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The worst of crises, of disasters, al-
ways brings out the best in people. We’re 
certainly seeing that in the wake of Storm 
“Ondoy” (international codename: Ket-
sana).

We’ve heard of many reports of heroism, 
including people giving up their own lives, 
the latest being 18-year-old construction 
worker Muelmar Magallanes who saved 
more than 30 people and perished right 
after saving an infant.

Throughout the last few days, a word 
kept coming to mind: the Tagalog baya-
nihan. It’s one of those amazing words 

that refers to a way of thinking, as well as actual deeds. It almost 
certainly evolved in the context of agriculture, where people had 
to come together to help each other not just in the farms, but for 
day-to-day activities. The image that usually comes to mind is 
that of several people literally moving a house from one place to 
another, but bayanihan took care of many day-to-day activities as 
well, including farm activities. From planting to harvesting and 
winnowing, activities were done collectively.

Sadly, as we became more urbanized, this agrarian bayanihan 
seems to have lost relevance. My generation came to associate 
it with the Bayanihan Dance Troupe, totally oblivious of the fact 
that many of the traditional dances reflected agrarian life, and its 
bayanihan nature. (I will never forget, many years ago, driving 
down a highway in Bangladesh and seeing, in the distance, what 
I thought were people dancing. As we drew closer, I realized 
they were people working in the fields, their movements almost 
choreographed.)

Ondoy resurrected the spirit of bayanihan. Ondoy took care of 
moving many houses (and its contents), but people have stepped 
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in to help each other reconstruct not just homes but people’s 
shattered dreams and lives.

The morning after Ondoy, people were already madly calling, 
texting, e-mailing to check on each other. To the texts, I would 
reply: “We’re OK but my home now a refugee center.” I was 
actually staying at my parents’ place but when I returned to my 
own house, I found it packed with people, mainly relatives of the 
caretakers. Some came from nearby, but one family came in from 
as far as Montalban, Rizal.

I was to learn later of how many other people took in neighbors, 
relatives and friends, as well as friends of those neighbors, rela-
tives and friends. Others mobilized immediately for relief opera-
tions. This is where some interesting innovations emerged.

From Titus Tan, UP University Student Council chair, there 
was a request to standardize relief packs to include: “2 canned 
goods, 2 noodles, 1 loaf of bread or 8 packs of biscuits and 1 
liter of water.” I think that does save time for relief workers, who 
would otherwise have to pick out stuff from all kinds of food sent 
in, and then pack them. The UP Student Council packs were in-
tended for communities within UP, but other areas should modify 
what they want included in their relief packs, depending on local 
needs. (Barangay UP Diliman has 30,000 residents, many of them 
adversely affected by Ondoy.)

I also got an early SMS from my kids’ diaper supplier. She was 
offering to donate diapers. Again, I thought, what a brilliant idea. 
We tend to forget these needs.

Somewhat related was an e-mail from one of my students ask-
ing for “gender sensitivity” in the relief operations. here, she 
meant the extra needs of women around their reproductive health: 
napkins, even underwear. The e-mail was rather grim, asking 
for vigilance to guard against sexual harassment of women, as 
it did during the tsunami that struck Indonesia and Thailand a 
few years ago.

One of my friends’ brother sent improvised cell-phone chargers, 
fashioned out of batteries and inverters, to evacuation centers, 
figuring that was going to be important. how right he was. With 
many parts of Mega Manila (that’s Metro Manila plus adjoining 

cities and towns in Rizal, Cavite, Laguna and Bulacan) still without 
electricity, cell phones died out, waiting to be revived.

Ondoy did remind us of how vulnerable we still are even in this 
age of cell phones. The cell phones can be lifesavers, but only 
if they work and that depends on having electricity, as well as 
cell signals. even as I write this column, three days after Ondoy, 
I have not been able to use the cell phone to get in touch with 
some friends. One fellow professor, who lives in Pasig, texted me 
to say that they still didn’t have signals at home and that he was 
texting from Quezon City.

When people launch bayanihan projects, they reinforce the spirit 
of mutual help. In the context of our urban concrete jungles, I 
wonder at times if we couldn’t use this bayanihan to better pre-
pare ourselves, collectively, for disasters. We love to poke into 
our neighbors’ and friends’ lives, and that can be a good thing 
in the context of disaster management. Why couldn’t barangays 
or subdivision associations at least discuss contingency plans for 
disasters? That way, people can be mobilized even more quickly, 
and resources maximized.

Finally, the bayanihan that followed Ondoy also brought out 
kabayanihan (heroism) from so many Filipinos. Yesterday’s In-
quirer had on its front page a photograph of two policemen wading 
through the floods while carrying an elderly couple. “Pulis” was 
emblazoned on their T-shirts. What a welcome new image!

In Famy, Laguna, Army PFC Venancio Ancheta was said to have 
rescued 20 people before he perished.

In Mabitac, Laguna, Army Cpl. Adrian Regua died during rescue 
operations, together with Joel hernalin, Florencio Dequinio, Pedro 
Monte Falcon, Ireneo Olaguer and Artemio Descotido. Regua was 
coordinating the rescue operations with the five men, all members 
of the Civilian Armed Forces Geographical Unit. That’s CAFGU, 
a word that we’ve always associated with abusive and fanatical 
paramilitary forces out to get anyone suspected of being leftist. 
CAFGUs, police and the military in the vanguard of bayanihan? 
Why not?

Maybe the Metrobank Foundation should consider these heroes 
in their next round of awards for civil servants. (Inquirer.net)

AS I started to write this 
column last Monday, it dawned 
upon me I was supposed to 
join my friends at the Jewish 
Synagogue to observe how they 
held the rites for the “Day of 
Atonement”.

I could not help but wonder if 
there was any divine connection 
between the Day of Atonement 
and our week of national disas-
ter? For the last two days, I have 
been silently asking God “What 
am I suppose to learn from 
this?” I guess many Filipinos, victim or not, are 
also asking why such a thing had to happen.

“Why?” does not really create solutions. You 
may get an answer to “why” but it rarely leads to 
positive, life changing things or something that 
motivates you to be useful or productive.

In asking the question “What”, it dawned upon 
me that we should all ask our selves: “What can I 
do?” When the impact of the disaster hit home, I 
first felt useless. I was not part of any company, 
team or association. But as I monitored the news, 
I heard of needs that some friends could ad-
dress because they were heads of corporations. 
So I started texting them “unsolicited advice” 
or ideas.

Soon, the very same people started to call TV 
stations to donate large quantities of food and 

water. Another CeO sent out his crew to 
donate several millions worth of medi-
cines. A day later I learned that they had 
donated P5 million to several organiza-
tions. This morning I heard another CeO 
had made their choppers available and 
was offering to buy rubber boats to donate 
to rescue operations.

What I learned is that simply making 
suggestions is no small thing.

* * *
I stated in my last column that we 

should all consider that people, whose 
homes were flooded, are no different from 

people whose houses have been razed by fire. 
You may still have a house left standing, but for 
how long and at what cost.

Please be careful. I have built enough struc-
tures in my life — time to tell you that a house 
that has been submerged for several days can be 
a dangerous proposition. If you recall, many resi-
dents of New Orleans were prevented from re-
turning to their homes after the flooding caused 
by hurricane Katrina. Given the poor attention 
to quality standards in this country, houses in 
recently flooded areas may have structural shifts 
if the ground has been affected by water.

A perfect example was a concrete house in 
Marilao, Bulacan where the concrete walls 
crumbled from being waterlogged because they 
used little cement, too much water and sand. 

A house in Pasig burst into flames because of 
electrical shortage once the electric power was 
restored.

Several friends consulted me about water 
that came out of their electrical sockets which 
indicates that their hollow walls had accumu-
lated rainwater. In the older houses, a lot of the 
wooden structural work will warp since the old 
dry wood suddenly soaked in so much water.

Once we’re all done with the rescue and relief 
work, all local governments must prepare their 
engineering and fire departments to inspect all 
homes in order to prevent more damage and 
more deaths.

*  *  *
If you have friends or family who were flood 

victims, one of the best things you can do for 
them is give them a “ wash away party” similar 
to bridal showers. Many families have lost most 
of their appliances like refs, stoves, ovens, dining 
tables, sofas etc.

Many of us on the other hand have three TVs, 
two toasters several radios, stereos, laptops etc. 
Instead of Christmas in December, lets all start 
Christmas early this year. We already hold the 
world title for having the longest yuletide season, 
why not make it months longer?!!!

Start Christmas in October by giving them 
what they need to start all over. Right now ev-
erything we give is for “relief” but not restarting. 
The best way of holding a wash away party is 

to do an inventory of lost appliances and neces-
sities.

Once you have the list, friends can join in by 
picking an item on the registry and giving that 
to the person or family. Just some tips from the 
handyman:

You can buy really tough and cheap cast iron 
burners from Divisoria or SM just like they use 
in restaurants. I got mine around P700. If you 
buy an electric fan, buy one with steel blades and 
local parts. You don’t need big refrigerators; you 
don’t need a washing machine if you use Ariel. 
You simply soak clothes overnight. Just like the 
Japanese, we sleep on the floor. All you need is a 
big mattress. We don’t use a big air conditioner 
at night; we simply use a smaller room.

Rebuilding does not necessarily mean reac-
quiring “stuff”. Just because you have the space 
does not mean you need to refill the area. If 
anything we must learn that having a life is much 
more important than “Lifestyle”.

Our national disaster is undoubtedly sad, 
tragic and difficult. But it is also an “answered 
prayer”. We have all been praying for change in 
our nation. We are now faced with the opportu-
nity to let that change begin with each of us.

We can now be part of our “National Recon-
struction” to reconstruct our hearts as well as 
our homes. help someone and in doing so you 
also reconstruct yourself. God bless you and be 
encouraged. (Philstar.com)

Reconstructing hearts and homes

CTALK
Cito Beltran

THE massive destruction left by Ondoy in the Philip-
pines knew no bounds. Rich and poor, young and old 
were affected by the deluge brought about by six hours 
of relentless rain. 

The Great Equalizer

Thousands of families sought refuge on roof-
tops, braving inclement weather and surviving 
with no food and water for days. Floods, almost 
almost seven-feet deep, consumed and destroyed 
their homes and belongings. It was a test of hu-
man endurance and survival. 

As of press time, 246 deaths have been report-
ed and nearly half a million have been displaced 
from their homes.

President Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo has de-
clared a state of calamity in Metro Manila and 25 
provinces in Luzon to enable the government to 
access emergency funds. But even 
after this resource has been exhaust-
ed, the typhoon victims are still left 
wanting.

According to National Disas-
ter Coordinating Council Director Anthony 
Golez, the government “is concentrating on 
massive relief operations. (But) the system is 
overwhelmed, local government units are over-
whelmed.” 

In a nationally televised briefing, Defense Sec-
retary Gilberto Teodoro appealed for internation-
al humanitarian assistance. The call for interna-

tional aid will address the needs of Metro Manila 
and Region IV-A, places which experienced the 
worst of Ondoy’s wrath. 

The aftermath is enough to weaken one’s knees 
yet, the victims, with their last ounce of strength 
and courage, have to remain strong in order to 
rebuild what was lost. But they cannot do it on 
their own.

In behalf of the devastated victims of Typhoon 
Ondoy, we would like to appeal for the kind gen-
erosity of our kababayans here in the US. Vari-
ous organizations have already set up methods 

to send donations through their web-
sites. Others are also accepting cash 
donations through toll-free numbers 
and bank accounts. Any amount, 
however small, will be a big help to 

our kababayans in the Philippines. 
Moments like these make us realize that we are 

all equal in the face of a natural disaster. We real-
ize our human frailty and that we can only over-
come life’s adversities through the spirit of baya-
nihan. For us Filipinos living here in the United 
States, this is perhaps, the best time to show our 
sense of humanity. (AJPress) 
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