
Tribespeople from Dashe Village
collect stone slabs as part of their
efforts to build new homes at Majia
Farm. (Courtesy of Liao Ya-juan)
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Survivors of Typhoon Morakot, NGOs and the government are

grappling with the issue of permanent housing and relocation for

residents in remote communities deemed unsafe for habitation.

“Every time I go back to Dashe Village since the disaster, I

become ill because I miss our home so much,” says Chen

Dong-mei, 51, sitting in an eight-person bunk room at Longquan

Military Camp in Pingtung County, southern Taiwan. Mudslides

triggered by Typhoon Morakot in early August 2009 swallowed

Chen’s house, which she shared with one of her daughters, her

daughter-in-law and a grandchild, although they all escaped

unharmed.

“We want to go back to the mountains, but we don’t have our home now,” Chen says. On September 1,

2009, 427 of the registered 642 villagers from Dashe, a Paiwan indigenous village in rural Sandimen

Township, Pingtung County, moved from temporary shelters into the military camp, and by the end of

2009, around 300 of them were still living in transitional accommodations there. The road back home

seems to be a long haul.

“Two days after the disaster, I began convening meetings of our tribespeople to discuss whether our

village should relocate to a safer place,” recalls Bai Su-xiang, the head of Dashe Village. By mid-August

2009, the whole village was in agreement about the decision to relocate to Majia Farm, an area

designated by the Pingtung County Government for the building of permanent housing for residents of

three mountain villages deemed unsafe for habitation.

Some 175 townships in Kao-hsiung, Pingtung, Nantou, Taitung, Yunlin, Changhua and Taichung counties,

as well as Chiayi and Tainan counties and cities, have been declared areas affected by Typhoon Morakot.

Residents living in unsafe areas in these townships are eligible to apply for permanent housing in safe

locations through their local governments.

So far, the Construction and Planning Agency (CPA) under the Ministry of the Interior has prioritized nine

sites for the construction of permanent homes for victims of the typhoon. Construction work at these nine

sites is being funded by a number of NGO groups, including the Chang Yung-Fa Charity Foundation, the

Buddhist Compassion Relief Tzu Chi Foundation, Dharma Drum Mountain Social Welfare and Charity

Foundation, Buddha’s Light International Association of the Republic of China, the Republic of China

I-Kuan Tao Association, the Red Cross Society of the Republic of China and World Vision Taiwan.

Some of the biggest projects underway so far are those by the Tzu Chi Foundation, which plans to build

1,540 permanent houses at a site in Kaohsiung County, and a scheme by World Vision Taiwan to build

around 500 permanent houses at a site in Pingtung County and 67 mid-term houses at two sites in Taitung

County.

The Majia Farm site, which will eventually house Chen Dong-mei and her fellow villagers, is located in

Majia Township, Pingtung County, adjacent to Sandimen Township. In fact, the Dashe villagers have been

considering relocation for more than 30 years, with construction work started at a new location in 2008.

“But the chosen place was situated in an area vulnerable to landslides, and since [Typhoon Morakot] the

danger from rock falls there is even more serious than in our original village,” explains Li Qiu-yue, a
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The construction of permanent
housing at Majia Farm started with
building several model homes, such
as these two semi-detached houses.
(Photo by Chang Su-ching)

Dashe Village resident and committee member for Sandimen Township at Pingtung’s Morakot

Post-Disaster Reconstruction Commission.

Lightweight and Local

World Vision has already acquired the development permits for Majia Farm and has authorized architect

Hsieh Ying-chun and his team Atelier-3 to complete the construction work. Hsieh is known for rebuilding

an Ita Thao indigenous community in Nantou County following the 921 Earthquake, which struck Taiwan

on September 21, 1999, as well as reconstruction work in Sichuan province, mainland China following the

earthquake there in 2008. His team utilizes lightweight steel C-beams and local materials such as stones

and bamboo in construction, which help to keep costs to a minimum and have greater ability to withstand

earthquakes. The houses at Majia Farm will cost around NT$1.5 million (US$46,875) each to build.

As with Atelier-3’s work after the 921 and Sichuan earthquakes,

the team collaborates with local tribespeople to rebuild their

homes. The houses for residents of Dashe Village, for example,

will use stone slabs for part of the walls. “Landslides destroyed

many concrete houses during Typhoon Morakot, but our

traditional stone slab houses still stand firm,” says Pavavalung

Sakuliu, chief of the Dashe Reconstruction Commission. “This is

our ancestors’ wisdom and a part of Paiwan culture, so we must

preserve it.”

Building at Majia Farm has begun with several model houses “to

show our people the look of our future homes and let them

choose the different styles they prefer,” explains Shu Chang-

xiong, a Dashe villager and a worker at Majia Farm. The houses

are all two-storey, 32-ping (106-square-meter) properties

consisting of a living room, kitchen, bathroom and one large

bedroom on the ground floor, planned for use by elderly family

members, and one large and two small bedrooms on the upper floor.

According to Pingtung County Government’s reconstruction plan, residents from 174 households in Dashe

Village and 132 households in nearby Majia Village in Majia Township, who had household registration in

those areas before the typhoon struck on August 7, 2009, are eligible for permanent houses at Majia

Farm. Residents from 177 households in Kucapungane Village in neighboring Wutai Township, who have

been displaced since Typhoon Haitang wiped out their village in 2005, will also relocate to the farm. In

addition, a section of land will be set aside for use by residents of Masilid Village in Majia Township, as the

village owns the farmland.

The total number of households to be established at Majia Farm has not been finalized yet, however, as

negotiations with residents from the affected villages are ongoing, says Torbors Chyuan, the executive

director of the Typhoon Morakot Rehabilitation Program at World Vision Taiwan.

Since August 2009, the Council of Labor Affairs and the Council of Indigenous Peoples have provided funds

for temporary reconstruction jobs for those living in typhoon-stricken areas. Workers receive a daily

salary of NT$800 (US$25) and the jobs last for between three to six months. The World Vision project at

Majia Farm employs 42 workers from Dashe village, who receive an additional NT$200 (US$6.25) per day

provided by the aid organization. The model houses were expected to be finished by the spring of 2010,

with all the houses at Majia Farm ready by the end of August this year, according to World Vision Taiwan.

Even though Dashe villagers are in agreement about the need to move their community from its current

location, some villagers are concerned about living at the Majia Farm site.
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The first set of permanent houses at
Yuemei Farm in Kaohsiung County
was scheduled to be ready by the
Lunar New Year holiday in February
this year. (Photo by Chang
Su-ching)

Whose Home?

For one thing, the land at Majia Farm will still belong to the government, rather than the future residents,

so although villagers will retain the right to live there and pass on a house as an inheritance, they will not

have the right to rent or sell the properties. “The future homes don’t really seem to be ours because we

have no right to sell them or loan them to anyone else,” says village head Bai Su-xiang.

Moreover, the government hopes to prevent residents from

returning to live in unsafe areas. According to the Special Statute

Governing Morakot Post-Disaster Reconstruction, promulgated

by Republic of China (ROC) President Ma Ying-jeou on August 28,

2009, if an area is evaluated as unsafe for living, central and

local governments must reach a consensus with residents to

specify regions where habitation is restricted or prohibited.

Residents in these “special districts” are subject to compulsory

relocation to safe areas, although the terms and proposed site

for relocation are open for discussion.

Landowners in special districts can either accept acquisition of

their land by the government or retain ownership, but may not

live at the site. Any houses on such land will be shared by the

village as a common asset, for example, by being made

available for the storage of farming equipment. These rules

concern some villagers from Dashe, who worry that they might

end up effectively without any property, given that the government will still own the land at Majia Farm.

There are also concerns about the size of the site for the some 1,400 residents from the three towns that

might relocate to Majia Farm. Although the total area of the farm is more than 90 hectares, the usable

building area is only 29.89 hectares, since there must be a “buffer zone” between the hillside and houses,

according to building regulations. In comparison, the combined land area of the three villages is around

65.66 square kilometers, or 6,566 hectares. Dashe Village currently occupies 16.6 square kilometers and

its residents will be allocated 8 hectares at the new site according to village head Bai Su-xiang.

Bai worries that the reduced area set aside for her community could affect the preservation of the tribe’s

traditional culture. “Around 236 households from our village will move to this piece of land, which is only 8

hectares,” she says. “It’s so packed that we can only build a Chakal, a young men’s gathering place in

Paiwan culture, but not any other public facilities to hold traditional ceremonies.” The village head says

she hopes that the villagers can be given the use of land from the adjoining Ai-liao Shooting Range for

cultivating crops and building  traditional communal facilities.

Of all the reconstruction work done so far, the Buddhist Compassion Relief Tzu Chi Foundation has taken

the lead with 628 houses at Yuemei Farm in Shanlin Township, Kaohsiung County scheduled for

completion by the Lunar New Year holiday in February this year. Tzu Chi has planned 1,540 houses at the

site for disaster victims from villages in the county’s Namaxia, Jiaxian, Maolin, Taoyuan and Liugui

townships.

Houses of various sizes will be allotted to residents according to the number of family members who will

live there. A household of only one or two people will be allocated a 17-ping (56-square-meter) house,

families of three to five members will be given a 31-ping (102-square-meter) house, while families with

six or more members will receive a 35-ping (116-square-meter) house.

Permanent Place to Live

The Tzu Chi Foundation also uses light steel as a primary construction material for the properties to save
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on costs, with a price tag of between NT$1 million (US$31,250) and $1.5 million per house. Tzu Chi

founder Dharma Master Cheng Yen proposed building permanent homes for the affected residents instead

of temporary houses. Since this disaster seriously affected many indigenous townships “where most of the

residents are unable to afford home loans, our master decided to build permanent housing for them,”

explains Zeng Shu-wan, a Tzu Chi volunteer based at Yuemei Farm.

In contrast to the common consent to relocate by residents of Dashe Village, however, there are many

opinions among the Bunun tribespeople of Namaxia Township, with discussions on whether or not to move

to Yuemei Farm still going on.

Nansalu Village in Namaxia Township has around 160 households in total, of which 140 households are

expected to relocate to Yuemei Farm. By mid-December 2009, 111 households were still housed at the

ROC Army Engineering School in Kaohsiung County, where they had been living since the typhoon hit four

months earlier. “In the camp, our tribespeople are divided on the permanent housing issue, which has

caused serious rifts among villagers,” says Lituan Takiludun, head of the 88 Floods Kaohsiung County

Indigenous Village Reconstruction League, so named because of widespread flooding from the typhoon

beginning on August 8, 2009.

Those choosing to relocate to Yuemei Farm for permanent housing argue that their culture can be

restored outside Nansalu Village. “Initially, I insisted on going back to my birthplace to stay close to our

ancestors,” says Dahu Balafei, a former resident of Nansalu, whose two houses were wiped out by

mudslides on August 8, 2009. A talk with Tzu Chi’s vice president Lin Pi-yu changed Balafei’s mind. “We

don’t have to live in the mountains to preserve our tradition and culture. Actually, it’s only possible to

save our culture if we save our lives in ways such as by moving down to live in safer locations,” Balafei

says. 

Villagers hoping to move to Yuemei Farm are facing another difficulty, however, in obtaining the relevant

documents required by authorities. For disaster victims to qualify for permanent housing they must be

able to prove they are the owner of a damaged house, that the house was damaged due to Typhoon

Morakot and that they were registered as living there at the time, according to the statute governing

reconstruction work.

Initially, only 10 percent of indigenous applicants could meet these conditions, according to Wang Cheng-i,

director of the Kaohsiung Typhoon Morakot Post-Disaster Reconstruction Commission. “The original rules

didn’t protect many of those victims in need,” he says. In response, the Construction and Planning Agency

passed an amendment to the rules in early October 2009, expanding the range of documents acceptable

to prove house ownership such as any proof of housing tax payments, any land ownership certificate,

proof of paying water and electricity fees, or proof of renting the land on which they built their house.

Difficult to Prove

Even with these revisions, by December 23, 2009, only 205 approvals had been given out of a total of 549

applications islandwide in cases in which houses were proven to have been damaged because of the

typhoon. According to Kaohsiung County’s post-disaster reconstruction commission, the majority of

applicants have difficulty in providing proof of house ownership. Kaohsiung County Magistrate Yang

Chiu-hsing explains that some properties were built a very long time ago or were located in indigenous

reserves, so the applicants have no such proof of house ownership. In other cases, the structures were

built illegally or not formally registered, or in the case of water and electricity fees, the utilities might

have been shared with neighbors or relatives and registered in one name only. Some disaster survivors

who were living in a house belonging to a relative are also unable to apply for permanent housing under

the rules. The county government is working to find a way around these obstacles for typhoon victims

seeking permanent housing, however, Wang says.
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President Ma Ying-jeou, center
front, arrives at Zhengxing Village,
Taitung County to inspect mid-term
housing built for Typhoon Morakot
victims from nearby Jialan Village.
(Photo by Central News Agency)

Another difficulty is that some indigenous children go to school in

surrounding towns, meaning that their families might own

another house or have changed their child’s household

registration to a relatives’ home near their school, according to

Xia Zhong-sheng, director of the CPA’s Management Division.

Regulations set by the CPA spell out that the rules regarding

household registration apply to all the members of a family who

will be allowed to live in the public housing and that housing

applicants may not retain the ownership of any other house.

“If they could still own their houses, they would go back and live

in those dangerous areas,” Kaohsiung reconstruction

commission’s Wang Cheng-i explains. “That’s why the residents

[in dangerous areas] are still allowed to cultivate the land, but

are prohibited from living there,” Wang says. Tzu Chi’s vice

president Lin Pi-yu says that applicants are required to sign a

letter agreeing to give up ownership of any other house.

Those who insist on staying in unsafe areas will be evacuated to a safer location during typhoons. The

government will maintain basic services such as roads, water and electricity in the areas, however,

according to the latest amendment of the Special Statute passed on December 30, 2009.

Mid-Term Option

Residents from Daniao Village, Dawu Township and Jialan Village, Jinfeng Township, both in Taitung

County, have a different choice—mid-term housing. Unlike temporary or permanent houses, mid-term

houses are semi-permanent structures that require only two to three weeks to complete, according to

World Vision Taiwan, which sponsored 50 mid-term houses for former residents of Jialan Village and

expected to have completed 17 mid-term houses for former residents of Daniao Village by the end of

January 2010.

Taitung County Government opted for mid-term housing at Jialan and Daniao after considering that it

might take a long time to acquire suitable land for permanent housing. Moreover, construction work for

the mid-term houses began on August 18, 2009, before the central government policy was announced on

August 29, 2009 that prioritized permanent housing for Morakot victims, according to Wang Ming-he,

senior technician of the Taitung County Typhoon Morakot Post-Disaster Reconstruction Commission.

Some residents in Kaohsiung and Pingtung counties have called for the option of mid-term housing, such

as Ge Fang-rong, a resident of Maya Village in Namaxia Township, who lost her house in the disaster.

“Most of our villagers would prefer mid-term houses, so that one day we can return to our hometown

when the areas are safe for living.”

Some of those villages will never be safe, however, officials say. “The affected villages are dangerous and

it’s impossible to rebuild roads, for example, in a short time,” replies Chen Zhen-chuan, deputy chief

executive of the Executive Yuan’s Typhoon Morakot Post-Disaster Reconstruction Commission. Kaohsiung

County Magistrate Yang Chiu-hsing explains that the surfaces of some main roads have been repaired, but

are at risk of collapse again if the area suffers torrential rains.

If relocation is unavoidable, Dashe resident Li Qiu-yue says preserving indigenous culture should be one of

the prime considerations. “Indigenous villages are different from cities in terms of social structure and

culture,” Li says. In cities, most residents have little to do with their neighbors, but in indigenous villages,

tribespeople often live with their relatives, Li explains. Fred Chiu, an associate research fellow of the

Institute of Ethnology at Academia Sinica, echoes the point, saying that living spaces reflect the close
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relationships among members of indigenous communities.

Like most people, those who lost their houses as a result of Typhoon Morakot look forward to the day

they can enjoy the comfort and shelter of a permanent home. As Chen Dong-mei from Pingtung’s Dashe

Village says, “The disaster has passed, and now my only wish is to move into our own house with my

family as soon as possible.”

Write to Vicky Huang at powery18@mail.gio.gov.tw
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