
Following the storm trail

The destruction left by Typhoon Morakot was still evident
to a group of foreign journalists who recently toured
areas of Taiwan devastated by the typhoon last August
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SOLITARY TOUR: A lone visitor at the Danayi Valley

Ecological Park, whose future is still uncertain.

STARTING OVER: Wang Chiew-ching and her pet
dog at their temporary home in Chiayi County.

RECONSTRUCTION: Repair work under way on

Highway 18 in Chiayi County.

The Tsou people in south-central Taiwan are not unaccustomed to natural disasters. So when Typhoon Morakot started pounding their village with powerful winds and torrential

rain on Aug 7 this year, village headman Wen Ing-fong quickly evacuated his people. Although no one from Sanmei Village was killed or injured, the typhoon - which dumped a

record three metres of rain on Aug 7 and 8 - has robbed the inhabitants of their valuable source of income.

Driving along a newly-cut dirt road from Sanmei in early December, the trail of destruction left by Typhoon Morakot was

still evident. "The damage is worse than we thought," our guide said, pointing to a concrete bridge destroyed by the

torrents of water and boulders swept down the Danayi Valley.

"The most urgent task now is to make roads and highways accessible," she added.

If that task is accomplished, it will contribute to the restoration of tourism at the Danayi Valley Ecological Park, which was

built by Sanmei villagers 14 years ago.

Danayi got its name from a direct translation from the Tsou language. It is one of the few clean riverine ecosystems in

Taiwan, located in an upstream zone of the Zengwun River at an elevation of about 500 metres above sea level. But in

fact, the valley was not in good condition before the villagers took action. People arbitrarily caught fish and shrimp here

and polluted the water. Eventually, Sanmei villagers couldn't stand it any more, and they decided to protect the important

water resources of their tribe.

The Danayi Valley Ecological Park is the first such park run by locals rather than the government in Taiwan. Supervised

by the Sanmei Community Development Association, it is open to Taiwanese and foreign visitors who are drawn by the valley's natural beauty and ecological diversity.

The typhoon has taken away the tourism income, however, and Sanmei has had to rely on financial assistance from charity

groups. "We are thankful to those who have lent a helping hand," said Mr Wen. "But please also help us to restore this area

so we can recover from the typhoon. We don't want to live on donations alone."

Apart from the Tsou, there are 14 other indigenous groups in Taiwan. At 490,000 people, this group represents about 2%

of the population of 23 million. Many of these groups live in Kaohsiung County, further south from Sanmei Village.

Driving to Kaohsiung the next day, we were moved by the horrendous sight of aboriginal villages washed away and wiped

out by Morakot, which destroyed a six-storey hotel, 34 bridges, 253 roads, and thousands of homes - most of them in the

southern part of the country.

The town of Minzu looks like a battlefield. One of the survivors, Chang Jian-nian, 55, said most everyone here was stunned

by the ferocity of the typhoon. The most densely settled part of town was erased by a wall of rock and dirt that narrowly

missed her home. "My family was lucky to have survived that," she said.

As with most natural disasters, there has been plenty of fear and anxiety among the survivors. In Minzu, about 100 have

chosen to stay on, while about 700 have been evacuated.

"I chose to stay because once we have left our village, we may not be able to come back," said Ms Chang, who makes a

living by growing betel nuts. "This is our ancestral land. We don't want to lose it."

Even though the aboriginal people do not want to be displaced,

some of their ancestral lands have been buried in the mud and, according to experts interviewed by Taiwanese

newspapers, it is impossible for them to move back.

The worst hit was Xiaolin village, in Kaohsiung County, which was buried by mudslides that flattened more than 390

houses and killed 400 people. Only two homes remain standing in the village.

"Satellite images show that about 50 hectares of the mountain collapsed onto Xiaolin, bringing with it three to four million

cubic metres of mud," a tearful director of the Water Resources Agency told the Taipei Times.

Now, four months after the tragedy, mourners continue to battle with the trauma and brace themselves for the long road of

reconstruction ahead.

Officials say that based on aerial surveys, many river banks are now gone and landslides remain a danger in many

typhoon-hit areas.

Pressed by necessity, a large number of endogenous people must leave their homes behind, with the unhappy knowledge

that their return is far from certain.

On Highway 18, 40 prefab homes have been built for endogenous people evacuated from the mountains on Aug 8. Wang

Chiew-ching, a 32-year-old housewife, said she is looking forward to moving into a new, permanent home next year. Her

village is considered unsafe by the authorities.

Mrs Wang has found a job picking tea leaves in a nearby plantation, and is satisfied with the facilities provided by the government.

According to a local official, the government has already started repairing and reconstructing the roads and other infrastructure in the Alishan area where Sanmei is located. It is

estimated that all work will be finished within two years. Some particularly important projects, such as the Sanmei Bridge reconstruction, are expected to be finished before

February next year.

However, there's still a question mark over the future of Sanmei's eco-tourism park.

"Firstly, we need to rebuild the bridges, for which some charity groups have promised to give financial support, and then the roads," said Lin Li-Chih, an executive officer in the

Department of Planning under the Morakot Post-Disaster Reconstruction Council.

In fact, the river is dry now and if tourists want to visit the park they can go there by car along a temporary dirt road. "But the park is not safe anymore because the base of one

side of the park is flushed and empty," added Ms Lin. "It's really dangerous."

Despite this setback, headman Wen is optimistic that the ecological park will eventually be fully restored by the government. He rejects the idea that foreign investors be invited to

take part in the restoration of the park. The villagers have always been self-reliant, and they prefer to stay this way, he said.

On the night before we left the village, Mr Wen threw a small party, attended by the young village choir, tribal dancers and operators of the village travel lodge.
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He made a speech emphasising the importance of disaster preparedness and protection of indigenous heritage. "We are," he said, "at the mercy of the forces of Mother Nature."

As I made my way back to the lodging house before midnight, a young man offered to give me a lift.

"There are snakes around here," he said, before ushering me into his white Toyota sedan. In two minutes we were right in front of the lodge.

In the illumination of neon lamps, the wooden building looked much like the misty tip of a golden mountain. I prayed that no one would pull the plug.
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