After the Calamity
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ONE YEAR AGO, the Indian Ocean tsunami struck 14 countries, killing an estimated 223,500 people and leaving 1.8 million homeless. In the Indonesian territory of Aceh, more than 2,000 schools were destroyed; villages along 500 miles of coast were obliterated. Partly because the disaster struck over the holiday season and affected Western tourists, it triggered an unprecedented outpouring of generosity. Counting some $2 billion worth of debt relief, outsiders pledged upward of $6 billion to rebuild Aceh; they pledged more than $2 billion for Sri Lanka. For once, the challenge was to spend the money rather than raise it. Having been inundated with donations in the first week after the tsunami, the disaster-response charity, Doctors Without Borders appealed to its supporters not to send more contributions.

The challenge of spending the money well has been significant, however. Indonesia has had to coordinate the efforts of 124 international nongovernmental organizations and more than 40 governments, multilateral banks and U.N. agencies. It has had to do so, moreover, while struggling with the legacy of a long-running conflict in Aceh, a tradition of corruption in public administration, and the logistical obstacles created by the tsunami. Not surprisingly, it took time for reconstruction to get underway. So far about 25,000 houses have been built in Aceh, but at least 60,000 people are still living in tents and perhaps five times that many are living with relatives. The World Bank projects that 18 months will pass before enough permanent homes have been built for everybody.

The speed of reconstruction is only one measure of its success, however. Things might have moved faster if the central government in Jakarta had hired large private contractors and paid them to pour concrete. But the government rightly sought input from the people whose region had been devastated, consulting them on building design and location and attempting to clarify disputes over land title before construction went ahead. To coordinate donors and warring government agencies, both the Indonesians and Sri Lankans established new reconstruction agencies; with the help of the United Nations, they created Web sites that aspire to act as one-stop shops for information on which donors are doing what projects. Like the commitment to local consultation, setting up this coordination machinery slowed reconstruction at the outset. It may improve its quality in the long run.

No effort of this sort can escape criticism: There have been reports of poorly built homes that people do not want to move into and of relief agencies failing to offer a transparent accounting of how benefactors' money has been spent. But reconstruction seems to be going well enough that the main need is not for recrimination but for commitment to completing reconstruction over the next two years or so. Vigilance against corruption and poor construction must be maintained, and donors must be prepared to allow their money to be used flexibly: The effort has more money than it perhaps needs for building temporary shelters but too little to reestablish health systems. Likewise, there may be money to help people affected by the tsunami, but reconstruction won't succeed if it excludes people affected by conflict in Aceh or Sri Lanka and so engenders resentment.

After the most generous humanitarian outpouring in history, the world has a chance to get reconstruction right. One year on, it is a work in progress.

