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“Tsunami and China: 
Relief with Chinese Characteristics”
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"When disaster struck, help came from all sides"

- A Chinese proverb




“Indian Ocean is not India’s Ocean”

- Gen. Zhao Namqi, Former director Chinese Military’s Logistics Department

China has launched the first ever-largest of its overseas aid for relief operations after Tsunami disaster struck Southeast Asian, South Asian and parts of African region. China did send relief aid to other countries in the recent past including to Russia during the Beslan incident, Iraq earthquake, Afghanistan reconstruction, during Palestinian turmoil and to African countries. Previously, it has extended assistance to the Southeast Asian countries during the Asian financial crisis in 1997. However, the current aid extended during the Tsunami crisis is relatively large in scale, as compared to its previous attempts, and has all elements of realpolitik as with some other aid providers. 
For the first time, the Chinese armed forces, specifically its logistics department has played an increasing role in the relief effort in the Tsunami affected countries (Indonesia, Sri Lanka, Maldives, Myanmar) in the Indian Ocean, an area of strategic interest for China. Nevertheless, as compared to other countries, the relief aid provided by China is low and yet its efforts have been projected. According to Professor Zhang Guoqing of Beijing University, “the international aid has become the demonstration of a country's overall strengthen and national image.”
Proactive Response

Following the recently adopted diplomatic line of “treating neighbours with kindness and of treating neighbours as partners”, China has jumped into the relief operations. Chinese government and its agencies’ swift response during this crisis is a departure from the previous one, viz., the spread of deadly SARS virus that afflicted the country and other neighbouring countries in early 2004. During the SARS crisis, the Chinese government indeed tried to suppress information about the spread of the virus with disastrous consequences, although it needs to be pointed out that the Chinese government soon suspended the health minister and others and carried swift health checkups later. 

As the Tsunami battered several hundred thousands in Southeast Asia and regions of South Asia and Africa, the Chinese government announced aid. Later, the Chinese Ministry of Commerce and Ministry of National Defence (with its Foreign Affairs Office and General Logistics Department) came to the forefront of the relief work. On December 29, 2004, three days after the disaster struck, foreign minister Li Zhaoxing called an emergency meeting of commerce, finance, public health and defence ministries to chart out and channelise effectively the Chinese aid for the Tsunami-affected countries. More importantly, several of the military’s Logistics Department’s organizations like the equipment bureau, munitions and oil procurement bureau, and its communications office were all pressed into service for rapid response. 
Premier Wen Jiabao made a speech at special Southeast Asian nations meeting of nearly 26 countries or international organisations held on January 7, 2005 that is laced with the objective of placing China at the forefront of the relief and reconstruction work but also emphasized on the role of the United Nations and ASEAN countries. Though as a developing country, it is unable to provide high amount of aid to the Tsunami affected countries, Wen added that his country would provide “unselfish assistance within our capacity and have no added conditions”. He proposed seven points for the rescue and reconstruction work: emergency aid, reconstruction, revitalizing tourism, establishing disaster early warning mechanism, information sharing and exchanges, regional and international cooperation. 
Relief Measures

Accordingly, China has pledged relief for the affected countries. The relief amount pledged by China, however, was not to be high. China’s emergency aid a day after Tsunami struck was less than US $3 million but raised this to about US $60 million next week after an emergency meeting called and attended by the foreign, commerce and defence ministries. Taiwan, which is left out of the ASEAN special meeting on Tsunami, as with the World Health Organisation when it was affected by the SARS, contributed US $ 50 million and more than that amount from the private donors is expected. This makes Taiwan the eighth largest donor for the Tsunami-affected. There are nearly 350,000 labourers from Southeast Asia working in Taiwan, though a majority of them are not from the Tsunami affected areas.
Comparatively, Australia became the single largest aid giver with about US $ 810 million in grants and loans to the Tsunami affected countries, followed by Germany at about US $ 700 million, Japan pledging grants of US $ 500 million, and the United States US $350 million. Japan also sent its maritime forces, while the US dispatched two aircraft carriers and troops to Indonesia. More aid and military presence in the region is being planned by these countries, though according to the UN records most of the initial pledges do not match up to the actual received amount.
Aid from China came in several forms, viz., government writing off of outstanding debts of certain affected countries; government funds, donations from the public as well as private citizens. Red Cross and China Charity Federation are at the centre of such donation collections. A nation-wide call was given to raise donations. However, rising of donations from the public is not without its problems. Several fraud cases came up across the country requesting for donations online from the European countries and Hong Kong. In related developments, certain reports indicated that some of the overseas Chinese community members in Indonesia- the worst Tsunami affected country- were robbed by locals, provoking the Chinese embassy in Jakarta to call the Indonesian government to maintain “stability and social security”. There have been several attacks on the overseas Chinese communities in Indonesia in the recent history by the locals who view the former as exploiting their resources.
China has written off all governmental debts of Sri Lanka. Of an estimated loss of nearly US $5 billion in Sri Lanka, China contributed about $ 4 million. The Chinese defence minister Cao Gangchuan US$ 277,100 donation to the Indian defence ministry in its relief and reconstruction work.

China has formed a 164-member medical team and sent these in batches to affected countries. Of the nearly 40 foreign medical teams in Sri Lanka, only one, at Hikkaduwa came from China with about 17 members. Yet the Chinese profile in this country is said to have increased considerably according to the official propaganda of China. Chinese vice foreign minister Wu Dawei visited Hikkaduwa on January 11, 2005. In low profile, yet effective is a Taiwan-based Buddhist Compassionate Relief Tzu Chi Foundation with its 29-member medical team at Hambantona, one of the worst affected areas in Sri Lanka.
In addition, it has dispatched seven tonnes of Muslim food (sic) to the Tsunami affected areas. As certain Tsunami-affected regions have high concentration of Muslims, such as in Indonesia, this is seen as being religious-sensitive measure. A Beijing based Yueshangzhai food-chain has manufactured these packets on orders from the Chinese government. On the other hand, Buddhist Association of China sent messages to eight countries where there are Buddhist believers and raised donations for them. 
China has also urged several business enterprises to involve in the relief work. The foreign ministry spokesman said on January 7, 2005 that “….the Chinese Government will support the Chinese enterprises to participate in such necessary reconstruction projects as civil utilities, roads, bridges, hospitals.”

Prevention is better than cure

An assessment report in China indicated that the country has lost nearly US$ 18 billion annually for the devastation caused by the natural calamities from the 1990s. This figure accounts for nearly 6 to 10 percent of the GDP of the country. It was estimated that since 1949, China experienced three Tsunami-kinds of disasters, though of low intensity in 1969, 1992 and 1994. It was demanded that the Chinese government take measures to establish an efficient and integrated early warning system from the current centralized system that would take nearly 48 hours for relief to be distributed at the local areas when natural disasters strike the country. Other measures include a “protective screen” system of mangroves, coral reefs and coastal forests to minimise the damage during Tsunami attacks. Indeed, the current loss of lives and property in Indonesia, Thailand, Sri Lanka and India are traced to the depletion of mangroves due to human exploitation, economic development and pollution. 
In 1993 China joined the Pacific Tsunami Warning Mechanism and claims to have set up coastal-wide early warning system. It has suggested to the ten Tsunami affected countries that it would provide meteorological data through its Fengyun satellites. 
Politics of Disaster Relief
The multi-national effort in providing humanitarian relief and rehabilitation work in the Tsunami-affected countries is unprecedented. It provided succour to several million affected people. Yet these are not devoid of motives as official propaganda in China depicted. A January 11, 2005 People’s Daily article accused the US and Japan of being obsessed with “strong political intention and wrestles” in carrying out the disaster relief work.
To elaborate, the US efforts (citing US Secretary of State Colin Powell’s remarks) are viewed as mending fences with the Islamic peoples of the region in general and Indonesia in particular given the current Iraq imbroglio, Australian aid seen as its forays in Indonesia after Bali blasts and the Japanese efforts as part of its dream to form “East Asian Community”. 
Chinese motives in the relief work as well are not without its realpolitik considerations, though it stressed the role of the United Nations (in which it is a permanent member with veto rights) and World Health Organisation. While the promised relief amount is low for the sixth largest economy and the fourth largest trader of the world, the propaganda machinery of China has publicised such efforts- sometimes out of proportion. Providing leadership, not high amounts of aid, is one crucial aspect of the current Chinese role in this calamity. To recall, Chinese aid during the 1997 financial crisis was far below that of Japan but had the effect of edging the latter out in Southeast Asia. 
Several strategic experts in China have commented that the current Chinese relief package indicated to its role as a “responsible” and “emerging” power in Asia. Fostering such images and identities was given a high priority by the leadership in the wake of “China rise” phenomenon and in efforts to explore “strategic opportunities for the next two decades” as set by the 16th Party Congress in 2002. Overcoming an image of being a threat for the neighbours is ingrained in such prompt philanthropic responses, though this measure may be effective only in a long-term perspective. A corollary of such policy, at the minimalist agenda level is to keep off, through back-door diplomacy, Taiwan from participating in the international meetings in disaster relief. 
In the current relief efforts, China has also indicated that it is amenable in using the “religious” card. Wide publicity was given to the Muslim and Buddhist religious consideration in the relief efforts. This may be to counter the criticism it faces in Xinjiang Uighur region. 

More worrisome is the Chinese proposal to set up early-warning monitoring facilities for predicting Tsunami kind of natural disasters in the Indian Ocean region. This raises several questions related to the security concerns of the countries of the region. China itself criticized efforts by others to establish monitoring facilities in the country’s vicinity as encroaching on its sovereignty and security but has shown enthusiasm in setting up elsewhere. Apart from the nitty-gritty problems like where the inspectors would come from, what kind of scientific equipment or platforms would be deployed, command and control structures and the like, this proposal also raises several other security issues. In the recent past, China has shown interest in the Indian Ocean increasing because of the rise of energy security bogey and has made efforts to increase its presence in the Great Coco Islands and Gwadhar naval port. The Chinese media has reported that of the 976 people living on the Coco Islands there were no casualties. While no casualties on Coco Islands should cheer everyone, backdoor entry of China into the Indian Ocean may only raise concerns in the region.
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