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THE AGITATOR

In Search Of Asylum: One GTF’s quest to help the
Nepali people rebuild in the aftermath of disaster

You hear a rumble. Then you see shaking around you. Trees. Houses. Fences. The earth is suddenly ALIVE. You

see bricks falling. Dust rises for miles around as houses collapse and masses of earth follow gravity. In some ways
everything seems silent. But you still hear the screams of women, the howls of dogs, and the cries of terrified chil-
dren. Then you see and feel the ground moving underneath you, like millions of fists are punching at random from
below. “Quake” is not a sufficient description at this magnitude. The earth isn’t simgly quaking or quivering or even
shaking. It has turned into a fluid. Like an ocean during a storm. The sudden instability of the ground below your
feet is inconceivable. For an instant, you think the earth might open up and swallow everything whole. Sounds
become muffled as your mind struggles to comll)?rehend what you're seeing. You feel like you're in a video game. Or
in one of those scenes in a movie aﬂ%r a bomb blast when all you hear is ringing as sounds slowly begin to register.
It seems to last for an eternity. Lateryo%ﬁnd out it was only a couple of minutes. All you can do is stand or crouch
in a “safe” place and wait for it to pass. Eventually it does. But you are left with this sense of loss. The intractable
faith that you can feel safe at any given moment is gone. Theres no warning. Not like a hurricane, a tornado, or a
tsunami. Nothi;;g. You're living your life one secon(§ and the next it may be shattered in as little as 30 seconds. And
everything could change. So for days or weeks you sleep lightly (or outside), you stay away from tall buildings and
narrow a ]e_))ys, you take lightnin -f)a/st showers. Always ready to run. I imagine this must be what it’s like to live in a
war zone. But theres no enemy here. Theres no one to blame or to beg for mercy. THERE IS NO ASYLUM. This is
how it felt to be in Nepal. This is the fear that many are living with every day. I got to come home. Far away where
the ground doesn’t move several times a day as a cruel reminder that it can shatter your life in an instant. And I left
far too many people behind.

While conducting research for my dissertation in Myanmar and Cambodia last year, I had the optportunity to

visit the beautiful country of Nepal in January 2015 and was immediately enthralled by its beautiful mountain

scenery, spectacular Himalayan trekking, exquisite-yet-simple vegetarian cuisine, and overall atmosphere 05...
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caring and community. In short, I fell in love. So as I was wrapping up my research in Cambodia in April, my
travel companion — Randy - and I decided to return to Nepal before leaving the region to return to the US and
booked our tickets to Kathmandu for May 1.

On April 25, Nepal was hit by a devastating 7.9 magnitude earthquake. Randy and I were deeply saddened by
this news and torn between cancelling our plans or keeping our plane tickets and assisting with relief efforts
instead. We were concerned that our arrival would be more of a burden on the infrastructure than our assistance
could compensate for. So we frantically set out to assess the situation on the ground and determine whether
there was a place or organization that could use our help. I contacted a friend who does a lot of international
work and she put me in touch with ICA-Nepal, a local NGO that said they could definitely use our help. But their
e-mails were few and far between and it was still unclear what the situation was on the ground. So 4 hours before
our flight on the morning of May 1, we finally made the decision to go. And we were so glad we did!

ICA-Nepal was distributing relief supplies, but they were also looking for ideas for earthquake-proof housing
that could be built quickly, cheaply, and without professional training. Randy and I have%een interested in sus-
tainable and self-sustainable homes and theirgus ‘ B

potential to alleviate social and environ- ek i iy B D Rt g b o
mental stresses, so we already knew where = T
to look for resources. Randy found some
information on Earthbag homes, which are
built using rice bags filled with soil and are
resistant to earthquakes and floods. So with
the help of some volunteers from India, we
wrote a proposal for ICA-Nepal. Before we
knew it, we were building the home usin
only instructions from the internet and the
labor of roughly 50 volunteers from the local
village where we built the home, as well as
other areas of Nepal, India, and the US.

On May 12, a second major earthquake (7.3) : .
hit Nepal, and being there to experience ' ' o

it deepened my empathy and highlighted the urgency of helping Nepali people build earthquake-proof homes

so that they can once again feel safe. Many of the people of Nepal lost everything in the earthquakes, including
loved ones. And six months after the earthquakes, the political and economic situations of Nepal continue to
deteriorate with strikes over the newly dra&ed constitution, an unofficial fuel embargo on the Indian border, and
continued corruption and mishandling of relief supplies. Hundreds of thousands of Nepali people still wait for
materials and help with rebuilding their homes ang communities. Making these new (earthquake-proof) homes
self-sustainable would not only be good for the environment (and thus future generations), but would allow
these communities to have some autonomy from corrupt politicians and corporations. It would also reduce their
laboli load and perhaps free up some time for many to strengthen their communities and build solidarity net-
works.

&

-
'\

Randy and I will be returning to Nepal for 5 weeks this winter to help with building self-sustainable homes on a
project (Rebuild For Change% that we believe to be socially and environmentally responsible, with emphases on
community involvement in the planning/building and making space for women’s voices to be heard when/if they
wish. We are paying for our trip independently, but the or%lanization responsible for the project has asked for our
help with fundraising for materials and local labor. Please help us spread the word!

Crowdfunding campaign site: https://www.indiegogo.com/projects/rebuild-for-change-help-manegaun-nepal#/

Benefit Party: Tentatively at Blairally Vintage Arcade on Thur, Nov 12, 2015.
Sierra Deutsch
Sociology
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From The Editor

The Editorial Committee for the Agitator is very pleased to have received so many submissions to the newslet-
ter. Keep them coming to member.communications@gtff.net!

If you do submit, we ask that you submit up to 300 words in a Word document with standard formatting. Also,

don’t forget to include a title!

Staying informed & connected is easier than ever!
« We want feedback! Tell us what you think about the newsletter at:

member.communications@gtft.net

« Come to membership meetings and social events!
(see calendar on pg. 1 for times and locations)

« Join the Facebook group: GTFF
« Follow on Twitter: @ GTFF_3544

o Check out the website: www.GTFF3544.net
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B Want to contribute to T
your union newsletter?

Submissions of all sorts are
welcome!

Contact your
VP Membership
Communications at
member.communications@
gtff-net for more

= Information &

About The GTFF

Our Mission Statement:

“The Graduate Teaching Fellows
Federation, a union of the gradu-

ate employees of the University of
Oregon, commits to creating a strong,
safe, and diverse community of edu-
cators and scholars for the purpose of
protecting and promoting the interests
of its membership.”

The Graduate Teaching Fellows
Federation (GTFF) is a labor union
representing over 1300 Graduate
Teaching Fellows and Research As-
sistants at the University of Oregon
in Eugene, Oregon.

Our goals are:

« to improve the quality of life

for GTFs in the areas of salary,
workload and working conditions
through collective bargaining and
the enforcement of our contract,

« to fight for an adequately funded
educational system, accessible for all
people, and

« to help create a revitalized, socially
aware union movement, which is

a positive force for change for the
entire community. Volunteers and
activists are welcome!
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