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suffered loss. The MSU Office of University Rela-
tions developed a website to inform the MSU com-
munity about the disaster and relief efforts and to
document MSU’s response. (Visit http://special.news-

room.msu.edu/tsunami/)
The outreach component also included assisting

various international student associations in raising
funds for relief efforts. The Office of International
Studies and Programs set up a Tsunami Relief
Account to which people could donate. Early in 
the semester, students from the Sri Lanka, India,
Indonesia, and Thailand associations raised approxi-
mately $8,000 through displays and solicitations at
the International Center, the MSU Union, and a
local mall. Many departments and individual faculty
members also raised funds.

Fundraising efforts were not limited to the imme-
diate post-tsunami period. In February, MSU’s
Indonesian Student Organization launched an
“adopt-a-school” initiative with the goal of raising
$50,000 over the next two years to rebuild schools in
Indonesia’s Aceh Province. By late March, the group
had collected approximately $5,000. The funds will
be administered through the Aceh Relief Fund,
based in Ithaca, New York, which has identified two
school projects to receive support.

Memorial Service

Part two of the response plan was a memorial serv-
ice early in the semester for victims of the tsunami.
The somber service included a candlelight vigil,
remarks by President Simon and Acting Provost
John Hudzik, a performance by the MSU Chorale,
and reflections from many Lansing spiritual leaders.
The service was hosted by Cholani Weebadde, a
doctoral student in genetics and president of the Sri
Lankan Students Association; Amit Gore, a doctoral
student in electrical engineering and president of the
India Club; and Archie Soelaeman, an undergraduate
in communication and president of the Indonesian
Students Association.

Educational Events

Part three of the response plan was a set of tsunami-
related educational events that emphasized the com-

plexity of the phenomenon, fostering discussion on 
a wide range of topics including earthquakes, the
physics of waves, food safety, the roles of interna-
tional relief organizations, media coverage of disas-
ters, religious perspectives on such devastating acts
of nature, how economic decisions are tied to health
care, and long-term health issues for the region.

Michael Malloch of MSU’s Asian Studies Center
organized a Tsunami Educational Forum, a first-rate
conference-style event in January that explored many
issues arising in the aftermath of the tsunami. Other
educational programming included tsunami displays
in the MSU Library and the MSU Museum, service-
learning projects coordinated by the MSU’s 
Center for Service-Learning and Civic Engagement
(cslce), and special course development efforts in
Integrative Studies. A number of individual faculty
incorporated tsunami-related content in their courses.

Service Opportunities

As was the case in many university communities,
there was a large outpouring of support from people
on the MSU campus and in the broader community.
Many expressed an interest in knowing how they
might play a helpful role in responding to the
tsunami. Part four of MSU’s response plan was to
create appropriate channels for linking concerned
individuals to appropriate opportunities. Many peo-
ple were directed to already-established programs
and fundraisers. Those wishing to perform services
in the region were referred to Karen Casey in cslce.
According to Casey, there is interest in organizing a
multidisciplinary group of 12‒20 students to visit
one of the affected countries during the 2005‒06

academic year to help with long-term relief efforts.

—Peter Briggs and Jay Rodman
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Asian Tsunami

Called to Action

Anumber of people in the MSU community
were directly involved in early post-tsunami
relief efforts, from analyzing satellite images

of the tsunami for initial disaster relief planning to
providing medical aid, organizing donated equip-
ment for identifying victims, analyzing water samples
to assess threats to public health, educating the pub-
lic on food safety, and conducting research on disas-
ter preparedness. Profiles of some of these people
follow.

Satellite Imagery Allows Geography Team 

to Assist in Relief and Advance Research

David Skole, professor of geography, and a team of
colleagues at the MSU Center for Global Change
and Earth Observations (cgceo), which he directed,
provided large-area analysis of the tsunami’s impact
that guided Indonesian colleagues in coordinating
relief efforts in the field.

cgceo, an interdisciplinary research center, brings
together faculty to study patterns and processes of
global environmental change. Its access to satellite
images allowed Skole and his team to compare the
coasts of Indonesia, India, and Thailand before and
after the tsunami. For instance, they were able to
schedule observation time with a Landsat satellite
passing over the Aceh Province of Indonesia on
December 29 and receive raw data the following day.

Skole explains that on the nights of December
30‒31, they “worked frantically to prepare the large-
area analysis of impact” for their colleagues in the
South East Asian Regional Research and Information
Network (searrin), with whom they have worked
since 1991. “Remote towns were cut off and it was
difficult to know from word-of-mouth accounts what
areas needed immediate attention. There was a sense
that Banda Aceh, the capital, was in need. But what
we were able to do is inform them that other remote
cities like Meulobah were as bad or worse.”

By confirming the areas most affected, cgceo was
also able to help relief efforts beyond Indonesia.
Their efforts supported the work of United Nations
agencies and the Pacific Disaster Center in Hawaii.

According to Skole, the center has also gained
basic insight into the mechanics of tsunamis. Images

the center had arranged for a Landsat satellite to
take over India on December 26 show the east coast
of that country as the tsunami hit. “We have some
rare and spectacular images which show for the first
time a large-area image of the structure of the
approaching tsunami,” he reports. “We have been
able to conclusively state that tsunamis can in fact
approach as forceful undular bores. While these phe-
nomena have been predicted in models, we have the
first direct observation in nature.”

For more information about the Center for
Global Change and Earth Observations, visit the
website at www.globalchange.msu.edu

MSU College of Human Medicine Alumus 

Directs Medical Relief

W. Craig Vanderwagen, a 1978 graduate of MSU’s
College of Human Medicine and assistant surgeon
general of the United States, was deployed to Indone-
sia on the usns Mercy from January 30 to February
25, along with Navy personnel, Public Health Service
(PHS) officers, and Project Hope volunteers. He
reports that they “worked with the ship as a platform
for direct patient care, care in the university hospital
in Banda Aceh, and community health and public
health activities in and around Banda Aceh. The use
of this ship was a first-time event for such a multi-
element humanitarian response and was generally
successful.” Their activities were tailored to the
expressed needs of the Indonesian Ministry of Health
and the various United Nations agencies involved in
post-tsunami recovery.

Vanderwagen, who has had a long career in the
U.S. PHS, oversaw his fellow workers in providing
medical and consultative services, repairing or
replacing damaged medical facilities and equipment,
advising on strategies for handling water and sewage,
initiating disease-prevention strategies, and support-
ing local health providers. He also provided broader
leadership in assessing the longer-term needs of the
area’s devastated health system.

Vanderwagen feels that they established the
groundwork for long-range government cooperation
between the U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services and the Indonesian Ministry of Health that
will eventually allow for the creation of “a robust
system of health services that includes facility-based
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medical care” and will also address environmental
and behavioral factors that have affected the general
level of public health in the province.

Vanderwagen attributes the bulk of the success to
the determination of the people of Aceh. He says,
“The Acehan people we worked with were extremely
durable and dedicated to building their society back
to a state of normalcy. That was most inspiring and
clarified that really the whole effort must start and
end with their dreams and needs in mind. It was
about them, not about us.”

MSU Computer Science and Engineering Alumni 

Solve Logistical Problems for Victim Identification

Sharathchandra Pankanti and Salil Prabhakar pro-
vided the connections needed to collect and deliver
victim-identification technology to areas devastated
by the tsunami so that bodies could be buried or dis-
posed of and a public health crisis averted. Both are
MSU computer science and engineering Ph.D.
alumni (1995 and 2001, respectively) originally from
India.

The technology comprised modified software of
Minneapolis-based Laser Data Command (LDC)
that tracks airline passengers. The challenge was to
acquire compatible hardware, assemble the compo-
nents, ship the finished products to Bangkok, Thai-
land, and distribute them to agencies in that country
and beyond.

LDC approached IBM’s Crisis Response Team
for a solution, and Pankanti, who works for IBM’s
T. J. Watson Research Center in New York, was
selected to coordinate the supply chain. The daunt-
ing task involved identifying sources for laptop com-
puters, digital cameras, and fingerprint readers and
coordinating their delivery to a single location for
rapid assembly and immediate delivery. For assis-
tance, Pankanti contacted former MSU colleague
Prabhakar, chief scientist at California-based Digital
Persona, maker of fingerprint sensors. Prabhakar

arranged for the donation of 1,000 of these sensors
and an equal number of webcams from Logitech
and wrote fresh programs himself to make the sen-
sors compatible with the software. IBM donated lap-
top computers, and Northwest Airlines provided
carrier services. All of the assembled and working
equipment was in Thailand by January 9.

All told, the value of the donated equipment
amounted to approximately $1.5 million, including
the laptops valued at $1.3 million. In Pankanti’s esti-
mation, “The combined human effort far exceeded
the item value. This could not have been accom-
plished for any amount of money.”

An interesting footnote: although the software was
originally intended for victim identification, Pankanti
has found that it has been adapted for use in bring-
ing displaced family members back together and cre-
ating travel documents for survivors.

—Adapted from an article written by Arjun Kashyap for the

Department of Computer Science and Engineering newsletter.

Environmental Microbiologist Assesses Water Quality

Joan Rose is a water microbiologist who holds the
Homer Nowlin Chair for Water Research in the
MSU Department of Fisheries and Wildlife and
directs MSU’s Environmental Microbiology Labora-
tory. On the evening of January 19, she arrived in
southern Thailand with water pumps and sampling
equipment to spend three days with a Thai water-
quality investigation team collecting water samples in
Phang Nga province, where more than 4,000 people
had died. The tsunami had left salt water and debris,

Joan Rose, director of MSU’s Environmental Microbiology Labora-

tory, collected water samples in Phang Nga Province, Thailand in

January 2005. In this photo, she is working with Thai colleague

Mayuna Sisphraniti from the Midihol University School of Public

Health in Bangkok.

➔



14

including sewage and the bodies of dead people and
animals, in low-lying areas where they posed a threat
to water quality. The team drew samples from wells,
reservoirs, and lakes to be analyzed for bacterial and
parasitic contamination as well as salinity, a crucial
step in developing strategies for long-term recovery
of potable water sources.

Scientists from Singapore and Australia also
assisted in the study and restoration. Rose delivered
the water samples to a lab in Singapore, where they
were analyzed using supplies donated by a source in
Australia. Although the drinking water proved to be
free of bacterial contamination, the surface waters
showed high levels of two bacterial strains and evi-
dence of fecal contamination and parasites. These
findings led to the development of plans to prevent
public exposure and begin remediation procedures.

Rose, like many who have visited the disaster
zone, was struck by the vastness of the tsunami’s
impact on and near the shore, the contrast between
the conditions in that narrow strip of land and the
normalcy that prevailed just beyond, the extent of
concern and aid, and the rapid progress of clean-up
and rebuilding efforts. Unfortunately, Rose says, “It
was evident that restoring the waters would not be
quite as easy as rebuilding the electric system or
other infrastructures,” but she is optimistic about
their eventual recovery.

Rose hopes that the energy devoted to this initia-
tive will extend to other people around the world
who continue to live without clean drinking water, a
resource we in the developed nations take for
granted. “While one community is rebuilt so that the

people will have access once again to san-
itation and safe drinking water, millions
of people in the world suffer in silence,”
she says. “There are no cameras, no relief
efforts.”

Food Safety Expert Introduces 

Long-Term Sustainable Assistance

Sam Varghese is a professor in the MSU Depart-
ment of Animal Science and an extension specialist
whose hometown of Trivandrum in southern India is
an hour away from coastal areas heavily affected by
the tsunami. Recent estimates indicate that India suf-
fered more than 10,000 dead and 5,000 missing,
with the southern coastal areas being among the
most severely hit.

Varghese is a specialist in food safety with prior
experience in disaster relief work in Bangladesh and
India and the founder (1979) of Coturnix Interna-
tional (CI), a charitable organization active in India.
As soon as the tsunami hit, he realized that the com-
bination of his Indian origin, food safety expertise,
and connections would enable him to be helpful in
relief efforts. His strategy was three-pronged: to col-
lect and distribute funds to affected families, dissem-
inate information on food safety in areas where
disease threatened, and plan for longer-term assis-
tance.

Upon his arrival in India on January 16, Varghese
set up a food safety training session in Trivandrum
attended by 35 volunteer food safety trainees.
Between January 19 and February 12, he and his
team of volunteers visited over a dozen cities and
towns in the states of Kerala and Tamil Nadu, begin-
ning in Kannyakumari, where he reports that more
than 3,000 people died. The itinerary included meet-
ings with local leaders and government officials,
inspection of the damaged areas, visits to camps and

Sam Varghese (second from right), poultry specialist

in the Department of Animal Science, visited his

native India shortly after the tsunami hit. In this

photo he inspects tsunami damage in the town of

Karunagapally, where 200 people died. Relief funds

that he raised were dispersed to approximately 500

victims in this area.

Asian Tsunami
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shelters for displaced persons, presentations on food
safety, and distribution of relief funds to families.
Late in January, Dr. George Varghese, a physician,
joined the group, and free medical treatment and
medicines were added to their list of services.

Varghese raised approximately $18,000 for relief
efforts, distributing about $12,000 to families and
holding $6,000 for longer-term projects. “Already the
leaders of our group are doing follow-up work in
some of these places,” Varghese says. “Our long-term
projects include rebuilding houses, providing tailor
training for young women in the cities, providing
sewing machines to small groups, and starting small-
scale poultry projects for youth and women.”

Varghese hopes to return to India soon to provide
technical assistance for the poultry program. Promo-
tion of domesticated quail as an inexpensive source
of protein has been one of his company’s priorities
(corturnix is the Latin term for quail). Quail’s rapid
maturation and reproduction cycle and ability to
thrive on a small amount of feed make them an
excellent option for low-income families who wish to
raise more of the food they eat and generate house-
hold income.

Medical Student Links Relief Work 

and Relief Research

Heather Costello, a fourth-year medical student in
the MSU College of Human Medicine, visited Thai-
land, Sri Lanka, and the Maldives for two
weeks in January and February doing
what she terms “postrelief work assess-
ment.” She interviewed local government
officials and representatives of local and
international nongovernmental organiza-
tions (NGOs) on issues of disaster pre-

paredness, relief efforts, and mitigation efforts and
met with hospital officials, doctors, and tsunami sur-
vivors. Her research was part of a larger project car-
ried out through Georgetown University’s Institute
for the Study of Internal Migration in cooperation
with the Asian Disaster Preparedness Center in
Bangkok, Thailand. The work linked her background
in anthropology to her medical interests and her
desire to do international relief work through NGOs
after finishing her medical degree.

“This trip was an incredible and truly ‘once-in-a-
lifetime’ (I hope!) experience to do anthropological
field work about aid work,” Costello says. One of her
conclusions from her experience is that medical relief
efforts may be out of balance with the needs of
affected populations: efforts seemed more effective
in dealing with issues of physical health than with
widely prevalent post-traumatic stress disorder.
Although people living in the Internally Displaced
Persons camps had access to therapy from a variety
of NGOs, her impression was that it was provided
by individuals who knew little about the culture, did
not speak the language, and rarely returned for mul-
tiple sessions. Also, she says, “the real crisis is now
one of widespread abject poverty that will require
years of development to overcome.”

“What I learned, in general,” Costello says, “is that
relief work, if not designed with long-term develop-
ment in mind, undermines local capacity to deal with
disasters. Relief work necessarily should incorporate a
multidisciplinary and local component.” ■

Heather Costello, graduating student in the MSU

College of Human Medicine, took this photo in Sri

Lanka, one of three countries she visited to assess

relief efforts. The women are protesting a new law

forbidding the reconstruction of homes closer than

100 meters from the water. The law was seen by

some as a threat to their property rights and as a

move motivated by the tourist industry to move

people away from the beach areas.


