The rebuilding of a broken community…

It was the 29t day of November 2005 when I flew off to Islamabad with four other Irish lads to take part in a project that was to forever embed graphic images in our minds.

The overall aim was to go to Pakistan, in the aftermath of the October 8 earthquake and begin the process of creating dwellings, or shelters for those who had literally lost everything in the biggest quake to hit the region in over one hundred years.

The time was 09-22 hours – women were in the homes, as is customary in that part of Pakistan. Children had just begun their lessons and were settling down to what seemed like any other day. Earthquakes, unlike hurricanes, come without any warning. The region does lie along one of the most potentially volatile fault lines in the world. They get minor tremors on a fairly regular basis but nothing like the ‘vertical earthquake’ that struck, lifting the ground up to 6 feet in the air. Survivors spoke of it being like standing on a sponge mattress that was being punched from underneath.

Needless to say, there wasn’t much on the face of that part of God’s earth that could withstand such a shaking. Roofs collapsed in schools, homes, businesses and hotels in seconds. Observations on the ground quickly inform you that the massively heavy concrete roofs, supported by relatively flimsy reinforced concrete columns were certain to come down in such an eventuality. 
I had been in the region, just a little further west, 14 years earlier and under different circumstances. The relief organisation (R.O.) that I was going to Pakistan under, had wished to recruit people who had some knowledge of the culture as we were going to be working closely with local community leaders. The area is a fairly conservative Islamic area and so there are many traditional customs and ways of life present there that are less common in other parts of the country. It lies just south of the area known as the Hindu Kush, the foothills of the Himalayas.

The task set for our little cluster group of Irishmen, was to construct Swiss designed shelters for families that required them most. Before we arrived, the area had been surveyed by other members of the R.O. to ascertain who was who, perceived needs (medical, shelter) and previously unknown information about the villages themselves.
Balakot is a name that has become synonymous with a cataclysmic event. Forty five per cent of the 35,000 people died almost instantly in the disaster; seventy per cent of the children in the town died. The area of old Balakot has been designated a mass grave, with an estimated 6000 bodies lying under the mass of concrete and twisted iron. Ninety per cent of the buildings in the area were flattened. Eight weeks on from the disaster, we witnessed that the town was still blanketed by a thin, but unhealthy layer of smoke, as people light fires for cooking and heating. The smell of death was literally evident along some of the town’s streets. Electricity had only been restored to part of the town and the area still had no telephone connection to the outside world.
Having stated all of the above, the area is well serviced with NGO’s (non-government organisations). Access was good again to the town when we were there, with any landslides cleared. Personnel drive around in their Pajaeros and Jeeps. It is above the town though, that the area of most need still exists even at the end of January 2006 when I write.
Because accessibility is not so good, in fact downright dangerous or impossible to these areas, few NGO’s have been there with any assistance. In the villages of Lower and Upper Jabbah, Galle and Shiree (8500 feet), for example, where we were posted for the two weeks, no other NGO was working there. It lies between 1500 and 4500 feet above Balakot and the only access, bar a treacherous road that only the locals dare to venture onto, is by mule. In fact, supplies for our shelters were carried by this method for most of the period we were there, bar one nightime Jeep run and a Swiss helicopter drop bringing supplies to the highest village up on the ridge.
Everything in these villages is flattened. Nobody stood a chance. One school in Galle lost 170 pupils out of its 350. School bags and mangled desks are the only evidence that there was a school, save for a green welcome sign lying where the school entrance once stood. 

We met one man, Shajid, who lost 75 members of his extended family. Another man, also called Shajid, lost his brother, a teacher and he was one of the few we really got close to during our time in the region. He is now guardian of his nephew and niece; no paperwork to fill in and complete! The family structure remains very strong in the region.

Shajid told us that he was unable to open up and share his pain with other locals in the area. “When anyone asks me about my loss, I tell them to return to work”, he says. The pain and loss is so great there, affecting everybody alike, that there are few ways to facilitate the grieving process.

My personal concern is what affect this suppressing of grief will have on the population in the years ahead. All the normal coping mechanisms that are wired into our humanity won’t work in this situation, because everyone is suffering in the same way at the same time. 
Whilst Shajid shared with is what he had, in terms of food and hospitality, some of the team played a game with the local children. The reaction of the children was one of great delight. It was probably one of the only times that they had been able to ‘let go’ and play as children are supposed to play. They all seem so resilient. 

Our goals out there were at a number of levels. I have of course mentioned that the main visual goal was to build shelters – we did that successfully, building 59 of them. We also, as Christians, wished to enter the situation at a deeper level and be part of the healing process, as we were able. Prayer was behind all that we were about. Before I left for Pakistan, I mentioned to many friends that I felt that I was ‘the helpless one ministering to the helpless’.

Believe me when I say that I know that the living and true God was at work in such devastation. We tried to show Christ-like compassion and grieve with those who grieved. At times, we had to stand back from the shelter-building, task-orientated job of construction to give time to both take in the situation and feel it but also to meet the locals. We drank copious amounts of chai (sweet tea) and ate most evenings, if not lunch times as well, with the locals. 
They are a very hospitable people.

Having constructed a shelter, we would ask the locals if we could pray in the name of Isa Masih (Jesus Christ) for the people’s fortunes to be restored at every level and for healing to take place in the lives of those who had lost partners, children and extended family members. This was I believe the ‘capstone’ to each if the 59 constructions. They were very happy for us to pray to Jesus Christ – he is a prophet in Islam, but not their ‘priest and King’.

Many shed tears with us as we prayed into the pain that affected us all. It is raw and everywhere. 

One of the lasting and most memorable elements of the trip for me, was the knowledge that word of our work had got to family members still in hospitals with injuries right across Pakistan. Local people told us that “they were very happy to know someone had thought of them” and they were returning to some sort of life. Old men did culturally unusual things like give us a back-slapping hug of appreciation for our work. Some had tears as they thank us. We could only surmise what they were feeling and what exactly their personal loss had been, and meant to them.
In one sense, all this seemed a little odd to us as we knew that we had left the security and comfort of our homes in the west for a mere 17 day ‘adventure’ to Pakistan in the knowledge that we would return home again – not much of a ‘cost to us’ really? 

Concerns before we left the UK, relating to security, cold weather, team life and health were all unnecessary. We sailed through the time there healthy, enjoying unseasonably wall to wall sunshine, with great team life and at no point felt vulnerable, from a security point of view. God was faithful. 

As I sit in the relative comfort of my home this winter time, I am thinking of a family just like my own, with the same aspirations for life, as they suffer further in harsh, freezing temperatures on that exposed ridge. I am particularly conscious of the widows and orphans which are so often at the bottom of the pile when it comes to accessing help and material supplies.

Many villages up on the heights still to this day remain without any NGO assistance. Our little efforts could only help a few, on a single ridge above Balakot. But for those that did receive that little assistance from us, and indeed similar clusters of volunteers, it meant everything. We were physically building shelters, but I hope we also were a part of something bigger – breaking down barriers between two of the world’s great religions through our common humanity and helping a community back onto its feet again.
Thank you for your interest.

David Flanagan

I would be very happy to come and speak to any small group that was interested in finding out more or helping the people of Northern Pakistan.

Call me on 01302-719021.

