of devel-
opment, and therefore part of a much more important debate in the 
realm international relations.

A well-known Chinese proverb originally intended to explain the 
crucial role of education in the Confucian tradition reads “Give a 
man a fish, and he can eat for a day. Teach a man to fish, and you 
feed him for a lifetime.”  More broadly considered it can also serve 
as a guide for social welfare policies.  Some governments—primarily 
western Democracies, especially the United States—have used this 
concept as the basis for their foreign policies regarding disaster relief.  
Instead of simply giving money to the symptoms of widespread suf-
fering during natural disasters, governments work with a complex 
network of NGOs in the short term to provide humanitarian relief 
assistance (such as food, water, and medical treatment), and in the 
longer term to administer high levels of development assistance to 
prevent disasters in the future.

In distinct contrast to this concept lies China’s own development 
policy approach. Whereas during George W. Bush’s administration 
America’s image abroad fell significantly due to military conflicts in 
Iraq and Afghanistan, China managed to generate a great amount of 
soft power, improving its overall cultural image abroad.1  And, ac-
cording to the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, when 
it comes to development assistance, “China has portrayed its system 
as a model of economic development by which countries can de-
crease poverty and increase economic growth, even as the leadership 
maintains its power.”2 This hands-off approach of fostering econom-
ic growth through private, capitalistic investment while staying out 
of the political affairs the developing nation is the cornerstone of 
China’s foreign development policy.

Thus, as America’s prestige abroad soured and its economy weak-
ened in the late 2000s, China’s development policies, which at their 
core challenge the fundamental basis of America’s policies, have 
raised serious question in epistemic communities about changing 
power dynamics within the international system.  Renowned Politi-
cal Scientist of Harvard University’s Center for International Affairs 
Joseph Nye explained his concept of soft power when noting that 
“If a state can make its power seem legitimate in the eyes of others, 
it will encounter less resistance to its wishes. If its culture and ideol-
ogy are attractive, others will more willingly follow. If it can estab-
lish international norms consistent with its society, it is less likely 
to have to change. If it can support institutions that make other 
states wish to channel or limit their activities in ways the dominant 
state prefers, it may be spared the costly exercise of coercive or hard 
power.”3 China’s approach to development assistance contributes to 
its improving image in the world as it appears prima facie to be more 
neutral and wealth generating.

CHINESE DEVELOPMENT
ASSISTANCE AT A

CROSSROADS
Marshall Brown
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Despite the positive response this policy approach has garnered 
from many developing countries, the motivation behind China’s 
aid and development policies are under close scrutiny.  Dr. Axel 
Berkofsky of the European Policy Center has argued that China’s 
“value-free” policies, free of strings attaching aid to human rights 
conditions, rule of law, and democratic governance allows China to 
play traditional power politics in African nations—pursuing selfish 
economic goals while allowing dangerous dictators special recogni-
tion for influence in the region.4  Others argue that in countries 
where there are no economic, energy, or security interests, China is 
notably uninvolved. Daniel Erickson of The Jamestown Foundation 
posits that China’s quick exit from disaster relief efforts in Haiti was 
based on its poor relationship with the former Haitian government 
who strongly supported Taiwanese independence.5  There is indeed 
strong support for the argument that China is working to improve 
its own strategic interests, rather than cooperating to create sustain-
able economic stability in developing countries.

Political Realists will argue that such pursuit is natural and that it 
applies equally as well to America’s strategy of creating democratic 
governments in developing states.  America, after all, has strong lev-
erage to advance its values on weak nations in the wake of crippling 
natural disasters. And, as the wealthiest and most powerful nation 
in the world, development assistance following a disaster has been 
principally administered by the United States, though they are cer-
tainly not alone in their pursuit.  As a result, leaders of non-demo-
cratic nations including China have used such western development 
policy as “evidence” of the true intentions of the United States’ pol-
icy of what they believe to be meddling in sovereign affairs.  These 
arguments have only helped boost the Chinese image relative to that 
of the United States among some developing nations.

Recently, new trends are emerging that signal a surge of American 
soft power.  Data compiled by the Pew Research Center’s “Global 
Attitudes Project” shows that America’s image abroad has changed 
dramatically since the election of Barack Obama as President in 
2008.6 It is not too late for China to make a high political return on 
the economic investments it has made in developing countries.  Bei-
jing’s hands-off approach will not likely be sustainable if it continues 
to deal with politically fragile states.

It is in China’s interests to consider how to seriously improve condi-
tions in the countries that it chooses to invest in, rather than focus-
ing on how it can simply generate greater wealth. By doing so China 
may actually be able to obtain greater soft power.  On the other 
hand, if this issue is not properly managed, such fundamentally op-
posing views may produce the same type of ideological battle that 
fueled the Cold War.

CHINESE DEVELOPMENT
ASSISTANCE AT A

CROSSROADS

1 “The Rise of China’s Soft Power”, Op-Ed, Joseph S. Nye, Wall Street Journal Asia December 29, 2005
2 “China’s Charm: Implications of Chinese Soft Power”, Josh Kurlantzick Carnegie Endowment Policy 
Brief No. 47, June 2006
3 “Soft Power” Joseph S. Nye, Jr. Foreign Policy, (Autumn, 1990),153-171
4 “The Hard Facts on ‘Soft Power’”, Axel Berkofsky, Asia Times, May 25, 2007
5 “The Politics of Disaster Relief: China, Taiwan and the Haitian Earthquake” Daniel Erickson, The 
Jamestown Foundation China Brief February 4, 2010
6 “Restoring America’s Reputation in the World”, Andrew Kohut, Pew Research Center: Global At-
titudes Project March 4, 2010 
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In the Australian state of Victoria, a series of bushfires erupted 
on February 7, 2009 that lasted for nearly a week. The event, 
commonly referred to as Black Saturday Bushfires caused nearly 

173 fatalities, 414 burn and debris related injuries, and scorched 
over an area of 4,5000 km. Even if these bushfires can be considered 
natural phenomena from year to year, its increasing intensity and 
frequency is closely linked with drought related climate change. At 
the same time, the southeastern areas of Australia have been suf-
fering from such severe drought for several years. The water short-
ages have both hurt and been exacerbated by Australia’s agriculture 
industry, cutting deep into productivity and the supply of food to 
other countries. Australia has already confronted numerous envi-
ronmental threats, both man-made and natural, through the ozone 
hole, poisonous animals, and a geographically and historically harsh 
climate system.

Confronting the escalation of environmental threats and to their 
credit, the Australian government has prepared for these potential 
risks for years, which can provide a road map and lessons for govern-
ment preparation, action, and resilience in face of climate change. 
The three major departments related to environmental security are 
the Department of Climate Change and Energy Efficiency, the De-
partment of Environment, Water and Heritage, and the Depart-
ment of Defense. The specified divisions with Australian’s main 
administrative system of governance showcases the seriousness and 
innovation implemented by the Australian government about envi-
ronmental change. 
 
The Department of Climate Change and Energy Efficiency’s main 
objective is to reduce Australia’s carbon pollution and to adapt to the 

climate change. First, the department has implemented the Carbon 
Pollution Reduction Scheme, designed to put an annual limit on 
the total amount of carbon pollution that can be emitted within 
Australia’s sovereign border. This is an ambitious plan that aims to 
set the national target emission to 25 per cent below 2000 levels by 
2020 and to establish the National Carbon Emission Accounting 
program to monitor the actual emission of areas within the country. 
Even if Australia attached international consensus-driven carbon 
emission targets, its own target does not seem to be a daydream with 
practical scheme. Second, adaptation to climate change is taken 
into consideration as a next significant strategy that Australia must 
conduct. According to Adapting to Climate Change in Australia: An 
Australian Government Position Paper, unavoidable climate change 
requires the adaptation strategy. The paper provides the vision and 
strategy of adaptation, emphasizing the role of government as “a 
strong, flexible economy and a social safety net”. The Australian 
government spent nearly $126 million on Climate Change Adapta-
tion Program in order to help Australians to better understand and 
manage risks linked to the carbon pollution.
 
The Department of Environment, Water and Heritage supervises 
the implementation of environmental policy. The Environment 
Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (EPBC Act)  
commenced on July 16, 2000, and serves as the catalyst for the for-
mation of the department. Within the law, there are eight national 
environmentally significant items protected under the EPBC Act: 
world heritage properties, national heritage places, wetlands of in-
ternational importance (listed under the Ramsar Convention), list-
ed threatened species and ecological communities, migratory species 
protected under international agreements, Commonwealth marine 

RED LAND SECURITY
Euijin Jung
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areas, the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park, nuclear actions (includ-
ing uranium mines). Regarding the decline of water availability in 
Australia, ‘Water for the Future’, the Government’s $12.9 billion 
strategy, aims to secure the long term water supply of all Australians. 
$3.1 billion of this strategy will be invested in Restoring the Bal-
ance in the Murray-Darling Basin because Murray-Darling Basin is 
a concentration of irrigated agriculture under severe water shortage. 
These protected items not only serve to protect Australia’s interest, 
but have a far greater impact on the economies of Australia’s oceanic 
neighbors, as it protects and preserves its export food and resource 
supply to these nations.
 
 The most interesting fact is that Australia recognizes environmental 
disaster as a great threat to national security. Not merely enacting 
environmental policy for drought and bushfires in order to main-
tain sustainability, the Australian government has devised a strategic 
military plan capable of protecting people from the natural disas-
ters. There are no empty words when the Department of Defense is 
charged with the environmental management project, and it must 
also comply with Commonwealth environmental legislation and 
regulations. This project prepares for the challenge not only for its 
strategic economic future but also for the greater environmental fu-
ture of Australia. In 2001 the defense department developed the 
Environmental Management System (EMS),  “a quality manage-
ment approach that integrates responsible and sustainable environ-
mental practices into business management structures to control the 
impacts of defense related activities and facilitates environmental 
planning, management, checking, reporting and review to ensure 
continual improvement.” 

The Australian government was able to anticipate its future and 
has prepared for duly unanticipated environmental threats through 
these organizations and notably, the synergy and interaction among 
them. The Australian Navy, Air Force, Army, and Defense Science 
Technology Organization contribute to make sustainable develop-
ment through implementing EMS throughout Australia, working 
with the Department of Environment and Heritage, providing 
funding and research materials, consulting rehabilitation program, 
carrying out water quality monitoring, developing a waste manage-
ment procedure and incorporated environmental landscaping and 
energy efficient design, and using low-watt technology.
 
It is noteworthy to find a system of policy planning, implementing 
and monitoring and the integration of three departments working 
with the public to achieve environmental security ends. The Aus-
tralian response to climate change shows that well-preparedness can 
protect from the danger of climate change. Now it is time to ask 
whether we are prepared to manage climate change.

Detailed information can be found on the sites of 
the Australian government:

http://www.environment.gov.au
http://www.defence.gov.au
http://www.climatechange.gov.au

FIND OUT MORE...
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For three days at the end of January, the United Nations Hu-
man Rights Council held a special session on the situation in 
Haiti. The first time such a special session has ever been held 

in the wake of a natural disaster is significant, if the results of the 
meeting were not. While the substantial outcome was a fairly vague 
and non-committal resolution, the significance of a human rights 
focus on disaster response should not be ignored. Over the past ten 
years, a number of serious natural disasters have caused thousands 
of deaths and uncountable numbers of migrants and internally 
displaced persons. While humanitarian aid has often been quickly 
forthcoming, the long-term impacts on the basic and fundamental 
human rights of the victims have often been ignored at best, and 
blatantly violated at worst.

There are several international legal instruments and norms that 
govern human rights in a disaster situation. The most widely recog-
nized of these is the Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement. 
This document has been quoted often in the past few years, as it 
presents concrete guidelines for how to provide humanitarian aid 
with a rights-based perspective. Aside from the Guiding Principles, 
all United Nations member states are also legally bound by the UN 
Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), and various other core hu-
man rights treaties. However states are not always as willing to live 
up to such documents as they are to sign them.

From forced relocation in Myanmar, to restrictions on freedom of 
expression in China, states continue to institute quick fix band-aid 
solutions that have very short memories. The media coverage of a 
natural disaster peters out after a days to a few weeks, yet the real 
stories unfold over a much longer timeline. By examining some of 
the major disasters of the last decade, we can begin to understand 
why a human rights approach is needed in responding to natural 
disasters, and why human rights should no longer be seen as an 
academic and conceptual exercise. Humans exist on the ground, and 
are directly affected by every tremor and every wave. Once the rub-
ble has been cleared, their rights should still remain.

Cyclone Nargis – Myanmar
In May of 2008, Cyclone Nargis swept through Myanmar, killing 
tens of thousands and forcing many more out of their homes and 
jobs. For three full weeks following the disaster, the State Peace and 
Development Council (SPDC), Myanmar’s governing party, refused 
to either acknowledge the event internationally, or accept any offers 
of outside aid.

Approximately three weeks later, the SPDC began to force victims 
back to their original settlements, this despite a lack of adequate aid 
having been distributed, or any reconstruction efforts, according to 
Amnesty International. Some of these relocations or evictions were 
done due to the delayed referendum on constitutional reform; some 
of the shelters were simply needed as polling stations. Additionally, 
some victims were forced out of temporary shelters in monasteries, 
reportedly as the SPDC wanted to avoid displaced persons associat-
ing with monks. There were also reports that foreign nationals were 
being threatened with fines and imprisonment for offering aid to 
monks, and individuals being bribed with food aid to vote “yes” 
in the then upcoming referendum. This blatant politicization of a 
humanitarian crisis is deplorable.

With these events in mind, it should be noted that forcible reloca-
tion is permitted under the Guiding Principles, however only in the 
context of improvement of safety, health, or security. By moving 
victims back to their original settlements on the eve of the rainy sea-
son, with inadequate reconstruction and clean-up having been ac-
complished, the SPDC clearly violated these principles. While this 
may not be surprising, the international community is not wholly 
innocent.

The former High Commissioner for Human Rights, Louise Arbour, 
said “In the case of Myanmar, the obstruction to the deployment 
of such assistance illustrates the invidious effects of long-standing 
international tolerance for human rights violations that made such 
obstruction possible.” What Ms Arbour is saying is that the con-
tinued ignoring of human rights violations in a state give implicit 
permission for that state to conduct similar or even more grievous 
violations during times of emergency, when they are most strongly 
felt by victims.

The Sichuan Earthquake – China
The response by the Chinese government to the Sichuan earthquake 
of May 2008 was largely welcomed by the international media. 
There was a genuine outpouring of volunteering and international 
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aid; aid that made it to those who needed it. But to put this event 
in context, it’s worth noting the government response to other crises 
over the previous few years, specifically to the SARS outbreak and 
civil unrest in Tibet. Those two events saw tight government con-
trol over media, and at least with SARS a subsequent and debatably 
consequent unraveling and worsening of the situation. The outside 
world knew that the situation was dire, but the central government 
refused to acknowledge it or allow foreign correspondents into the 
area. In Tibet, foreign journalists were paraded through eerily quiet 
streets, and granted interviews with stone-faced monks presumably 
bribed or intimidated into reporting the situation all fine. However 
the international community was not fooled. Thanks to the inter-
net, and social media in particular, the outside world was well aware 
of the gross human rights violations that were occurring, despite 
claims to the contrary.

In Sichuan, China was not about to make the same mistake. With 
all eyes on the nation in the lead-up to the Summer Olympics, the 
state could not afford to draw criticism. So the media was let in, for-
eign public and private aid flowed to the affected areas. The Central 
Publicity Department dictated that the Chinese press would cover 
the disaster  in a way that would “uphold unity and encourage sta-
bility” and for the most part the watching world was warmed by the 

outpouring of emotion that it saw. China was a strong, proud, and 
passionate nation who cares for her people.

But as with any natural disaster, media coverage was fleeting. As the 
last survivors were rescued and wounds were bandaged, the world 
moved on. The reports of shoddy school construction were print-
ed, but soon forgotten. The Central Publicity Department called 
upon journalists to play down coverage of the collapsed schools. 
Two Chinese activists, Huang Qi and Tan Zuoren, are now serving 
sentences for “subversion” and “revealing state secrets” when all they 
were attempting to do was shed light on corruption that led to the 
otherwise avoidable deaths of scores school children. That the world 
has gone quiet on this issue is worrying. We know now that China 
is ready and willing to accept international assistance when faced 
with large-scale disaster, but concerns over its ability to address the 
underlying issues that exacerbated the disaster are yet to be seriously 
addressed.

While the media gained unprecedented access to the earthquake and 

The UN Human Rights Council observes a minute of 
silence for the victims of the earthquake in Haiti
27 January 2010

Christopher Gully
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its immediate aftermath, the long-term effects have predictably been 
ignored. News is only news when it has legs. Nobody cares about 
corruption charges against local officials; the children are already 
dead. The rubble has been cleared.

Hurricane Katrina – United States
Even the strongest of all nations can be humbled by a storm. In the 
summer of 2005, Hurricane Katrina tore through the southern Gulf 
states, devastating New Orleans, killing over a thousand, and dis-
placing hundreds of thousands. Although the disastrous response by 
the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) has been well 
documented, the long-term response (or lack thereof ) of authorities 
is only recently being brought to light. An Amnesty International 
report titled “Un-Natural Disaster” was released in February 2010 
and documents the current human rights situation in New Orleans 
and the surrounding areas. The results are disappointing.

Nearly five years on, as many as 12,000 individuals and families are 
reported homeless, and some 60% of those indicated Katrina was 
to blame. Nearly 82,000 units of rental housing were destroyed or 
damaged beyond repair during the storm, of those only approxi-
mately 38% have since been rebuilt, and average rent remains nearly 
40% higher than pre-Katrina levels.

Late last year, the UN Special Rapporteur on Housing Ms Raquel 
Rolnik visited New Orleans and stated that she “deeply regrets the 
demolition of  public housing units in New Orleans. Many residents 
and victims of Hurricane Katrina were prevented from returning to 
their homes (many of which according to residents sustained lit-
tle storm damage) and had their homes demolished. The current 
housing crisis in New Orleans reflects the disastrous impact of the 
demolition policy.”

Misguided policies, such as the Louisiana Recovery Authority (LRA) 
using a pre-storm value of a home to determine grant money for 
rebuilding, meant that substantially more cash was being funneled 
to higher-income families who would naturally be more financially 
resilient. This in turn led to lower grants being paid out to largely 
African-American communities amounting to discrimination and 
exacerbation of an already existing income gap. Additionally, the 
majority of federal funds went toward repairing existing homes that 
were owned, rather than rented. These sorts of policies discriminate 
in the worst possible way, by worsening existing discrepancies.

Housing was not the only human rights issue to be highlighted by 
the Amnesty report (also covered were access to healthcare and jus-
tice), but remains central to a return to normalcy for a huge number 
of residents of New Orleans. Post-disaster plans clearly did not al-

locate funds in a non-discriminatory and “equal treatment under 
equal circumstances” framework based on internationally recog-
nized human rights norms.

2010 Earthquake – Haiti
The long-term effects of the earthquake in Haiti have yet to be 
seen or evaluated. While the international community was initially 
swift and overwhelmingly successful in its response, the need for 
sustained long-term investment and cooperation is clear. There are 
several potential areas of human rights abuses that could become 
issues both in the near future and beyond.

The most obvious of these is the rights of children, and ensuring that 
orphaned children are not exploited or labor or otherwise. Human 
traffickers are likely to take the opportunity to exploit the situa-
tion, and adoption processes are unlikely to be fully institutionalized 
and formalized until the full state apparatus is up and running. The 
story of the American missionaries who were charged with kidnap-
ping highlights the complexities of this issue. The missionaries were 
attempting to take thirty-three Haitian children across the border 
to the Dominican Republic, though they lacked any kind of legal 
documentation. This kind of misguided and naïve activism com-
pletely disregards the rights of these children to be reunited with 
relatives, who may still be alive and missing, or be adopted by a 
Haitian family.

Another group that is often left vulnerable after a disaster is women 
and girls, who can fall victim to sexual violence and exploitation. 
Efforts will have to be made to not only ensure that these groups are 
given adequate protection under the law, but also that their roles as 
caregivers are respected. Almost two weeks after the earthquake hit, 
international aid agencies decided to begin distributing food tokens 
to women, because young men often caused disruptions in the food 
distribution lines or attempted to take food by force. Women are 
also the most likely to ensure that children get the food they need.

The special session of the Human Rights Council addressed some of 
these issues in its Resolution S-13/L1 through operative paragraphs 
4, 8, and 9 which note that special attention must be paid to vul-
nerable groups, that there is a need for a gender perspective in the 
recovery process, and children must be protected from any form of 
violence or exploitation. The cynic will quickly point out that this 
kind of resolution, and these kinds of paragraphs, are nothing more 
than words. However words, when made public and read again, 
and again, have the power to change paradigms. The paradigm that 
needs changing is that disaster relief ends when the rubble is cleared 
and the wounds are bandaged. The long-term effects can be far more 
serious, and each individual affected has the right to be helped.
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February 27, 2010 is a date that no Chilean will forget. The 
earthquake, measured as a IX on the Mercalli scale, removed 
not only the land but stirred the conscience and feelings of all 

those who love this country.
 
The earthquake occurred at 03:34:17 am on that Saturday. The epi-
center was located in the Chilean Sea, just off the coast of Con-
cepción, one of Chile’s major cities. However, it was perceived in 
much of the Latin America with varying degrees of interest, from 
northern Peru to Buenos Aires and São Paulo in the east. The quake 
is considered the second strongest in the history of Chile and one of 
the five strongest ever recorded.
 
The Chilean earthquake was 31 times stronger and unleashed ap-

proximately 178 times more energy than the devastating earthquake 
that occurred in Haiti only a month earlier. Its force is equivalent to 
about 100,000 times that of the atomic bomb that was released in 
Hiroshima in 1945.
  
The areas most affected by the earthquake were that of Valparaiso, 
Santiago, O’Higgins, Maule, Bío Bío and La Araucanía, which col-
lectively include more than 13 million people, or about 80% of the 
Chilean population.
 
But that was not all. A strong tsunami struck the coast of Chile as a 
result of the earthquake, destroying several villages already devastat-
ed by the earthquake. A tsunami warning generated for the Pacific 
Ocean was later extended to 53 countries located along much of its 
basin, reaching Peru, Ecuador, Colombia, Panama, Costa Rica, Nic-
aragua, Antarctica, New Zealand, French Polynesia and the coast of 
Hawaii.

The Earthquake of Consciences

The earthquake and tsunami combined to take the lives of 432 
people. About 500 thousand houses were severely damaged, leav-
ing an estimated total of 2 million people homeless in what can be 
described as the worst natural disaster in Chile since 1960. Former 
President Michelle Bachelet declared a “state of exception of catas-
trophe” in the regions of Maule and Bio Bio.
 
As for students here in Korea, we designed a poster depicting one 
of the buildings most devastated by the earthquake to raise aware-
ness. We dispersed this image in the community, giving the poster 
to friends to give to friends, and putting them up on bulletin boards 
across universities. But we knew that was not enough, and that we 
needed to do more. That’s why the Association of Chilean students 
in Korea decided to organize a party, with the idea of connecting 

Korean and foreign youths to the cause of contributing to disaster 
relief in Chile. The intention was to gather all the energy and pos-
sible assistance toward this noble effort.
 
The party was held on 20 March and was a success, gathering more 
than 150 people and raising 3,510,000 won from an entrance fee 
and side donations. For most of the first time organizers, planning 
the event was a challenging yet extremely rewarding process, and 
although we had no prior experience in event planning we did our 
best to represent the spirit of Chile. We handed out stickers of our 
flag, and it was very exciting to see how people of different nationali-
ties became involved in spreading our national symbol. The group 
of Chilean-Korean Jazz “All Ways Surprising” welcomed the guests 
with a repertoire of traditional Chilean music. The guests were de-
lighted with the ballads, even though they were sung in Spanish.
 
Then the ambassador, Adolfo Carafi, thanked those who attended 
the event and recalled the support of the Embassy in the organiza-
tion. Following his words, the party started, and the guests enjoyed 
salsa, merengue and Latin music, among others. In the end, those 
of us who are away from home can feel as though we have made a 
positive impact through our work and determination to benefit our 
country.
 
In Chile the new President Sebastian Pinera, who took over just days 
after the earthquake, has the enormous task of rebuilding a country. 
In this effort he has the undivided support of all of us who want to 
see our country back on its feet.

Gabriela Fernández

For those of us far away, this was very sad news. 
Clearly, we could not stand by and do nothing. 
That’s why Chileans living in Korea organized 
to create an account, backed by the Embassy of 
Chile, for contributions to the relief effort in Ko-
rea Exchange Bank (KEB) in Won: 630-007069-
704; and USD: 650-007612-711
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The capital city of Indonesia, a 
country of more than 17,000 
islands and home of more 

than 229 million people has a lot to 
offer. An area of 661 square km and 
home of almost 10 million people, 
Jakarta, the most populous city in 
South East Asia and the twelfth-larg-
est city in the world is very packed 
and crowded especially during week-
days, which caused traffic-jam in 
almost every main street of Jakarta.  
However, living in Jakarta is enjoy-
able because it means living in a met-
ropolitan city without losing the taste of traditional culture. As the 
center of almost all national activities in Indonesia, in Jakarta you 
can find almost everything; great culinary of Indonesian food and 
almost all international cuisine, big and modern shopping malls, 
lots of traditional markets, as well as cultural heritage sites. Jakarta 
is also home for the ASEAN secretariat and hosted an international 
jazz festival (Java Jazz International Festival) every year.

The history of Jakarta started as early as the 5th century when ships 
from China, Champa (Vietnam presently), Indian, Portuguese, and 
other Indonesian islands sailed into Ciliwung, a river that crossed 
the city. In 1619, the Dutch rebuilt and renamed the city Batavia, 
and established the Dutch East India Company headquarters there. 
Trade activities grew more and more until around the 18th century 

as Sunda Kelapa, Jakarta’s port, had became a major international 
trade center in South East Asia.

There are lots of interesting places to go in Jakarta. It offers almost 
equal activities day and night. One can say that Jakarta is a city that 
never sleeps, providing city life 24/7. Among interesting places to 
visit are shopping malls, restaurants, museums, amusement park, 
and also a group of islands on the north side of Jakarta.  Shopping 
malls are the most common place people go for their weekend en-
joyment. Jakarta has lots of shopping malls, ranging from big ones 
full of branded stores to semi-open space malls that offer mostly 
food. Jakarta also has lots of semi traditional markets which have 
more affordable price compare to the shopping malls. Eating is an-
other alternative to spend spare time in Jakarta. Jakarta offers lots of 
culinary variety, from Indonesian traditional dishes to a wide selec-
tion of International cuisine. Nowadays, more of Jakarta’s people 
tend to look for a place that offers both good food as well as nice 
and unique atmosphere.

Aside from the two common activities stated above, people in Ja-
karta also go to museums, beaches, the amusement park, and to 
Pulau Seribu, (Thousand Islands) located in the northern Jakarta 
and still part of Jakarta’s administrative area. Even though only small 
numbers are being use as tourism places, the islands are a really good 
place to do water sports, diving, snorkeling, and fishing.

Among the famous museums in Jakarta are the National Museum 
of Indonesia and Jakarta History Museum. National Museum of 

Cici Lisminto

THIS IS MY CITY: 
JAKARTA
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Indonesia opened since 1868, with collection consists of prehistoric, 
anthropological, and archeological artifacts from all over Indonesia 
and Asia. The Jakarta History Museum opened in 1974, displaying 
the history of Jakarta since the prehistoric times through Indonesia’s 
Independence. Beside these two museums, there is also The Na-
tional Monument, Indonesia’s symbolic building that is topped by a 
flame covered in gold foil. It has a museum that displays the process 
of Indonesia’s independence in the ground floor and from the top of 
the monument, where people can view a nice cityscape of Jakarta.
Jakarta also has cultural heritage sites. One of them is a cultural vil-
lage named Setu Babakan where people still live in traditional way. 
In this village people can find traditional house, food, dance, and 
other traditional aspects of Jakarta.

One of the latest trends for Jakarta’s people is biking. More and 
more people nowadays joined bike-to-work community, in aiming 
to reduce car’s and motorcycle’s pollution and to be healthier. As 
a part of go green campaign, lots of people now are riding their 
bicycle in the Jakarta’s major street on Sunday, while government 
also impose a car free day in the Jakarta’s major street once a month.

With all that things offered by the city, Jakarta is definitely a great 
city to visit. Come and enjoy the mix of modern and traditional 
living in Jakarta!

(above) Skyline of Jakarta (right) The National His-
tory Monument
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Professor Kim Hyun-Wook is a Yonsei GSIS alumnus current-
ly working for the Institute of Foreign Affairs and National 
Security. He is also a lecturer at Yonsei GSIS. He teaches “In-

troduction to International Relations” to eager Yonsei students.
 
For those of us who have never taken your classes or have never 
had a chance to meet you, could you briefly introduce yourself? 
When did you graduate from Yonsei GSIS? What was the focus 
of your study? What are your interests outside of the classroom?
 
My name is Hyun-Wook Kim. I graduated from Yonsei GSIS in 
1997. After graduation, I briefly joined the National Intelligence 
Service before continuing my studies at Brown University. For my 
doctoral thesis, I compared US-ROK and US-Japan alliances after 
the Cold War.
 
Currently, I work for Institute of Foreign Affairs and National Se-
curity (IFANS), a leading think-tank under the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs and Trade. I work for the US foreign policy department, 
where we deal with US-ROK and US-DPRK relations.
 
How would you describe your experiences at Yonsei GSIS? How 
has Yonsei GSIS helped your career?
 
My time at GSIS was very exciting. During that time, I was not sure 
about my career. I tried many things and met many experts and lis-
tened to them talk about their careers. I obtained valuable ideas and 
knowledge on international relations, which I think contributed to 
my decision to study at Brown University.
 
One of the main functions of IFANS is the education and train-
ing of government and private organization workers who are 
planning to serve the international community. In your opinion, 
what are some of the most important characteristics that are re-
quired for a foreign service officer?
 
First of all, IFANS is an ideal place to do research and gain valuable 
experiences in the field of international relations. As a scholar, I did 

not want to focus purely on the theoretical aspects of international 
relations. I wanted to experience the practical aspects as well and 
IFANS has been the perfect place for me in this sense. I can do my 
own research, but at the same time, I get to meet policy-makers and 
practical experts abroad when I attend meetings.
 
In the past, foreign service officers were expected to follow orders. 
But we now live in a different world. Similar to the private sectors, 
foreign service officers are expected to be competitive and their ca-
pabilities are valuable assets in increasing Korea’s diplomatic capa-
bilities. Korea is a small country and its diplomacy is an important 
asset. There are several important assets diplomats are required to 
have. The first one is their research capability. Their expertise is very 
important in the decision-making processes. Diplomats should be 
knowledgeable and they should have experiences in specific fields. 
The second one is their agility. Diplomats are ‘public journalists.’ 
Their capability to collect information and intelligence is significant 
for maximizing their countries’ national interests. Lastly, creativity 
is another important asset. I believe that diplomats’ creativity is be-
coming more important in a globalized and competitive world.
 
As an alumnus of Yonsei GSIS, do you have any advice for current 
GSIS students searching for careers/jobs? Any advice in general?
 
I went through the same agony during my time at GSIS. In my 
structural thinking, there are two ways to search for jobs. The first 
one is to find out what you really want. Do you want to be a dip-
lomat? If you do, then go for it. Do you want to work at private 
sector? If you do, then try it. This is not as difficult as it may sound. 
The second one is searching for your career by way of deleting what 
is not optimal for you. For example, if you have a few options in 
mind, experience them all both directly and indirectly. Then choose 
the one that you enjoy the most as your career. This is what I did. I 
wanted to be a diplomat at first but after interacting with diplomats, 
I concluded that it was not a career for me. I tried the NIS but it was 
not a good fit as well. I was left with one choice: going for a PhD. 
So make sure to experience different careers as much as possible and 
that will help you decide on your true career. Good luck!

gSIS ALUMNI PROFILE
Kim Hyun-Wook
John Lee
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The second bi-annual Town Hall meeting was hosted by the 
GSA on March 29 in room 104 of the New Millennium 
Hall. The meeting was delivered quite similarly as during 

the autumn semester, consisting of  a presentation interwoven with 
participant discussions of the recent student survey conducted by 
GSA prior to the event. The questions of the survey covered issues 
from academic program evaluations to social activities at GSIS. Out 
of the total student body of 259, 102 students responded to the sur-
vey, and 32 students, including GSA executives and representatives, 
attended the meeting. First semester students were not invited to fill 
the survey but were encouraged to attend the event.

Justin Ahn, Vice President of the GSA, opened the meeting with 
his remarks on the purpose of the student survey. He said the sur-
vey was an “attempt by the GSA to communicate with the student 
body,”, at the same time an “effort to conserve quantitative records 
of student opinions”. The results of the survey were presented with 
comparable numbers and statistics measured from the previous 
semester. Assessments were tabulated using a qualitative statistical 
mechanism, where students would rate their perception of GSIS on 
a scale from 1 (not at all) to 5 (extremely).

Overall, results of the survey demonstrated signs of progress in 
student opinions regarding GSIS. Student satisfaction level regard-
ing quality of academic programs at GSIS rose from 2.61 to 2.92. 
Student assessment of this term’s course registration process rose to 
3.15 from 2.74. Students claiming to have interacted with the CDC 
increased from 33.7% of survey respondents to 58.7%.

Aside from the report on improved perception, the meeting was also 
an opportunity for students to share their thoughts on issues like 
faculty diversity, depth and choices of courses and social activities.  
Students, especially international students, expressed disappoint-
ment regarding faculty diversity on the unavailability of instruc-
tors with diverse national backgrounds. As a school of international 
studies, students felt that a more diverse faculty would provide a 

broader range of perspectives on subjects as well as a more balanced 
survey of courses. Skeptical students however, questioned the chanc-
es of students affecting the recruitment process at GSIS. In fact, by 
the end of the discussion, most students agreed that little could be 
changed by student efforts alone if recruitment processes were man-
aged by the main campus.

On depth and choices of GSIS courses, the majority concern was 
that not enough courses were being offered in terms of diversity, and 
that even among those offered, many did not go deeply into the sub-
ject of focus, and even repeated materials from basic level courses. It 
was commented that perhaps too much theory and core knowledge 
is taught with little emphasis on the practical and technical skills 
required in the professional sphere. Other students commented on 
class sizes, unavailability of required courses and quality of debates 
carried in seminars. While various issues were raised, no consensus 
on what could be done was brought up.

As the town hall meeting began to wind down close to the two hour 
mark, the GSA executive team entertained a discussion regarding 
social activities. While survey results demonstrated that students 
considered there to be too many social activities available at GSIS, 
students who voiced themselves at the meeting held contrary, and 
claimed that there weren’t enough official gatherings. A total of three 
students requested GSA to hold more events with no one raising a 
voice of opposition.

Aside from GSA executives and representatives, less than 22 non-
GSA students attended the Town Hall this semester. The majority of 
students present came from their second semester, which is reflective 
of how nearly half of the survey respondents were in their second 
semester. Evidently not many first semester students were informed 
about, or found interest in the meeting. In addition, few third and 
fourth semester students attended. While students who attended 
rigorously participated in discussions, the number of students at-
tending was less than satisfactory.

Student Town Hall Meeting
Jee-woo Lee



23

This year NOVAsia and the Yonsei Graduate School of Inter-
national Studies will participate in the celebration of Yonsei 
University’s 125th anniversary.

Established in 1885, Yonsei is the oldest comprehensive university 
in Korea.  Since that time, Yonsei has come to be host to more inter-
national students than any other Korean university and boasts a very 
successful international summer school.  To continue in its pursuit 
of globalization, recently the Yonsei International Campus (YIC) 
has been established in Songdo, Incheon.

To celebrate these achievements and the bright future ahead, on 
May 7, 2010, together with the Asian Wall Street Journal, Yonsei 
will host a conference under the theme “Rethinking and Remaking 
Asian Universities.” This event will be attended by a special group 
of leaders from both the public and private sectors, and will give 
students the chance to interact with the attending panelists.

The symposium will be held in two main parts. First, a distinguished 
group of university presidents are scheduled to discuss the issues sur-
rounding “University Governance and Higher Education” as well as 
“University Finances in the 21st Century.” Following these discus-
sions, the panel’s representatives from the media, government, and 
corporations will consider the question “Where  are the Leaders of 
the 21st Century?” and examine more closely the perceptions of key 
end-users in the role of higher education in the future.  These dis-
cussions will be followed by a brief synthesis and period of dialogue 
between the panelists and student participants.

As members of the Yonsei community dedicated to contributing to 
the improvement of our own education, and to the success of our 
school, all students are encouraged to attend this event and partici-
pate in this special chance to show the world how important Yonsei 
is to us.

09:30 - 09:45

10:00 - 11:15

11:30 - 12:30

12:30 - 14:00

14:00 - 15:30

15:45 - 16:45

18:30 - 21:00

Welcoming Remarks:
President Han-Joong Kim, Yonsei University

Session One:
The Future of University Governance: Can We Reform Ourselves?

Presenters:
Dr. Maryne Anne Fox
Chancellor, University of California, San Diego
Professor Paul Webley,
Principal, School of Oriental & African Studies, University of London
Dr. Atsushi Seike
President, Keio University

Session Two:
University Finances in the 21st Century: Where’s the Money Coming 
From?

Presenters:
Dr. Lap-Chee Tsui
President, University of Hong Kong
Dr. Katsuhiko Shirai
President, Waseda University
Dr. Molly Corbett Broad
President, American Council on Education

Luncheon:
Keynote address by high-level government official

Session Three:
Excavating and Educating Next Talents: Insights from End-Users

Special Roundtable:
Kang Kyung-Wha
Deputy High Commissioner, UNHCR
Mi-Kyung Lee
President & CEO, CJ Entertainment
Shinzo Maeda
President & CEO, Shisedo (Invited)
Mary Kissel
Editorial Page Editor, Asian Wall Street Journal

Session Four:
Wrap up and Dialogue with Students

Dinner and Opera:
Seoul Arts Center

SCHEDULE

YONSEI
UNIVERSITY
125th Anniversary Conference:
“Rethinking & Remaking Asian Universities”
Marshall Brown



NOVAsia • Spring 2010 24

Dean’s Message

Since the beginning of the year, our planet has 
been besieged with cascading crises. Earthquakes 
in Haiti, Chile, and most recently, in China. 

The eruption of Iceland’s volcano that closed most of 
Europe’s airspace. Mining disasters in China and the 
United States. The sudden and tragic death of Polish 
President Lech Kacyznski and his entire entourage in a 
plane crash. Here in Korea, the naval vessel, Cheonan, 
was sunk by a suspected torpedo with the death of 46 
sailors. Kyrgyzstan’s long-running strongman President 
Bakiyev was ousted in a bloody uprising.

Our access to all sorts of information is unparalleled. 
But our ability to understand “deep problems” while 
formulating matching solutions is hardly on the rise. 
Unprecedented awareness is not a substitute for “deep 
thinking.” In a world where everything connects and 
where everything potentially matters, we run the danger 
of equating awareness with comprehension. We spend 
too much time watching millions of dots without con-
necting them. But connecting them is essential. So stop 
surfing. Desist from browsing. Block out time. To think.

We are also consumed by goals. Short-term, mid-term, 
long-term, and everything-in-between goals. Being goal-
oriented is better than being clueless. Yet all goals ulti-
mately depend on process. A goal is nothing more than 
the sum total of process. I am struggling mightily to fin-
ish my book but I have come to realize that writing daily 
is infinitely more important than thinking about the 
book. Thinking is crucial. But so is action. No matter 
how small, limited, or sparse. Cogitatio et actio. Thinking 
and acting. That’s what GSIS should be about.

Professor Chung Min Lee
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Paradise
This winter break I had the op-

portunity to do a six week in-
ternship at the Pacific Forum 

Center for Strategic and International 
Studies (PacForum CSIS) in Hono-
lulu, Hawai’i. Although I had to pay 
for all of my own expenses, it was an 
opportunity I could not miss. So, hav-
ing barely recovered from the holidays, 
in the second week of the New Year I 
packed my bags and got ready for the 
long trip.

Now, many of you are likely to be un-
familiar with PacForum CSIS. Some 
of you might know of the Center for 
Strategic and International Studies, 
which is a world-renowned think tank 
in Washington. Although currently as-
sociated with CSIS, the Pacific Forum 
started out as a separate policy insti-
tute founded by Admiral Joe Vassey 
in 1975. Admiral Vassey, after having 
served on a submarine during WWII, 
felt that there was a need to establish 
an organization that looked specifically 
at the relationship between the United 
States and the Asian Pacific countries. Within this field PacForum 
focuses mainly on security studies. Publications by the Pacific Fo-
rum include their PacNet newsletter, which on a weekly basis dis-
cusses events as they occur, and Comparative Connections, which is a 
quarterly publication. Aside from these activities they are a breeding 
ground for young talent and organize and participate in a number 
of conferences.

At PacForum I worked, more or less, as a Korea expert. Given my 
limited expertise I am sure that I got received much more value out 
of the interning experience than they got out of me. However, I 
guess that is the whole point of doing an internship in the first place. 
My daily task revolved around doing research on a topic of my own 
choosing. Furthermore, I was of course responsible for keeping up 
with the daily news in Korea and giving my opinion about events 
as they unfolded, with or without being asked. The climate at Pac-
Forum CSIS is unique in the sense that veterans are working closely 
alongside students/recent graduates. Therefore, it is possible to get 
the best of both worlds; - experience from the veterans and fresh 
perspectives from the students/recent graduates.

One of the aspects I enjoyed most of all while working at PacForum 
were the frequent discussions I had with my colleagues on numer-

ous events. The Pacific Forum is a very 
motivating workplace in the sense that 
you are continuously challenged. Espe-
cially when you just finished your first 
semester at Yonsei GSIS, you will find 
that most people at PacForum know 
much more about the things that in-
terest you than you do. This causes you 
to feel like you should develop yourself 
more and create your own niche. Cer-
tainly, if I were to identify one thing 
that I took away from my internship 
at PacForum it would be the need for 
me to focus more specifically on what 
I want to know.

Of course, it does not hurt that the of-
fices of PacForum were located about 
500 meters from the ocean, which was 
also part of the view I was able to enjoy 
while working there. Hawai’i is a stun-
ning place to have an internship and 
certainly anyone would envy me for 
having spent my winter break there. 
With a constant temperature of about 
27 degrees Celsius and a nice breeze 
coming from the ocean, the living en-

vironment was pleasant to say the least. Although, during the week I 
worked from 9am to 5pm, which left little time for other things, my 
weekends gave me a good opportunity to enjoy myself. Swimming 
in the sea, lying on the beach and visiting some of the beautiful 
Hawaiian sites were part of my weekend schedule.  

Probably one of the best things of my internship occurred at the 
end, when PacForum organized a fundraiser for its Kelly Fellow-
ship. This fundraiser was also the day that the Pacific Forum had 
its annual board-members meeting. Hence, it was a great chance 
for me to meet some rather famous people. These famous people 
included former assistant US Secretary of State James A. Kelly and 
Dr. Joseph S. Nye. At the subsequent dinner I also had the opportu-
nity to meet Dr. Marcus Noland and a number of other individuals 
working for various companies and organizations associated with 
PacForum. That event alone made my internship at the Pacific Fo-
rum well worth it.

Being back at Yonsei GSIS I feel more focused than I have ever been. 
Although I do not think I want to pursue the kind of career of which 
I had a glance while at the Pacific Forum, I do feel that I am moti-
vated to do more with my life. I do not think that anyone could ask 
more from an internship.

INTERNINg IN
Cornelis Oudenaarden

Cornelis with former assistant Secretary of 
State James A. Kelley
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Steve MacCurry Photography Exhibition
Date: 2010.04.08~2010.05.30
Place: Seoul Sejong Center, Art museum
Activity: You will find his excellent photos of human be-
ings with great colors.
Admission: 8000 won 

From Chusa to Park Soo Keon art exhibition
Date: 2010.03.15~2010.05.30
Place: Ilju&Sonhwa Gallary (Shinmoonro Heungguk 
building 3FL)
Activity: An exhibition of Korean artists from the tradi-
tional to modern eras.
Admission: free

Icheon Ceramics Festival
Date: 2010.04.24 ~ 2010.05.16
Place: Kyonggi, Icheon-si, Solbong park
Activity: One of the most famous Korean ceramic festivals. 
You can find exhibitions, gain experience making ceram-
ics, do some shopping, and more!

Everland Tulip Festival
Date: 2010.03.19 ~ 2010.05.02
Place: Kyonggi Yongin-si, Everland
Activity: Enjoy a stroll through Everland’s tulip garden 
and join a flower garden tour. it is a good chance to enjoy 
Spring for those who like to keep their feet on the ground.

Lotte World Masquerade Festival
Date: 2010.03.12 ~ 2010.05.30
Place: Seoul Songpa-gu, Lotte World 
Activity: Find a little Bourbon Street in you and enjoy the 
masquerade parade with great music and audience.

SPRINg
EVENTS

Euijin Jung
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SPRINg READINg LIST

Can non-governmental organisations 
contribute to more socially just, al-
ternative forms of development? Or 

are they destined to work at the margins of 
dominant development models determined 
by others?  Addressing this question, this 
book brings together leading international 
voices from academia, NGOs and the social 
movements.

It provides a comprehensive update to the 
NGO literature and a range of critical new 
directions to thinking and acting around 
the challenge of development alternatives.

The book’s originality comes from the wide-
range of new case-study material it presents, 
the conceptual approaches it offers for 
thinking about development alternatives, 
and the practical suggestions for NGOs.

Collier analyzes the causes of failure, 
pointing to a set of traps that 
ensnare these countries, including 

civil war, a dependence on the extraction 
and export of natural resources, and bad 
governance. Standard solutions do not 
work, he writes; aid is often ineffective, and 
globalization can actually make matters 
worse, driving development to more stable 
nations. What the bottom billion need, 
Collier argues, is a bold new plan support-
ed by the Group of Eight industrialized na-
tions. If failed states are ever to be helped, 
the G8 will have to adopt preferential trade 
policies, new laws against corruption, new 
international charters, and even conduct 
carefully calibrated military interventions. 
Collier has spent a lifetime working to end 
global poverty. In The Bottom Billion, he 
offers real hope for solving one of the great 
humanitarian crises facing the world today.

Can NGOs make a Difference? 
The Challenge of Development 
Alternatives
Anthony J. Bebbington, Samuel Hickey, 
and Diana C. Mitlin

The Bottom Billion: Why the Poor-
est Countries Are Failing and Wht 
Can Be Done About It
Paul Collier

Professor Kim Hyong Sik & Euijin Jung



Anthony Giddens argues controver-
sially, we do not have a systematic 
politics of climate change. Politics-

as-usual won’t allow us to deal with the 
problems we face, while the recipes of the 
main challenger to orthodox politics, the 
green movement, are flawed at source.

Giddens introduces a range of new concepts 
and proposals to fill in the gap, and exam-
ines in depth the connections between cli-
mate change and energy security. 

“A landmark study in the struggle to con-
tain climate change, the greatest challenge 
of our era. I urge everyone to read it.”

- Bill Clinton, 42nd President of the United 
States

From one of the world’s best-known 
development economists—an exco-
riating attack on the tragic hubris of 

the West’s efforts to improve the lot of the 
so-called developing world. In his previous 
book, The Elusive Quest for Growth, William 
Easterly criticized the utter ineffectiveness 
of Western organizations to mitigate global 
poverty, and he was promptly fired by his 
then-employer, the World Bank. The White 
Man’s Burden is his widely anticipated coun-
terpunch—a brilliant and blistering indict-
ment of the West’s economic policies for the 
world’s poor. Sometimes angry, sometimes 
irreverent, but always clear-eyed and rig-
orous, Easterly argues that we in the West 
need to face our own history of ineptitude 
and draw the proper conclusions, especially 
at a time when the question of our ability to 
transplant Western institutions has become 
one of the most pressing issues we face.

The White Man’s Burden
William Easterly

The Politics of Climate Change
Anthony Giddens
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At the beginning of this issue of NOVAsia, Kyle DeRosa 
talked of humanity’s struggle against nature as a Sisy-
phean battle, never to be won. He implies that we should 

be pleased not by our success (which is illusory and fleeting) but 
rather by our continued efforts and resilience. However we are 
not in a position to represent humanity. As the privileged middle 
and upper middle classes who can afford higher education, our 
concept of the Sisyphean boulder is so drastically different to 
that of a shopkeeper in Port au Prince that any comparison is by 
nature unfair. The world has been captivated this past week, and 
continues to be as NOVAsia goes to print, by a spectacular natu-
ral disaster that is affecting the lives of hundreds of thousands, if 
not millions. But there have been no deaths. The damage (aside 
from that in Iceland) is confined to our wallets, and that is the 
boulder that we face.

Throughout Europe, and other parts of the world, families, tour-
ists, business travelers, and anyone else looking to take to the 
skies is likely stuck. I have friends waiting in Kuala Lumpur, and 
co-workers trapped in Madrid, New York City, and Slovenia. 
Meetings have been cancelled and rescheduled, life has become 
ever so slightly inconvenient.

Almost a full week has passed since the volcano Eyjafjallajökull 
erupted on Iceland. It has created what has been called the largest 
shut-down of air traffic since World War II. Europe has essen-
tially come to a standstill, and if it were not for an extensive rail 
system, nobody would be moving anywhere. The airline industry 
has been losing close to $200 million per day, with the total loss-
es being estimated at over $1 billion total so far, there are layoffs 
at some airports, and courier companies that rely on high-speed 
and efficient transport of goods are scrambling to find any way 
possible to keep business moving. The effect to the economy will 
be noticeable. There is however irony in the effect to the envi-
ronment. Thanks to the massive plume of ash that is slowly and 
smugly making its way across the globe, the atmosphere has been 
spared over 1.3 million tonnes of CO2 due to savings in jet fuel, 
an amount that is more than the total annual emissions of many 
developing countries (not taking into account how much CO2 
has been released from the volcano itself, but feel free to argue 
that straw man if you must).

This is a particularly northern hemisphere style of natural disas-
ter. The contrasts to Haiti on a qualitative scale, and the emotion-
al impact, are not even worth discussing. Clearly from a moral 
perspective the earthquake is more “important”. But looking at 
the hard numbers is worthwhile. The first obvious difference is 
in loss of life. Whereas not a single individual has died due to the 
volcanic eruption, the number of dead in Haiti reached up over 
200,000 individuals. With such a huge discrepancy, comparison 
almost seems unfair and grossly sensationalist, but to ignore it 
would be an equal injustice.

The second major contrast is the economic impact and the likely 
compensation. While the airlines will surely fight tooth and nail 
with governments to get some sort of “bailout package” for their 
$1 billion plus in losses, Haiti has estimated its total damage at 
$7.9 billion. Although I by no means wish to downplay the im-
portance of the substantial aid that has been promised (though 
not necessarily yet delivered) to Haiti, the fact that the airlines 
most certainly will get financial compensation from European 
governments is in some respects nauseating. The American bank-
ing crisis has set a precedent whereby a failed business model can 
run to governments for cash, and the governments will respond. 
The governments must respond; without the airlines function-
ing, trade will slow to a crawl, and economies will falter. Our 
boulders will suddenly take on much more mass.

Of course this comparison is invalid. If an earthquake or tsunami 
struck a densely populated northern developed state (though this 
is unlikely, and being developed also a partial consequence of its 
unlikelihood) then there would almost certainly be deaths. But 
this does not happen to us. This happens to them. And when it 
happens to them, we mourn, we show support, and some of us 
even donate. But we quickly move on.

While the Sisyphean analogy is poetically apt, we should not be 
so culturally naïve as to believe that we are all the same Sisyphus. 
Our mountainside contains far fewer bumps, and has far more 
rest-stops and latte shops, than the mountainsides of the devel-
oping world. When this ash cloud “crisis” has ended, our boulder 
will be relatively light and comfortable once again. For the rest of 
the world, the struggle continues.

OUR OWN COMFORTAbLE INCONVENIENCE
Christopher Gully
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