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When the quake hit on May 12, 2008...

Y/

Timothy Sim

THE SINGAPOREAN

Lesson begins
on resiliency
and culture

imothy Sim's father

died that day, so he

had other things

on his mind. It
was two weeks before Sim, a
psychotherapist in Singapore,
would learn about the devas-
tating earthquake.

Over the next two-plus
years, he would learn the
importance of familiar
cultural elements and that
“people themselves have the
resilience to recover from
misfortune”.

As a PhD social worker, he
knew about devastation from
his work with adolescent drug
abusers and ex-offenders and
their families in Singapore
and Hong Kong, but nothing
about relief work or disaster
management. Nevertheless,
he accepted immediately
when a friend who worked
for an international charity
invited Sim to join its relief
work in Sichuan.

Sim, now 45, already had
been scheduled to leave
the National University of
Singapore to join The Hong
Kong Polytechnic Univer-
sity (PolyU) on July 2. He
took personal leave to visit
Chengdu, the capital of Sich-
uan, on June 4 and then go on
to the quake-hit areas. It was
the first of many trips to Sich-
uan; he spent 103 days there
in 2009, his peak year.

In the first 12 months, Sim
trained medical profession-
als, psychologists, teachers
and social workers to deal
with mental health issues
in a traumatic situation. He
organized summer children’s
projects that developed
into the Sichuan Expanded
School Mental Health Net-
work, which PolyU estab-
lished in February 2009. Sim
then focused on that project,
which covers five schools in
disaster areas.

But he felt some resistance,
and learned about a local say-
ing: “Be mindful of fire, theft
and psychotherapy” So how
could mental health profes-
sionals provide appropriate
services in a disaster? By
teachingless and serving more
as a catalyst so people could
find their own way back.

In September 2008, Sim
met four teachers from
Yingxiu Primary School,
which lost about 400 students
in the earthquake. Three of
these teachers had lost a wife
or child. Their psychological
trauma was deep, but they
weren't open to psychologi-
cal therapy.

During Spring Festival in
2009, in response to their
wish for a short break, Sim
arranged for them to take a
trip to Yunnan province. He
thought it was a good oppor-
tunity for these teachers to air
their accumulated sorrows.

It worked. After they
returned, Sim could see they
had begun to relax, compose

their emotions and plan for
the future. Those who had
been widowed even started
new relationships and even-
tually married again.

Several months after the
trip, the four voluntarily
began to tell Sim about their
experiences and feelings, and
that they worried some of
their cherished memories
would be forgotten. He inter-
viewed them individually
and recorded what they said.
When he gave transcripts to
the teachers, one of them
told Sim, “You have helped
me to organize my past expe-
riences and I can close the
page now.’

One recovery technique
came to Sim by happenstance
in Yingxiu, the earthquake’s
epicenter, in February 2009.
The town had lost about 80
percent of its population.

He was walking down a
street when he saw people
dancing — dynamically and
spontaneously. He learned
that it was an after-dinner
practice of the local people
called guozhuang dance, a
Tibetan and Qiang ethnic
folk dance.

The idea of holding a show
of guozhuang dance came
to Sim’s mind, and on May
1, he and the local govern-
ment sponsored the show.
It attracted more than 2,000
townspeople.

“Their mental outlook
appeared really good, and
they were dancing joyfully,”
Sim said. “They have their
own power to recover.”

Sim and his social worker
team in schools started to
utilize indigenous elements
to help children. They used
traditional Chinese New
Year painting activities to
attract students. They invited
a dance teacher, Liao Zhi, to
work with handicapped stu-
dents in Hanwang Primary
School.

Liao had lost her legs in
the quake but persisted in
dancing. She uses prosthetic
legs and performs on a big
drum. The children watched,
and learned.

A dozen of them danced as
a group at their school, and
the audience was shocked
into silence. In May 2010,
Sim arranged for these stu-
dents, half of whom had lost
legs or hands, to perform
their dance in Hong Kong to
demonstrate resilience from
disaster.

Changes came to the local
people, but it was not all one-
way. Sim said his attitude to
his work of psychological
therapy has changed as well.

“I need to respect the
people I serve, listen to them
and know the resources they
have that can be used to help
them,” he said. “What I teach
my students right now is
totally different from two
years ago.’
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Volunteer Xu Chuanlei works with pupils after class at Xinglong Primary School in Mianzhu city, Sichuan province. Since the devastating earthquake, thousands of
people — Chinese citizens, like Xu, and foreigners — have gone to Sichuan to help.
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Initial goal makes way for one that succeeds

My attitude is that the impossible
takes a little longer.”

ROLAND CATELLIER, VOLUNTEER

oland Catellier was

visiting his son

about that time in

Pensacola, Florida,
537 kilometers from his Tampa
Bay home in the US Southeast.
His son's question started him
on a longer journey: “When
will you start doing volunteer
work again?”

Catellier, then 59, had spent
17 years traveling the world
doing volunteer work. He had
put that aside for some years
to tend to family and business
but the earthquake, and his
son, started him thinking.

He determined his pur-
pose — helping the homeless
rebuild — and started the pro-
cess of forming the Disaster
Relief Shelters Foundation. He
arrived in Chengdu, Sichuan
province, in June 2008 and
made a one-day visit to Mian-
zhu city, where the quake had
killed atleast 11,117 people and
left more than 180,000 families
homeless.

He was more impressed
than shocked. Catellier had
seen other disasters, includ-
ing US hurricanes Andrew
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Experience and encouragement

eyathesan  Kulasin-

gam, a Malaysian staff

member of Interna-

tional Federation of
Red Cross and Red Crescent
Society (IFRC), was preparing
to rotate out of Indonesia after
finishing his mission there. He
had worked in reconstruction
after the 2004 tsunami and,
given several options, chose
China as his next post.

He arrived on July 20, 2008,
and was surprised. Survivors
he talked to in hospitals were
already thinking of rebuilding
and planning their next steps.
Grassroots and international
non-governmental organiza-
tions were already working to
help people recover mentally.

Kulasingam, 43, believes that
kind of recovery is a long-term
process, and he started work-
ing with Red Cross Society of
China (RCSC) to help people
in Sichuan’s disaster areas
return to normal life in terms

and Katrina, but in Mianzhu,
temporary water facilities and
banks were already operating.
He found people who were
busy and carrying on their
lives.

Catellier initially wanted
to donate houses to villagers.
Through a Peking University
professor he had met online,
he was introduced to officials
of Maoxian county, Aba Tibet-
an and Qiang autonomous
prefectures in Sichuan.

He met the Maoxian offi-
cials in July and told them he
wished to donate five small
houses. But the officials were
worried: What about the
others who were homeless?
Catellier couldn’t afford to
house them, too, so his first
idea was set aside.

Not long after, someone who
had attended the meeting with
the Maoxian officials asked if
Catellier could build homes for
state-supported elderly people

and finish a sample unit in
November 2008. Catellier said
he felt encouraged that he had
made progress.

He went back to the United
States for a month to attend
to details and arrange for a
sample unit, a prefabricated
house made from structural
insulated panels made in
China. But when he returned
to China in November, he
learned that graves had been
found on the building site and
the project was canceled.

Eleven months later, Catel-
lier found his real opportunity
through Sichuan Quake Relief
(SQR), which had been trying
to build a community center
in Shihe village of Mianzhu
city. An agreement was
reached: SQR would pay for
the land and foundation, and
Catellier would be respon-
sible for everything above it,
including the water system
and insulation.

Nobody is waiting for something, but
moving on. They keep progressing.”

JEYATHESAN KULASINGAM, IFRC STAFF

of their mental health.

He helped design psychoso-
cial programs and implement
activities to speed the rebuild-
ing of networks among groups,
such as children, women and
the elderly. Other activities
were developed to identify
people who needed psycho-
logical treatment to deal with
depression.

“But it is not a one-off thing
and we do it every day;” Kulas-
ingam said.

It is not just about having
fun and playing games, he
said, but a program that sys-
tematically brings people to
see the process of healing and
readjustment. “We have dealt
with people who lost their legs
and hands and helped them
accept the fact and regain their

normality”

One is a woman from a vil-
lage in Mianzhu city who had
suffered multiple leg fractures.
When Kulasingam met her in
October 2008, she was afraid
to be treated because she didn't
think she could recover. She
dismissed the idea of surgery.

Kulasingam and his team
visited her and her family fre-
quently and explained to her
how, if she recovered, she
could again participate in work
and family life. They went with
her to physiotherapy sessions
to provide encouragement.
Finally, the woman agreed to
have surgery during Spring
Festival in 2009.

Two weeks after the festi-
val, she opened a small store
in front of her house. When

Roland Catellier

The construction began on
May 6, 2010, and it included
lightweight steel framing
to make the building more
earthquake-resistant. Catel-
lier supervised the construc-
tion and trained local laborers.
He injured his back during the
construction of the roof, and
it took him 10 days to recover,
but Di Kang Le center opened
on Sept 12, 2010. The 100-
square-meter building is a
meeting and activity center

Jeyathesan Kulasingam

Kulasingam met her then, he
saw a confident and smiling
person. Now she walks with-
out a cane and her injured legs
are strong.

“Weare touched and encour-
aged by the progress of people,”
Kulasingam said.

Those who provide help

for villagers and also provides
a meeting place for grassroots
non-governmental organiza-
tions.

“Now we have a place for
the elders to gather to chat
with each other,” a 63-year-
old villager said.

“I am happy the center is
used by so many people,
Catellier said.

His Disaster Relief Shelters
Foundation was recognized
by US federal authorities in
December 2008, and with
persistence his constant
approach, Catellier overcame
multiple obstacles to reach
his goal. “My attitude is that
the impossible takes a little
longer”

Now he is running a social
enterprise in Chengdu to
provide graduate students
the opportunity to start an
undertaking through a busi-
ness-to-entrepreneur website.
The enterprise, Catellier said,
will use a significant portion
of profit to “donate more small
community centers or small
school buildings to remote
villages all over China””

pay oft

also progress, he said. As an
experienced delegate of IFRC
— he started with Red Cross 30
years ago, in primary school, as
a volunteer — Kulasingam has
worked to develop local Red
Cross branches by training
staff members.

At the beginning, he said,
the programs were strange
and the staff members reluc-
tant. “They have to depend on
technical support from people
like me;” he said, and now they
have taken leadership of the
programs.

That makes Kulasingam
believe his program is sus-
tainable and institutionalized.
“Nobody is waiting for some-
thing, but moving on. They
keep progressing”

In time, local Red Cross
branches will feel ready to run
their programs and won't need
his technical assistance. Then
Kulasingam can move on to
his next post.



