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After our arrival in India it has happened the disaster of tsunami directly witnessed by a 
friend of us, who came here with us, and who was, in that day, in Velankanni (Nagapattinam), one 
of the most affected areas of India, after Adamans and Nicobar Islands, nearer to the epicentre. 
Luckily she was not touched, but many people of that village and of the other areas involved lost 
their life. This was a reason for us to reflect about the reasons of such a tragedy and whether it 
would have been possible to prevent at least a part of all those deaths of all the affected countries  
(250.000 or more?).

. This made me think also about all the losses caused by wars and armed conflicts, and how 
to reduce them. According to an Indian journalist (P. Sainat, More than a million Hiroshimas, The 
Hindu,  January,   1,  2005) the energy involved in  the tsunami is  equal  to more than thousands 
Hiroshima bomb:, Although some researchers said that this disaster should not cause malformations 
or cancer and other long term effects as the atomic bombs produced, this comparison made us think 
about similitude’s between disasters caused by this phenomenon and those due to war.

What  happened  has  all  the  characteristics  of  the  natural  disasters  which  are  generally 
considered impossible to foresee and to prevent... But in all the journals of India came the news that 
similar disasters can be foreseen, and we know that the Indian Government has constituted a special 
service for the warning, with other countries of the area, about these phenomena.  And the right 
prevision of these can bring, at least, to advise in time persons at risk, ad to allow many of them, 
with the help of a valid civil protection service that seems to be still weak, to save them. Some 
times it does not require much effort; it can be enough to go up to a higher floor. So it has happened 
to the daughter of the President of Sevalaya (a NGO that works in the area where our Italian friend 
was) who is studying in a college, close to the sea shore, not far from that place. From her room at 
the second floor she has heard high noises, went to the window and saw immense waves coming 
(they were more than 9 metres high, it has been reported). She called the companions she could see 
and  they  escaped  to  the  superior  floor.  .She,  and  the  companions  who  followed  her,  saved 
themselves,  the others who had remained at the inferior floors have been swept away from the 
waters, and died. Other news that shows the possibilities to prevent the death of many peoples in 
disasters  like this  are  reported  in the newspaper  “The Hindu” of  the 1st  January.  In an article 
entitled:  “  A telephone call  saved an entire  village” it  is  said that   a volunteer  of a project  of 
information for  villages who had moved in Singapore, as soon as he saw the tsunami in action in 
that area, called his former colleagues warning them of the coming danger.  Through loudspeakers 
and alarm systems the inhabitants of that village have been advised to evacuate. The result has been 
that nobody of that village died. News about. the possible prevention of deaths is reported by The 
Hindu of 31st December. It reports that entire tribal communities who live in the forests, and other  
people  who,  seeing   the  coming  danger,  went  in  the  forests,  saved  themselves  thanks  to  the 
protection given by the trees of the forest, while others which were in area without trees were swept 
in the sea, and died. In fact the article is entitled “Where the forests saved the people”. This outlines 
the immense ecological damages caused by the multinationals which promoted prawn farms, in 



several countries of the world, and also in many coastal areas of Tamilnadu and in other parts of 
India.  In fact to dig the ponds where the prawns are raised up, the mangrove forests  are often 
destroyed leaving the population without any protection against these calamities. It can be seen, 
about this, also what the Union Minister for Environment and Forests A. Raja said inaugurating 
“Greentech 2005”, an international Conference on Environment.  (The Hindu, January,  8, 2005). 
Other news about the harms caused by these multinationals is reported by Coastal Action Network, 
an NGO monitoring the coasts. In their report they accuse the multinationals to have removed huge 
sand  dunes,  which  formed  natural  barriers  to  storm  and  tidal  waves,  because  of  the  shrimp 
industries. (See G. Srinivasan, Remouval of sand dunes made Nagapattinam vulnerable, The Hindu, 
January, 3, 2005). This brings to our minds the importance of the nonviolent struggles brought on 
by our friends Jagannathan and Krishnammal against prawn farms, about which it has been, just 
published the English translation of the book written by an Italian ecologist, Laura Coppo, with a 
foreword by Vandana Shiva (The Color of Freedom, Common Courage Press, Monroe,  Maine, 
USA). Other damages denounced by the Indian ecologist, which have made the Indian coasts more 
vulnerable increasing tsunami victims, are due to the lack of observance of environment rules and 
regulations which don’t allow building at less than 500 metres from the coasts. In reality much has 
been built,  according to the Indian scientist  M.S. Swaminathan (The Hindu, January,  10, 2005) 
much nearer to the sea; it seems that this is connected to an attempt to change the law   by reducing 
the  limit  to  200  metres.  This  lack  of  respect  of  the  law  has  decreased  the  protection  of  the 
population and has increased the population at risk. In reality the tsunami waves have reached even 
300 metres far from the coast.. All this shows that also phenomena which are normally considered 
“natural” and “inevitable” can be forecast, and at least  their worse consequences can be prevented. 
Phenomena of this kind occurred recently with a certain frequency all over the world. If deeper 
researches would show a connection, also if indirect, with the environmental pollution  brought on 
by the process of industrialization of the advanced countries (among which India is also trying to 
enter, very rapidly, with very high human costs – see the interesting article of Kalpana Sharma, No 
health without wealth ?, in the special number: “Memos for the Future” of the Hindu Magazine of 
the 2nd January 2005) which is  bringing heavy problems to  the whole  world level  (increased 
temperature of the earth’s  crust, melting of the ice-caps , raising of the sea level, sudden changes of 
the climate, etc.) the problem and the urgency to work for  prevention would  still increase. This is a 
teaching which we should keep in mind in order to really   pay homage to the thousands victims of 
this disaster, and to the many peoples who are without shelter, having had to escape from their  
villages.

Let us analyse now the phenomenon of war and armed conflicts.  Even these are often 
considered natural phenomena linked to the human nature that many consider violent. From this 
point of view I was surprised that only a few people in your country did know the Seville statement 
on violence. This declaration, written in Seville (Spain), on behalf of the UNESCO, by a group of 
scientists, worldly famous in all relevant disciplines, challenges this connection between war and 
human nature.

 
But also in our country, and in many others, the prevision of armed conflicts, as well as that 

of “Tsunami”, is at a very low level.  Nevertheless after phenomena like tsunami and war every one 
becomes good and active, through   money collections, humanitarian aids, and other forms of help, 
to rebuild the houses, to assist orphans, to reconstruct new social networks, etc., to overcome the 
damages created by such phenomena. For the prevision of such events, especially by our 
Governments, very little money is spent. In Europe, for example, the first to be involved in what has 
been called the “early warning” of possible armed conflicts have been many NGOs which, almost 
300, organized a network to develop this field. Only later the European Community, and OSCE 
(Organization for European Security and Cooperation), got involved in this field, and have 
organized services which, more or less, work in this area.  While in the field of weather-forecast, in 



which the military aeronautic is much interested, great progresses have been done in the last 20 
years, regarding the field of armed conflicts we are just at the beginning. Carelessness by the states 
or interests of the multinationals which build arms?

From the point of view of activities brought on  in this field we are looking for valid 
indicators  which could give important signals about  the possibility of explosion of a war or of an 
armed conflict  in a country (these internal conflicts are becoming more and more frequents). 
Among these can be listed, in their level and in their trend: 1) the gap between rich and poor 
countries or people; the increasing gap can bring to possible explosions 2) the military expenses, 
especially compared to the social ones, which are connected to war; 3) the number and the intensity 
of racial and interethnic clashes; which are connected to internal conflicts 4) the level of 
provocative behaviour toward weak children in schools or toward weak people in work places. 
These give life to a violent culture. Many other indicators can be found, but it is not this place to list 
them all. I would only add two comments: 1) in order to have useful indicators it is necessary to 
have valid statistical data. which is not always  at hand. In many countries, like in mine, there is a 
tendency to hide or correct data that are considered disqualifying. Others have not yet developed 
valid and comparable systems of recording data about these phenomena. So we should not delude 
ourselves: many years are needed before valid and comparable data will be available; 2) waiting for 
these data the careful observation of phenomena which, in the medical field, are called “warning 
events” can be interesting.  These are events of such importance that may help to foresee the 
development of an armed conflict. See, as an example, the Drenitza funeral in Kosovo. While this 
country was still occupied by the Serbian Army. members of the Albanian Kosovo Liberation Army 
came out, for the first time without any masque, to commemorate some of their companions killed 
during an action, and invited  the population present (about 20,000 people) to join their struggle. All 
the people present acclaimed the proposal. It was the end of the non-violent struggle brought on for 
more than 10 year by the Albanians, but which has not been helped at all by the International 
Community which waited the armed conflict to get interested to the problems of this area (the anti-
constitutional elimination, by the Serbs, of the statutory rights that this region-state had before).

.
Let us pass now to the problems of prevention.  The main one is the connection between 

prevision and prevention. Very often the gap between these two aspects is very big. From Kosovo 
can come again a good example. In 1992, a Swedish NGO specialized in mitigation of conflicts, 
after a very serious study of the problem, made a prevision that the war could come out, and offered 
valid proposals to avoid it, similar to those which, later, have brought to the end of the war. In 1996 
at the European Parliament, when the European Network for Conflict Prevention was organised, 
similar proposals, inspired from these, were presented.  None of these proposals were brought on. 
So the war exploded in 1998, with many consequences that are still there, with a high possibility of 
another explosion in that area. We have tried to calculate, for this area, on the basis of the main 
works which have searched to find peaceful solutions to that problem, how much has been spent for 
the prevention of that conflict, in comparison with the expenses for war, and to those t overcome  its 
consequences.. It came out that for prevention it has been spent, but mostly by NGOs, 1 Euro, in 
front of 140 Euro spent, on the contrary, for war and its consequences. This is an awful 
disequilibrium that is increasing every day because of the expenses that United Nations are bearing 
for the administration of that area, that, due to the instability of the relations between different 
ethnic group, will not end in the next future If this disequilibrium goes on and the governments 
don’t give more attention to this problem, we will have a future of war and not of peace 

The General Secretary of the United Nations, Kofi Annan, has written several times. About 
the importance of prevention of conflicts, and in the U.N. Agenda for Peace there is an appeal for 
civil interventions in armed conflicts. In addiction to that the decennium 2001-2010 has been 



declared, by UNESCO and U.N., a period for the “promotion of a culture of non-violence and 
peace” for the new generations.

India, first in the world, has had experiences of Shanti Sena, which were promoted by 
Gandhi, Vinoba and Jayaprakash Narayan. If these were actually really living and active, well 
trained, well equipped and financed, could the relief work after the tsunami in the affected area be 
more effective than it has been? It is only a question to be answered by you. What is sure is that if 
U.N. could have, at their disposition,  international civil peace corps., well trained  in non-violence, 
for prevention, non-violent interposition (see, on this, my paper, Nonviolent Interventions in armed 
Conflicts:, in “ M. Choudhuri, R. Sing, eds, “Mahatma Gandhi: 125 year”, Gandhian Institute of Studies, 
Rajghat, Varanasi, 1995), non-violent defence, and for reconstruction of human relations and 
reconciliation after the war, their  role in conflicts could be much more effective.

Through grass root pressures we have succeeded to have, in the new European Constitution, 
an engagement to build a “European Civil Peace Corp” (similar to the Indian Shanti Sena). And 
also in Italy, thanks to a grass root work, and an active conscientious objection, there is a law that 
obliges our government to “promote and experiment forms of non-violent defence”. The President 
of the Consultative Committee of our Government for “Non-armed and non-violent defence”, Prof. 
Antonino Drago (who recently has resigned for internal  problems of the Commission), a well 
known researcher for peace, and also  a colleague of mine at my University  Course were he teaches 
“History and techniques of non-violence”, has written to  us to propose to the Indian people 
interested in nonviolence (we like to write it united to show the positive aspect, and not the 
negative, of that concept) to ask their government to finance Shanti Sena and give them more 
vigour, and to initiate a close cooperation with the Italian Peace Services (similar but not the same 
than the Italian Peace Corps yet to be organized and recognized)  and with the European Peace 
Corps, as soon as these will be organized,  to put them at the disposition of United Nations for 
interventions of prevention of armed conflicts, for nonviolent interposition,  nonviolent defence 
when  necessary, and for the reconstruction of human relations and reconciliation after the war. A 
proposal of this type for an intervention in Iraq, instead of the military one (which is worsening the 
situation of that country because it stimulates the armed reaction of the most radical part of the local 
population), has been presented by the actual Spanish Government of Zapatero, and is promoted 
also by many organizations belonging to the “Italian Network for Civil Peace Corps” to which are 
participating many Italian nonviolent NGOs. Another proposal, with a collection of signatures, has 
been made by the French Coalition for Peace Intervention in Armed Conflicts, and is going on at 
the European level, to ask to the European Union an intervention of this type in the conflict between 
Israelians and Palestinians. It has been in fact confirmed by all the peace researches that even a 
simple presence of neutral observers in a conflict can reduce its intensity and the violence.

.
Would this congress support such proposals, and would it be willing to ask to the Indian 

government to undertake initiatives in this direction? If this will happen, and your Government will 
accept it, the hope for a better future, without war, could be more realistic.

 
(Revised version, 26th, March, 2005)


