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Abstract 

 

The December 26, 2004 Indian Ocean  tsunami was one of the world‟s greatest natural disasters 

in terms of loss of life and damages. It also brought out an outpouring of record amounts of 

international aid to the afflicted areas. However, in many cases this aid was not balanced or 

appropriate, and in some cases, not received at all. On the small island community of Phi Phi 

Don in Thailand, there was virtually no national or international NGO support during the 

emergency relief stages. The island was one of the most severely affected in Thailand, and only 

recovered through a unique combination of local Thai residents and foreign volunteers. This 

grassroots effort evolved into award winning organizations that were totally managed and 

financed through local residents. 
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  Natural disasters create a set of responses from both the inhabitants in the areas affected 

by the natural phenomenon as well as from outside sources. The distinction between the two has 

been termed “endogenous response‟ and “exogenous response” by Alabala-Bertrand to 

distinguish between the  local built in mechanisms or local coping of the former, and responses 

that are superimposed from the outside, which characterize the latter (Albala-Bertrand, 2005).  

The ability of a society to respond to a natural disaster will be determined by numerous factors 

including  the resources available, the social organizations in place, individual skills and socio-

political structures (Kreimer & Arnold, 2000). However,  the official perceptions often  

underestimate the resources and resourcefulness of the local population, as the measurement of 

resources and indicators of aid by outside institutions are more easily measured. (Wisner, 

Blaikie, Cannon & Davis, 2006). As a result, most disaster writing focuses on the more easily 

observable exogenous responses and overlooks or disregards endogenous responses (Albala-

Bertrand, 2005).  Not only are local relief efforts not recognized, but as Davis  points out, 

international organizations often hold in-country resources in low regard and have an inflated 

regard for the value of their own contribution (Davis, 2006). The Tsunami Evaluation 

Committee, which conducted five evaluations and 44 sub-studies of the Dec. 26, 2004 tsunami, 
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found that during the early recovery phase, international aid agencies often overlooked the local 

and national organizations and undervalued their capacities, to the point of even undermining the 

local and national participation in the response (Telford & Cosgrave, 2007 ). 

In addition to the often cited conflict between relief agencies and local actors, weak 

governance and ineffective management of relief efforts can plague the recovery from a disaster. 

Especially in developing countries, formal state agencies to deal with disasters and emergencies 

may not be well organized, plagued by corruption, or not exist at all (Ozerdam & Jacoby, 2006). 

Studies in Dominica in 1978-90, Bangladesh in 1969 and the Marmara Turkey earthquake of 

1999 highlight how the inefficiency or even collapse of a state‟s institutional capacity to respond 

will change the balance of responsibility to the private sector and create spontaneous initiatives . 

In fact, in extreme cases such as the 1995 Kobe, Japan earthquake, the slow government 

response prompted some 1.5 million volunteers to take up the relief effort (Ozerdam & Jacoby, 

2006). Another classic example of the lack of government support creating a spontaneous 

volunteer response during a disaster was illustrated in the great Charleston South Carolina 

earthquake of 1886. This city of sixty thousand, would suffer a loss of two-thirds  of its homes 

and unemployment of nearly 100%.  Outside of 100 tents sent by the US Army, the city did  not 

receive a single dollar in state or federal aid. The case study of the recovery  is a landmark model 

of rebuilding a city by the local inhabitants.(Cote, 2006). 

All of these  factors, along with other social and political and logistical obstacles, would 

greatly affect the ability of local communities to recover from the Indian Ocean tsunami of Dec 

26, 2004.  In particular, the inhabitants of the Phi Phi Islands would face a myriad of constraints 

in their attempts to recuperate, and we will attempt to document how this small island 
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community, that received little direct aid from the large international agencies,  was able to 

respond to one of the world‟s greatest natural disasters. 

 

 

1 The Tsunami and Thailand 

     On the morning of December 26, 2004, at 7:58:53 am local epicenter time, an earthquake 

registering 9.0 on the Richter scale struck 250 km (155 miles) off the coast of Sumatra, 

Indonesia, between the  tectonic plates in the Andaman-Sumatran subduction zone, creating a 

tsunami whose destructive force would cause more casualties than any other in recorded history. 

This earthquake was  the fourth  largest  recorded since 1900, it thrust up the ocean floor 20 

meters and displaced billions of tons of seawater (Mashini et al. 2005).   Its destructive effects 

were felt from the east coast of India, Sri Lanka and Africa to the west coasts of the Malaysia, 

Thailand and hundreds of islands in between. The earthquake  released the equivalent of 475 

megatons of TNT, or the equivalent of 23,000 Nagasaki bombs. (USGS, 2007). See Appendix A. 

      The west coast of Thailand was especially vulnerable. With a total coastline of 3,219 

kilometers, Thailand  has been continually exposed to tropical storms and tsunamis (Mashni et 

al. 2005). While inhabitants of coastal areas have developed mechanisms for dealing with storms 

and inclement weather, the tsunami of Dec 26, 2004 was completely unexpected, and came at a 

time when its destructive effects would have maximum impact. For on the morning after 

Christmas (called Boxing Day in the UK), all the resort areas on the Andaman coast were fully 

booked with tourists enjoying the holiday festivities. The beaches and seaside bungalows were 

full of sunbathers, scuba divers, tour boats and sightseeing groups (WTO, 2007). Tens of 
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thousands of people were totally unaware of the ensuing tsunami that would become take some 

275,000 lives and cause  almost $10 billion  in damage (TEC, 2007). 

       The waves hit the exposed islands in the Andaman Sea and the west coast of Thailand, 

creating varying degrees of damage, depending on the topography of the area and the protection 

offered by barrier islands and natural obstacles. The location of mangrove forests, which cover 

approximately 1814 square kilometers or 700 square miles on the Andaman Coast  were an 

important factor in limiting the degree of damage (Mesprasert, 2006).  The highest wave run up 

on the west coast of Thailand was at Cape Coral in Phang Nga Province, and the longest 

inundation distance of 3 kilometers was at the popular beach resort area of Bang Nieng in Phang 

Nga (Sripong, 2006). See Appendix B for a map of the Andaman Coast of Thailand and the 

location of the Phi Phi Islands.    

      The six most affected provinces were located on the west, or Andaman Coast. They 

included Krabi, Trang, Phang Nga, Phuket, Ranong and Satun (ADPC, p.5). Tsunami effects 

varied widely amongst provinces, and even within smaller geographic areas within each 

province. In the number of deaths and people affected, Phang Nga Province  suffered the most, 

with Krabi Province in most measures and indicators the second most affected. (ADPC, 2005). 

Combined, these provinces are of significant economic importance to the country, as they 

generate some 30% of tourism revenues, totaling 76 billion baht (approximately $1.9 billion as 

1$=40 baht) in 2003, the year before the tsunami (Economic Intelligence, 2005). The Asian 

Disaster Preparedness Center made a comprehensive study of the economic impacts of the 

region, under the direction of Roberto Jovel, who has been involved in several  United Nations 

Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC) studies (ADPC, 2005).  

The ECLAC has produced a manual for estimating the socio-economic effects of natural 
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disasters which has been used throughout the Caribbean and Latin America to make early 

assessments of damage according to a standardized model of approach (ECLAC, 1991). Using 

this model, Jovel estimated total damages and economic losses for the country as a whole to be  

86.7 billion baht ($2.168 billion), with the greatest business losses in the six provinces in Phuket 

at 46.8 billon baht ($1.17 billion) due its highest cost facilities.  Phang Nga had the highest 

mortality rate with 6877 deaths. Krabi Province lost 1268 lives, and suffered 3.730 billion baht 

($93.3 million) in damages (26.4% of total of the six provinces). Krabi suffered total damage and 

business losses of 19.6 billion baht ($490 million), second only to Phuket. More importantly, this 

figure  represented 69% of Gross Provincial Product for Krabi Province for  the year. Ratios of 

this magnitude indicate that the affected area cannot easily overcome the effects of a disaster by 

itself. (ADPC, 2005). 

2 Krabi and the Phi Phi Islands 

      . The Province of Krabi, with a population of less than 400,000  is an international tourist 

destination noted for its spectacular geography and limestone cliffs that drop into the Andaman 

sea. Rock climbers from all over the word travel to Railey Beach in Krabi to compete in Asia‟s 

most difficult and stunning climbs. The unusual rock formations  create small islands and 

numerous caves , where archeologists have dated human artifacts back over 40,000 years, 

making it the oldest area of continuous habitation in Thailand as well as the surrounding region, 

(KrabiGuide, 2007) There are over 130 islands in the province that attract tourists, including  

Lanta Island and the Phi Phi Islands. The Phi Phi Islands are the most popular, receiving 

international recognition as the set for the Leonardo DiCaprio movie, The Beach.   The Phi Phi 

Islands are actually a group of six islands, part of the Nopparat Thara-Mu Ko Phi Phi National 

Marine Park in Krabi Province.  Phi Phi Don, the largest, is the only inhabited of the group, 
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which also consists of Phi Phi Le, and other smaller islands famous for their caves and limestone 

outcroppings. (Phi-Phi.Com, 2007). See Appendix C for a map of the Phi Phi Islands. Phi Phi 

Don is the most well known island, and consists of 2 large hills that are connected by a thin strip 

of land a few hundred meters in width. On this low lying  strip of land between the two bays, 

(Ton Sai Bay facing southeast and Loh Dalum Bay facing northwest) is Ton Sai Village. Ton Sai 

Village is the main tourist center, where the mainland ferry, and the majority of the resorts, shops 

and restaurants are located. (Prabhu, 2006). See Appendix D. 

        The rapid expansion of the tourist industry has caused much criticism regarding the 

overdevelopment and unrestrained building on Phi Phi Don, and Ton Sai Bay. Overcrowded, 

densely packed bungalows led the island to be described as an example of “anarchal 

development” by the Asian Development Bank (ADB, 2007). But haphazard development with 

little respect for the environment and pollution problems didn‟t keep the tourists from coming, 

with many crowding onto the small stretch of beach between the two bays (Prabhu,  2006). At 

the time of the tsunami, there were approximately 2000 hotel rooms filled and 10,000 inhabitants 

on the island (WTO, 2007).  

3 The Tsunami in Krabi and Phi Phi Islands 

          As the tsunami wave approached Phi Phi Don, it actually wrapped around the island and 

entered onto both bays.  The wave entering  Ton Sai Bay was 3 meters (10 feet) in height, while 

the wave from Loh Dalum Bay was 6.5 meters (over 20 feet) in height, sandwiching the 

population between the two (Phi Phi Island n.d.). The larger wave swept away people and 

structures and forced debris across the village and deposited it Ton Sai Bay (McGirk,2005).  

      Communications between Phi Phi and the mainland broke down. There is no telephone 

cable between Phi Phi and the mainland, and the mobile phone is the main communication tool 
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used by residents and tourists. Electricity is provided by three large generators, all of which were 

knocked out by the waves, and damaged to the extent that only one had been repaired six months 

later. (Annenburg, 2007). The initial reports of the damage to the islands varied widely, from Phi 

Phi Don being totally submerged (Pat Khamnoi personal communication Dec. 26, 2004) to 

eyewitness accounts and more accurate descriptions of the island being cut in half (Reynolds, 

2005a). It soon became apparent that these unprotected islands suffered the worst, (UNDP, 2005) 

and that  Phi Phi Don Island bore the majority of the losses sustained in Krabi Province. The 

statistics would show that of the 722 identified deaths, 590 were from the island. 167 of the 396 

houses destroyed resided on the island, and  234 out of the 262 reported severely damaged 

homes were from Phi Phi ( Krabi Management Report of Tsunami Aid, 2005). 

   Hours  after the tsunami struck, Prime Minister Thaksin ordered Navy ships to rescue 

citizens and tourists from the tsunami affected areas. The Ministry of Health sent more than 100 

rescue teams to the Andaman coast, setting up a rescue center in Phuket. This would serve the 

Phuket and Phang Nga provinces (Mashini et al., 2005).  From the onset, the recovery effort on 

Phi Phi Island faced many obstacles, some logistical, some political and some social. The islands 

are located 42 kilometers south of Ao Nang, the administrative head of the islands. A typical 

ferry boat ride is about 1.5 hours, a smaller speed boat about half that time (Prabhu, 2006). Krabi 

as a province enjoyed an effective strategic infrastructure prior to the tsunami, with the ability to 

transport large volumes of people and product by air, sea and roads. The damage to the 

infrastructure on the mainland was relatively light, with the road network intact as well as 

communication and electric supply (ADB, 2007).  The beachfront of Ao Nang had sustained 

minimal damages to the roads and infrastructure, and was selected as the staging point for the 

emergency rescue teams (Seman, 2005). . 
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 Except for the army helicopters used for evacuation of the most severe cases, most of the 

inhabitants were removed by boat. This limited the carrying capacity of bringing supplies to the 

island, and removing the dead and injured back to Ao Nang. Many of the local boats that could 

have been used for transport were sunk or damaged, as all but 6 of the 400 registered long tail 

boats were damaged and not seaworthy  (McDermott, 2005).  Once in Ao Nang, the injured were 

taken to Krabi Hospital, 17 km from the Ao Nang beach front staging point. The main road onto 

Ao Nang was closed by the police to allow the boats to load and re-load without interference, 

and to reduce the crowds of onlookers. As it was, there were still people being evacuated three 

days later still wearing  their bathing suits or clothes from the day of the tsunami.  All non-

emergency travel to the island was canceled (Reynolds, 2005a). 

4 Local residents on Phi Phi Island 

While a large number of tourists were among the affected on Phi Phi Island, a great 

percentage of those who died, and had their homes and businesses washed away, were the local 

Thai from the island. But being a major tourist attraction, the media tended to focus on the 

foreign fatalities and injuries, often ignoring the local Thai residents who  suffered the greatest 

losses.  Numerous studies have highlighted how the poor and disadvantaged are more vulnerable 

to  the effects of disasters, (Kreimer & Arnold, 2000) and how those most affected in developing 

countries often  have a weaker political and economic base and receive less aid (Albala-Bertrand, 

2005).  On Phi Phi and the surrounding islands, most of the Thai were of the Muslim faith, a 

distinct minority in Thailand.  While the country  is predominately Buddhist with 95% of the 

population and the royal family embracing the religion, the second largest religion is Muslim, 

with only 4% (Mashni, et al., 2005). While a small minority in the capital Bangkok,  in the 

southern provinces the percentage of Muslim in the total population increases, and in Krabi the 
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percentages are about 60% Buddhist and 40% Muslim. While the King supports freedom of 

religion and has even sponsored the translation of the Koran into Thai, many of the Muslim live 

in rural areas or sea communities and live without interaction with mainstream Thai society. 

Traditionally, the Muslim population have engaged in seafaring activities, and over the years 

have adapted to take employment as long tail boat drivers, fisherman, or sea tour operators. 

(Prabhu, 2006).  These families tend to be less educated and not well versed in dealing with 

government agencies, with some  groups speaking an entirely different language. By nature, 

living and working by the sea,  the local Muslims more vulnerable to the tsunami‟s effects.  A 

large percentage of the Thai affected on Phi Phi Island were  Muslim, with 85% of the children 

who lost at least one parent being Muslim. Once the evacuation started, due to these cultural 

differences, many did not know how to seek benefits, or were unwilling to even apply for them 

(Sriphong Phukaoluan Foundation, 2006). 

5 Thai Government and Social Structure 

To gain a better understanding of the macro issues that impacted the local relief efforts, 

an examination of the social and political state of Thailand at the time of the tsunami is in order. 

During this period, the Thai government was under the leadership of Thaksin Shinawatra, whose 

party, the Thai Rak Thai (Thai Love Thai) had swept into power with an unprecedented 339 out 

of 500 parliamentary seats. The kingdom, a parliamentary monarchy, was for the first time run 

by a strong majority coalition (McCargo, & Pathmanand,  2005). 

      With a population of approximately 64 million, Thailand had enjoyed economic success 

through the 1990‟s and resiliency after the 1997 financial crisis and ensuing economic shocks 

after 2000, which included the SARS epidemic, Avian flu outbreak, and political unrest in the 

southern provinces (Euromonitor, 2007). Described as a middle income country, Thailand enjoys 
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a literacy rate of 92.6% (2003) and during the first four years of 2000 unemployment rates 

between 1.5% and 2.5%  (ADB). The country has a strong cultural identity and is proud of being 

the only South East Asian country not to be colonized (Prabhu, 2006). The Royal family are 

revered and have played a very visible role over the years in promoting social programs and 

establishing co-operatives around the country (Dejkunjorn, 2006). As a result, community groups 

and NGO‟s play a prominent role in Thai society (ADB, 2007). 

      The structure of the central government under the elected prime minister is 14 ministries 

divided on a functional basis. Each ministry is headed by a permanent secretary who is in charge 

of the career civil servants. (Royal Thai Embassy, 2007).  However the King is held in such high 

esteem that his interventions into politics and economics are accepted by both the military and 

politicians without question, and King Bhumiphol‟s regal interventions have become a landmark 

of this longest reigning monarch in the world. (Handley, 2006). 

      The country is divided geographically into 76 provinces. These are further broken down 

into 795 districts, 81 sub-districts, and 7225 communes, and then 69,866 villages  (Royal Thai 

Government, 2007). The Thaksin style of government was quite different than previous coalition 

governments, as he ran the government according to business principles., which affected the 

machination of the ministries at the local levels.  Pushing accountability down to the lower levels 

and being quick and decisive and intolerant of criticism, he in effect became Thailand‟s CEO His 

independent, strong personality and the economy‟s ability to overcome previous crisis would 

ultimately color his decisions regarding the recovery efforts. (McCargo,. & Pathanand,  2005). 

The structure of the government at this  time can be seen more clearly in Appendix E.    On the 

provincial level, the government structure is headed by the Governor, who is appointed by  the 

national government who supervises national policies and the ministries in each province over 
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the district and sub-district officials. The power by the central government and ministries 

delegated to the provincial level is carried out by the officers in the each province or delegated to 

those in the district level.(ESCAP, 2007). At the time of the tsunami, the Governor of Krabi was 

Mr. Armont Promnart, while the head of the district  administrative office, was Mr. Pankam 

Kittitorakul (Tecsanun, 2005). 

6 The government response to the tsunami 

One impediment to the relief effort on Phi Phi Island was the national government‟s 

attitude toward the depth of the crisis. For many in the government, it seemed the damages while 

substantial, were manageable. As Prime Minister Thaksin would  comment in mid-January, just 

weeks after the tsunami. “Others need more help than us,” and turned down financial assistance. 

(CNN, 2005). By that time, the death toll had reached a close approximation of its final tally and 

government and private assessments were underway in many sections of the country. These 

initial estimates varied widely, and the government seemed to take the view espoused by Albala 

and others that local and regional disasters do not equate to national disasters. While local impact 

can be great, the effect on the national economy is often minimal and often overstated (Albala-

Bertrand, 2005). With all analysts recognizing the importance of tourism to the national 

economy, different agencies started producing their assessments of losses to the national 

economy or gross domestic product (GDP).  The Thai government economists were some of  the 

most optimistic, only looking for a drop in GDP of .3% for 2005 (Economist Intelligence, 2005). 

ADPC forecast a loss of GDP growth of .5% (ADPC, 2005), while other forecasts were more 

pessimistic,  with the World Bank estimating a .9% decline (World Bank 2005) and others  for a 

drop of 1.2% in GDP growth (Economist Intelligence, 2005). Those taking the government view 

that the losses were manageable pointed out the estimates of   damages and economic losses 
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represented less than 1% of GDP and were mostly sustained by the private sector. In addition 

they pointed out the actual levels of  estimated damage of 19.811 billion baht ($495.27 million) 

was only 1.3% of the annual rate of capital formation for the country as a whole (ADPC, 2005). 

Those living in the tsunami affected provinces and engaged in the tourist industry 

obviously felt otherwise. While Sontaya Kunplome, Minister of Tourism and Sports admitted 

some 200,000 jobs were at risk, others in government circles pointed out the ability of alternate 

tourist destinations not affected by the tsunami, most notably the east coast and north, to absorb 

the job losses (Economist Intelligence, 2005). But still Thailand saw 67,000 people directly 

affected by the tsunami and the estimated economic business losses  exceeded the estimated 

damages by a factor of 3 to 1, reflecting the vulnerability of the tourism industry to a natural 

disaster (EM-DAT,2007). But the Tourist Authority of Thailand still believed the national 

statistics would not be drastically affected as the other famous beach destinations on the east 

coast of Thailand, such as Pattaya and Koh Samui would pick up the slack (Economist 

Intelligence, 2005). Following this line of thinking, The World Tourism Organization in 

Thailand predicted only a 30% decline in tourism revenues for 2005 for the tsunami affected 

provinces, and hotel occupancy to rebound to 90-100%  for the following year‟s  holidays. 

(WTO, 2005). These forecasts would be woefully optimistic, and about 100% off the mark as 

foreign arrivals in Krabi would drop 62.75% the following year and room occupancies average 

25% (PPK Tourism, 2007). A survey by the author of nine hotels on Ton Sai Bay on Phi Phi Don 

confirmed these figures. The nine hotels comprised 780 out of the 951 rooms registered with the 

Tourist Authority of Thailand, or 83% of the rooms available at the time of the tsunami. The 

average hotel was closed for a period of 5.77 months after the tsunami, with a range of 0 months 

to 12 months. The average hotel experienced a decline in income of 65.5% for the year, with a 
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range of losses between 35% and 100%. (Appendix F).  This would be confirmed by other 

economic studies in the region showing total revenues decreasing by 67% into the first quarter of 

2006 (Handmer & Choong, 2006).  The World Tourism Organization‟s  comment that by the one 

year anniversary, the disaster would be put to rest irked many in the stricken communities 

(WTO, 2005). 

 The obstacles to recovery on  Phi Phi  were many, and included  the  long distance from 

the mainland, and a highly affected ethnic minority group, and the national government focusing 

its relief efforts on the mainland. Immediately after the tsunami, the central government made 

things even more difficult by then  proclaiming  Phi Phi Island to be uninhabitable, and 

discouraging international aid agencies access to the island (Lovering, 2005). 

With the island „closed” due to the heavy damage to the commercial section of the island 

and the need to remove the dead and injured,  only emergency traffic was allowed. The relief 

efforts shifted from the islands to the mainland., and recovery aid was focused on other parts of 

Krabi Province. World Vision was active distributing survival packs through the army, while the 

Red Cross donated vehicles on the mainland and repaired fishing boats (Mashni, et. al).  The 

Coalition Network for Andaman Coastal Community Support set to work in 14 villages on the 

mainland in the Nuea Klong district and the islands of Lanta, Jum and Sriboya working to help 

the local fishing villages recover. However, the group did not go to Phi Phi Island. (SDF,2005).                    

The central government organized relief efforts along Ministry lines, with different 

ministries  responsible for public health, compensation, school children, agriculture and fisheries 

and the recovery of victims and bodies by the military.  Overall, the government efforts were 

described as swift and effective (Dimitrijevics, 2008.). In Krabi, the different ministries, 

operating at the provincial level, were based in Krabi Town, on the mainland. 
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 Phi Phi residents were evacuated to  refugee camps in the Nong Kok district of Krabi on 

the mainland as well as in the Klong Hin section of Krabi Town.  Here residents and tourists 

alike planted the seeds for the future recovery. With a large number of tourists on the island, 

there was also a high percentage of foreign fatalities. Of the 590 confirmed deaths at that time, 

203 were foreigners, with hundreds still missing. (Management Report on Tsunami Aid, 2005). 

As a result, there were a large number of foreigners on the scene either recuperating or looking 

for friends and family. This large group of foreigners would become the basis for the large 

volunteer effort  on the island led by local Thai  and long term foreign residents. As in other 

natural disasters, leaders would emerge in an almost spontaneous fashion to fill the void 

(Ozedem & Jacoby, 2006). One such individual would be Mr. Apichat Lanlongsa. 

6 The grassroots recovery on Phi Phi Island 

Mr Apichat Lanlongsa had lived on Phi Phi Island for 12 years, acting as General 

Manager  of the Paradise Pearl Resort at the time of the tsunami. A local Muslim born on the 

mainland,  Mr. Lanlongsa was a popular figure with the tourists as well as a well known and 

respected resident of the Muslim community. After the tsunami hit, he contacted his Dutch friend 

Emiel Kok, who had visited the island frequently, and resided in Europe working as a director of 

Chance for All Foundation.  Mr. Kok immediately flew to Krabi and the two returned to the 

island to begin the recovery work under the name of HiPhiPhi. (Reynolds, 2007). 

By Dec. 27
th
, the Thai Army had prepared 1000 body bags and recovered 600 survivors 

from the outer islands. The Ministry of Interior had prepared food to be dropped by helicopter. 

By the next day the Krabi Hospital overflowed with bodies and relatives looking to identify 

them.  At the same time, the Krabi provincial government complained to the central government 

that it lacked the equipment to search for the bodies on Phi Phi Island.  Complaints emerged that 
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the army was focusing on rescuing foreigners from the big hotels, while villagers and local 

volunteers were rescuing the local Thai from their fishing communities. It was then that the Thai 

government told the UNDAC that it did not need their support to coordinate the rescue efforts 

(Mashni et al., 2005). 

Local knowledge has proved the key to success (and failure) in many relief efforts, with 

the main requirement finding the proper balance between outside assistance and the capacity of 

the local people to deal with it (Bankoft, Frerks & Hilhorst, 2007). Various studies document that 

the majority of emergency aid comes from local sources, especially in  cases of quick onset 

disasters,  where it can account up to 90% ( Ozerdem & Jacoby, 2006). While it would be 

difficult to quantify this percentage on Phi Phi, it is not unreasonable considering the lack of 

support the locals received. The residents of Phi Phi Island would become another in is a list of 

notable examples of grassroots actions taken by local communities that would make a positive 

difference in post disaster outcomes.  

 The local Thai residents and the several ex-patriot business owners and HiPhiPhi 

members returned  to the island from the mainland to take stock of the situation. 70% of the 

structures on Ton Sai Bay were destroyed (Prabhu, 2006 ) most of the remaining buildings 

damaged, and there was  no running water or electric (Annenburg, 2007). The task before them 

seemed almost impossible due to the extreme logistical difficulties in getting to the island once it 

was declared off limits by the government. The locals that had  remained on the island were 

complaining that the slow rescue efforts had resulted in additional, unnecessary deaths . The 

government started distributing money on December 31,  2000 baht (($50)  for each affected 

person and 10,000 ($250) baht for each death. Meanwhile hundreds of volunteers were working 

at various sites preparing bodies without any central supervision (Mashni et al. 2005, p.8). Like 
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other local residents on the island, Andrew Hewett, the owner of  The Adventure Club, an 

ecotourism company he had started six years before, was helping evacuate the injured to the 

mainland. Hewett had lost his house and business, but the wave had spared his wife and two 

children. He started to put together a business plan to clean up Ton Sai Bay, which was dubbed 

“Phi  Phi Tsunami Dive Camp” (Reynolds, 2005b). The Dive Camp and the HiPhiPhi 

organization would become the foundations for a monumental grass roots recovery effort, 

directed from the bottom up, with little or no formal international NGO aid, and an indifferent 

attitude from the national government agencies. 

The HiPhiPhi Group led by Mr. Lanlongsa and Mr. Kok set up a central meeting point on 

Ton Sai Bay  for people to find each other and to distribute food and water. There were no 

international aid organizations present, and only the Thai army and navy were working to clear 

bodies and remove them to the mainland (Kok, 2005). The military played a major role in the 

recovery phase, removing the dead and injured, and were to be commended on their efforts. 

However they were not trained for humanitarian relief efforts nor did they have the capacity to 

coordinate with other groups (Telford & Cosgrave, 2007).  HiPhiPhi realized a structured 

command was necessary to allocate funds and organize the cleanup more efficiently.  They did 

not design any complex organizational structure, they just listened to the needs of the local 

people and prioritized from there. Throughout the process both Kok and Lanlongsa stressed to 

the volunteers that they were working under the following principle: It is their land, their homes 

and their community (HiPhiPhi Website). 

HiPhiPhi immediately recruited 68 Thai staff from the refugee camp on the mainland and 

returned them to the island to start cleaning and rebuilding. Most all of the able bodied survivors 

at the refugee camp volunteered to go back to the island. The work involved street cleanup, 
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rebuilding shelters and  local shops and recycling as many materials as possible. The command 

center was flooded with foreign volunteers who had seen the recruiting signs on the mainland 

looking for volunteers. HiPhiPhi organized different recovery projects and posted sign up sheets 

for volunteers to register (Annenburg, 2007). Over 1000 people visited this central meeting 

point, a medical team arrived and set up a clinic, and small charities and individual donations 

started to arrive to fund the operations. Though the island was still quarantined, the volunteers 

made their way to the island, and HiPhiPhi managed to purchase wheel barrows, shovels, gloves, 

rakes and medical supplies and have them shipped to the island. The central meeting point 

became a command center for streamlining and coordinating a large number of efforts (Kok, 

2005). 

The local Thais worked alongside the foreign volunteers clearing the rubble, unearthing 

bodies, finding crucial evidence such as passports and ID cards that were used to identify the 

bodies (Marshall, 2006). Most importantly, HiPhiPhi was able to start paying the local Thais a 

salary for their work. This desperately needed money was not only of great importance 

financially, but previous relief efforts have shown the positive effects of income on disaster 

stricken populations sense of security and safety (World Bank, 2006). In addition to paying 

salaries, the HiPhiPhi command center established a food canteen that was serving 200 free 

meals a day, and the medical clinic was treating 30 patients a day. Within months, the number of 

volunteers participating grew to 2000,  with skills from carpentry to town planning arriving to 

rebuild the island, and were organized along skill lines to the various projects on the island.  

(Marshall, 2006). 

A website had been set up to raise funds and was receiving 60,000 hits a day. (Marshall, 

2006). The command center hired an additional 25 Thai locals from the refugee camp to help 
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interview the locals to catalogue their losses. They focused on registering every child that had 

lost a parent, and started paying immediate assistance to those who were acting as guardians over 

the children. HiPhiPhi found over 100 children losing at least one parent, and prepared their 

documentation to receive government aid, sharing all this information with the Krabi Provincial 

authorities. (HiPhiPhi website). 

By February 2005, Phi Phi Dive Camp had started formal operations under the direction 

of Andrew Hewett. Their priority was to clear Ton Sai Bay of tons of debris that had been 

washed in by the tsunami, to clear the dangerous refuse from the beach, and set up a long term 

coral reef restoration program. The Dive Camp employed 20-30 Thai staff  and using the same 

model as HiPhiPhi advertised for volunteer divers. The response was immediate, as hundreds of 

volunteers from over 50 countries arrived to remove over 300 tons of debris from the bay 

(Hewett, 2005).  

Word soon spread about the effectiveness of these two programs working on the island. 

The results were even more impressive with no national government funding nor international 

NGO support. However, an unintended side effect of this lack of funding was to allow the  

programs to be directed locally, with a bottoms up approach without direction from above. Since 

the funds were generated locally, they could be managed locally. But the downside was the need 

to expend the effort and energy to raise the funds by the same people managing the actual 

operations.  

Much has been written about the unprecedented levels of tsunami aid provided, with 

almost every NGO on the site at some tsunami stricken area (Rieff, 2005). Statistics pointed to 

the overwhelming amount of money pouring into the region, it is estimated that the total funding 

for the tsunami was $13.5 billion.  This is one of the highest amounts ever recorded, and equated 
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to $7000 per person affected, and dwarfs other relief efforts such as  the $3 per person of aid 

raised for the 2004 Bangladesh floods (Houghton, 2007). Even more astounding is this figure of 

$13.5 billion does not even include private remittances or in-kind donations, and in the UK it set 

a new record for online donations . However, this funding was funneled into a small group of 

major relief funds, it was estimated 70% of the $13.5 billion went to just 12 agencies including 

the Red Cross and UNICEF. The other 10 agencies were major international NGO‟s, and this 

resulted in an imbalance that would affect smaller groups seeking funding. (Telford & Cosgrave, 

2007). The Tsunami Evaluation Coalition estimated that the government earmarked 298 million 

baht ($7.45m) for initial recovery projects in Krabi Province, but only one was project was 

approved for Phi Phi Island to rebuild 400 houses, but the money never allocated (ADPC, 2005). 

While HiPhiPhi had raised substantial funds on its own, the costs of running a free food 

canteen, medical center and employing hundreds of staff was depleting their resources. Both Kok 

and Lanlongsa realized that the all volunteer effort was not going to sustain the recovery for the 

long term (Kok, 2005).  They saw as others had, that an all volunteer staff is not suited for the  

long term stability of relief efforts (Ozerdem & Jacoby, 2006). They knew that once the cleanup 

was complete, their task would change to aid in the long term re-construction of the island and 

care of the children (Marshall, 2005). But their performance to date had been impressive. The 

combination of local Thai and foreign volunteers had performed a “Herculean cleanup” of the 

island (Prabhu, 2006). Their ability to combine different classes of people of different 

nationalities has been described as the creation of transnational social capital, and it was a crucial 

factor in  the success of the cleanup.(Rigg, 2005). 

Three months after the tsunami the island was still a hive of activity with both the 

HiPhiPhi group and the Phi Phi Dive Camp working at full force. Even at that later period, the 
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international aid agencies were not apparent, prompting one long term volunteer to ask, “When 

were the larger aid agencies ever going to come help out the local businesses?” (McGeown, 

2007). HiPhiPhi was  in addition to running all its  programs since the tsunami from private 

donations, now supporting each family of a child that lost a parent with 2500 baht ($62.50)  a 

month. (Reynolds, 2007). Further fundraising efforts were started to fund the additional expenses 

and included opening a HiPhiPhi shop, selling picture books by the children and T-shirts printed 

on recycled stock , and handicrafts made by the locals. But as Kok admitted, money was running 

low. And there was still no sign of the millions pledged by the big aid agencies. (Kok, 2005). 

It was during this time that Lanlongsa and Kok met another group that was active on the 

Krabi mainland. The ex-Mayor of Krabi, Mr. Chuan Phukaoluan, had revitalized his former 

scholarship fund of ten years, The Sriphong Phukaoluan Foundation (SPF), with the new 

moniker KrabiRelief Fund. He had been funding rebuilding some 70 long tail boats, and already 

running programs for the children who had lost a parent and were living in the refugee camps 

(Sriphong Phukaoluan Foundation, n.d.). He was an active and well known benefactor of the 

community, holding national positions in civic groups, and  also still quite active in the political 

scene as his younger brother was currently the Mayor of Krabi. Lanlongsa and Kok saw this as 

the perfect vehicle to carry on the long term programs that they had started under HiPhiPhi. 

Already many volunteers were going home, the donations slowing down, and their days were 

numbered. They approached Mr. Phukaoluan about joining forces and making the SPF the legal 

entity to run the long term children‟s programs. Mr. Phukaoluan‟s  access to political and 

municipal resources on behalf of the HiPhiPhi group would prove the last piece in the puzzle to 

ensure the success of the programs. In March 2005, the HiPhiPhi support program was merged 

into the SPF under the name “Tsunami Child Sponsorship Program” (Prabhu, 2006). Mr. 
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Lanlongsa became the Field Operations Manager for the SPF ensuring a smooth transition for the 

program to sponsor the 101 children until age 18. Mr. Phukaoluan donated office space, vehicles, 

equipment and staff to transfer the various programs into SPF management (Sriphong 

Phukaoluan Foundation, n.d.).   

 7 Recognition of the grassroots efforts 

In recognition of the cleaning and rebuilding of Phi Phi Island with virtually no national 

funding or international aid, HiPhiPhi received three different certificates of recognition from the 

Governor of Krabi,  Mr. Armont Promnart. (HiPhiPhi website, 2007 ).  HiPhiPhi would also be 

nominated by Time Magazine for  the Heroes of Asia 2005 award for their work in transforming 

the island through a unique collaboration of local Thai residents and foreign volunteers. 

(Marshall, 2005). Andrew Hewett would continue in his projects to restore the coral reefs, which 

he does to this day. (Reynolds, 2005b).  Hewett would also receive a certificate of recognition 

from the Governor of Krabi for his efforts.(Phi Phi Dive Camp Website, 2007).  The SPF which 

carried on the work of HiPhiPhi and others would receive the award for the Number One 

Foundation for the Tsunami Affected Provinces presented by the League of Foundations under 

the patronage of His Majesty the King (League of Foundations of Thailand, 2007).  SPF would 

also be recognized as The Top Three Foundations of Thailand, presented by Prime Minister 

Surayud Chulanot, who succeeded Thaksin Shinawatra after he was ousted in a military coup in 

2006. (Ministry of Social Development and Human Security of Thailand, 2007). All of these 

groups achieved major successes and shared the common traits of being run by local residents 

without international or national support. 
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 8 Assessment of the tsunami relief effort in Thailand 

Literature in the field of disaster relief has recognized the shortcomings of imposing 

international aid programs on local populations in developing countries. The stereotypical views 

in the past saw the local populace as victims of disasters without skills or experience, and with 

the international aid organizations as saviors (Ozerdem & Jacoby, 2006). But with many 

examples of imbalanced or inappropriate aid, it has become apparent the when stakeholders are 

not considered, the solutions provided often fail to solve the problem (World Bank, 2006). The 

main practical aim of international aid should be the people and their activities, and numerous 

cases point to the greater impacts made by the local efforts (Albala-Bertrand, 2005). The 

question becomes, „How does the top down approach to deliver support relate to the bottom up 

requests from the local recovery operation?‟ (Ozerdem & Jacoby, 2006). Oxfam concedes that it 

is seldom seen in practice where the different aid agencies try to use a teamwork approach to 

make efficient use of resources at the local level (Eade, 2005). 

The tsunami relief effort in Thailand relied on the strength of the national government 

and the efforts of the ministries to provide what was considered a commendable job 

(Dimitrijevics, 2008). However, it was criticized for its inability to coordinate between the 

government and the NGO‟s on a national level. The most effective coordination was seen by the 

local actors at the sub-provincial and sub-district  levels (Mashni et al., 2005). With the 

government refusing international assistance, the UNDAC left the country on January 12, 

without completing any real work and issuing a neutral recommendation that there should be 

better coordination between NGOS and the ministries at the national level (Mahsni, et al. 2005). 

At the national level, disaster assessments were of poor quality and limited use. NGO 

assessments were rarely shared with others and often made to satisfy their own requirements 
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(Telford & Cosgrave, 2007). International aid was found to be most effective when facilitated 

with local supporting actors, but more often than not these local organizations were brushed 

aside (Hougton, 2007). 

Many local relief workers complained that the allocation of funds was unfair, possible 

due to political or cultural/religious reasons (Annenberg, 2007). However the strong response by 

the civil society and a large number of volunteers and the ability of these groups to raise money 

helped reduce the imbalance in relief efforts (Mashni et al. 2005). The TEC final 

recommendation was to promote the central idea that the international aid agencies should 

relinquish the ownership of the humanitarian aid to the affected populations to allow them to 

direct their own relief and recovery operations (Houghton, 2007). 

The spontaneous relief efforts on Phi Phi Island  were self managed and self financed. 

Perhaps this was one of the reasons they were so successful. They were able to literally clean the 

island by hand using local knowledge without the interference of outside “help.” Several other 

factors  surfaced  that contributed to their ability to achieve this recovery. 

1) Centrally based:  The organizations were locally based and operated by local residents. 

With an office in the middle of the most heavily devastated area, HiPhiPhi was able to 

coordinate the activities of many groups simultaneously. Management decisions were made in 

the field at ground level, not in an office at the provincial center or capital city. Flexibility in 

decision making and quick reaction times were the result. It also created a visible presence and 

reassurance for the local population. The Phi Phi Dive Camp was like wise located in a central 

area of Ton Sai Bay where the clean up activities took place. 

2) Management by locals: Mr. Apicaht Lanlongsa, a local and respected Muslim resident 

was able as manager of the HiPhiPhi to gain access to the local Muslim population which had 
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suffered greatly. Mr. Lanlongsa became a bridge of trust to the local community. He was able to 

relay important information about the needs of the local community back to the relief groups. 

Thus, decisions were made based on the needs of the victims and plans developed accordingly, 

in contrast to other areas whose relief and reconstruction plans were conceived and implemented 

by outside and international “experts.” 

3) Access to finances: The ability to self fund the programs allowed for total control of 

which programs were financed and gave great leeway to follow local initiatives. There were no 

outside programs super-imposed from the outside,  the locals knew what was important and who 

was entitled to what resources. Most all of the funds for both HiPhiPhi and the Dive Camp came 

from the websites and private contributions. As a result, the major focus of accountability was 

downward, to the survivors of the disaster, and little time was needed to justify the relief plans to  

donors nor provide reports according to a pre-conceived formula.  

4)  Long lasting programs: The programs were long term in nature and had long term 

effects. The rebuilding of the island and shops and businesses, the re-establishment of the coral 

reefs and the long term support programs for the children are still ongoing today. With the locals 

working directly on the projects they helped conceive and manage, the successes were in stark 

contrast to experiences in other regions where major relief organization‟s relief and 

reconstruction projects had folded and the organizations packed up and gone home within a year. 

5) Political access- linking up with the ex-Mayor and respected businessman Mr. Chuan 

Phukaoluan provided access to government resources and raised the profile of the relief efforts 

throughout the community, ensuring government support at the Provincial level. The locals were 

able to have a voice in choosing their political connections, as opposed to having programs that 



 

27 

 

were managed by outside international relief efforts linked with and co-managed by unpopular or 

inefficient government agencies. 

 

 

 8 Skill sets for successful implementation of a local relief effort 

To take these key points and combine them into a set of skills necessary to run a locally 

based relief organization in a developing country with ethnic/religious minorities, one can 

visualize a three legged stool. Each leg represents one set of skills, and each leg or set of skill 

should be of the similar height or strength, or the stool will be unbalanced. With only two legs, 

the stool cannot stand. 

First leg- this represents the LOCAL skills, brought by the person in the organization 

who is trusted by the local population and may  be a member of a ethnic or religious minority. 

They may speak a different language or be immersed in a different culture. However this 

individual must have the ability to communicate the local needs to the larger group. 

Second leg- the POLITICAL skills to  gain access to the local government to establish 

two way communications of the needs of the community. This individual must have some access 

to power and authority to act as a conduit of information. It is best if this person is a resident of 

the affected area with the long term interests of the region at heart. 

Third leg-INTERNATIONAL skills to interact with the international arena, but also have 

a good understanding of local knowledge. This individual must interact with international 

NGO‟s and donors and prepare fund raising and marketing and media programs. Often this will 

be a foreigner to be the “western” face to the outside world. 
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With the combination of the these three equally strong legs, the local populations‟ needs 

will be represented, the local government agencies and resources will be utilized, and 

international fund raising and aid will be solicited. However, if you lose one leg, the operations 

are severely inhibited. If there is no local representation, the needs of the local population may 

not be known or mis-interpreted. Programs may be implemented or superimposed from the top 

which are inefficient or inappropriate on a cultural or religious level. 

Without local government representation, the profile of the relief organization will be 

lower and central government  policies may be implemented that are at odds with the needs of 

the local population. Without an individual with access to international channels, and 

international representation, fund raising is difficult and  well meaning programs may not be 

articulated well to the donors. Whether one will admits it or not, most western donors or aid 

agencies will prefer to deal with the westerner in a local foundation. 

Fox and Brown have studied international relief coalitions in several settings and have 

come up with a similar set of skill sets for successful organizations, which they describe as 

grassroots for the local advocates, a national component with knowledge of government policies 

and an international NGO with international contacts. They concede the power structures are not 

always equal, and often changing due to a fluid environment, but large agencies need these 

components to increase their probability of success (Fox & Brown, 1998). 

The information flows between the three skill groups is crucial as well. The individual 

with local skills will act as a two way conduit between the local population and the local relief 

agency, insuring the needs of the local population are heard.  The person with the political skills 

will need to transmit this information to the local authorities and also act as a two way 

information highway to publicize what programs the government may be offering, and interact 
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with government officials to help improve these programs. The person with the international 

skills will be mostly focusing on publicizing the local relief organization‟s work to the outside 

world, providing information to international agencies and donors. These flows can be seen in 

Exhibit G. 

Local Relief Organization- Summary of Skill Sets and Objectives 

                  Skill Sets                                                                      Objectives 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As the relief groups on the Phi Phi Islands showed, a group with a well balanced set of 

skills that incorporates local knowledge, local political structures and the ability to deal with  

international funding and management, can run an efficient and independent aid program without 

national government  or international NGO funding.  

 

 

Local Representative 

-Resident                                                                        Build bridge of trust to community 

-Trusted member of affected community                      Create communications mechanisms 

-Ethnic, language, religious knowledge                          with affected community 

                                                                                       Empower local population 

                                                                                       Establish downward accountability 

Political Representative 

-Resident                                                                        Establish two way communications 

-Politician/activist                                                          with local government agencies 

-Knowledge of local political structure                          Represent local population 

                                                                                        Reduce probabilities of inappropriate 

                                                                                        or unpopular government programs 

                                                                                        Provide reliable data to government 

                                                                                         agencies 

International Representative 

-Knowledge of local community                                   Establish relations with international 

-Organizational skills for marketing,                              NGOs and donors 

accountability reporting, communications                     Produce international standard reports 

-Fundraising and volunteer programs                            and communications. 
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(Andaman Ocean tsunami map, 2007). 
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(Phi Phi Island map, 2007). 
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(Phi Phi enlarge map, 2007). 
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Appendix E 

Prime Minister 

 

Senate (elected)                                                               House of Representatives 

 

Ministry of Defense                                                         Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

Ministry of Agriculture                                                   Ministry of Transport + Commun. 

Ministry of Commerce                                                    Ministry of Interior 

Ministry of Justice                                                           Ministry of Labor & Social 

                                                                                                              Welfare 

Ministry of Science, Technology & Environ.                 Ministry of Education 

Ministry of Public Health                                                Ministry of Industry 

 

 

 

                                                       Provincial Governor (appointed) 

 

 

                                                       District Officer (appointed) 

 

 

                                                   District (Tambon)  Administrative Council (elected) 

 

                                                               Sub-district chiefs 

 

Modified from (Ateetanan, 2001) 
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Appendix F 

 

Questionnaire for Phi Phi Island Businesses 

Ton Sai Bay 

August 2007 

 

1. Name the category of your business 

  a)`hotel/resort   b) restaurant  c) tour/agent  d) bar e) scuba dive f) other 

 

2. How many staff do you have during high season? 

 

a) 1-10     b) 10-25  c) 25- 50  d) 50+ 

 

3. What is your average income? 

 

a) 0-2 million  b) 2-5m  c) 5m – 10m  d) 10m+ 

 

4. How much did your business decline for the year 2005? 

a) 0-20%  b) 20-50%  c) 50-70% d) 70-99%  e) 100% 

 

4a. What percent of your staff were unemployed. 

a) 0-20% b) 20-50% c) 50-70% d) 70-99% e) 100% 

 

5. Was your business closed, if so, for how long? 

 

6. What groups provided the most helpful aid? 

  a) government agencies   b) private volunteers  c) international NGO (Red Cross etc)    d) local 

foundations 

 

7) What programs did the government provide that were helpful 

 

8) Which of the following would have helped your business recover? 

 A) Reduce VAT tax   b) reduce/suspend property/structure tax  c) increase TAT promotion d) 

provide no interest loans e) increase unemployment benefits 

 

9) What programs should the government have provided?  

 

 

10) What other recommendations do you have to improve the relief effort 

 

a) in the first 6 months 

 

b) after 6 months to 2 years 

 

11) Did you have insurance? If so, how much were you reimbursed as a percent of your losses? 



 

42 

 

 

Appendix F 

Results-selected data 

 

Hotel           # Rooms             Occupancy         Business losses       # months hotel 

                                                Dec. 26, 2004             2005                    closed 2005 

 

1                      86                      100%                        100%                          12 

 

2                     130                     100%                          35%                           0 

 

3                     62                       100%                        100%                          12 

 

4                     50                       100%                           35%                           0 

 

5                     60                       100%                          60%                            5 

 

6                     12                       100%                          100%                         8 

 

7                     235                     100%                            40%                         2 

 

8                      40                       100%                           85%                         8 

 

9                      105                     100%                           35%                         5 

 

Total rooms  780         AVG     100%                AVG   65.55%         AVG 5.77 
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Appendix G 
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