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The responses of Israeli society, as well as of American and world Jewry, to the terrible scenes
emanating from the Indian Ocean basin were quick and impressive. They reflected-beyond the
natural instinct of fearing for the fate of "our own"-a keen realization that there is, in fact, a
broader "we" encompassing all of humanity; and they bore the resonance of the ancient dictum,
"He (or she) who saves a single life is accounted as if he saved the entire world," the lesson
Jewish tradition expects us to draw from the biblical story of our ancestry from one human being.

Within twenty-four hours, a major expedition of the Israeli Defense Force was ready to go to Sri
Lanka; it should be very clear, despite various media misrepresentations, that the government in
Colombo declined this initial offer not because of political considerations. They were simply
overwhelmed by events and felt that they were not ready to handle a presence of this magnitude.
Since then, both governmental and nongovernmental missions have been established there, and
field kitchens-largely supported by AJC donations, among others, and manned by Israeli
volunteers-were deployed along the main road in the southeast and are now serving half a dozen
small refugee camps as well. Magen David Adorn personnel, in close cooperation with their
counterparts in the International Red Cross, are expanding their operations there as well. So are
other Israeli charities that have sent aid in kind-food and supplies. Speaking from the bottom of
his heart, the Sri Lankan ambassador in Israel thanked all of us at his residence last Saturday
night-with a specific mention of American Jewry-and did his best to undo the impact of the false
reports that engulfed us earlier.

Even more interesting was the new interaction with Indonesia, the largest Muslim country in the
world, and for many years, quite reticent about its relations with Israel. This time, however, with
the express sanction of the president himself, El Al flights bearing supplies were allowed to land,
and the director general of the Israeli Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Ron Prosor, as well as his
deputy for Asian affairs, Amos Nidai, joined the visit; no Israelis stayed in the stricken area,
however, largely because there is no way of knowing how long the truce with the Islamist
secessionists in Aceh would last.

As for Thailand, Israeli forensic teams worked there side by side with ZAKA volunteers (the group
that, sadly, has became famous for collecting the human remains after terror attacks here) and
located five of the seven Israelis lost-compared with some European countries, particularly
Sweden, we were spared the worst-while helping and advising similar missions from other
nations. Large-scale humanitarian aid for the survivors, however, has so far been ably provided
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by the Thai authorities, who have won universal praise from those who were there; not much
need exists, at least until the reconstruction phase, for the kind of resourceful presence on the
ground that is the hallmark of Israeli aid missions.

India responded in a similar fashion, proud of her ability as a regional superpower to deal with the
challenge. Requests for specific projects may yet come later, as they did this week from the
Maldive Islands, where the loss of life was limited, but the material damage quite extensive.

In all of this, events seemed to prove that what Israelis can do best is respond quickly and
effectively, assess the situation on the ground (often sustained by instincts bred by military
service), and go where help is needed with minimal overhead-which is often not the case, as we
found in the Darfur refugee camps, when it comes to the large global aid NGOs. In the general
meeting of voluntary organizations this Wednesday, initial thoughts have begun to emerge as to
the next steps and lessons learned:

• In the intermediate future, perhaps the most important issue for all givers and providers is
the balance between short-term expenditures, using the large sums of money contributed
in the immediate aftermath of the disaster, and the grueling, long-term reconstruction
phase, where Israelis again can play a creative role. Magen David Adorn, for example, has
begun planning for a facility to assist, teach, entertain (i.e., keep busy), and feed children
orphaned or made destitute by the disaster. AIDS prevention efforts may be necessary as
moral and social norms collapse. An alliance of Israeli and world Jewish organizations
may undertake a flagship project to rebuilt ruined communities. All this as funds may begin
to dwindle-hence the need for careful planning.

• Meanwhile, it may be a good idea to help create a strategic emergency reserve for Israeli
NGOs to use on the spur of the moment, when their unique capacity is most important.
Initial funds from AJC and others helped launch the present group in Sri Lanka, within
twenty-four hours or so, but given the lag time between embarkation, arrival, and
deployment, the idea of an at-ready fund needs to be taken seriously.

• Finally, we discussed the first outlines of the future relationship between the Israeli
Ministry of Foreign Affairs aid organization, Mashav-full of talented people, but badly in
need of funds-and the Israeli and Jewish NGOs who may join it in the reconstruction
phase. This is somewhat premature: It will be weeks before long-term needs come into
focus, but it is not too early to start thinking about them.
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