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parallel between their experience of
being taught and inability to learn if
worried about external events in 
relation to providing support for the
worried student.

The programme was extremely 
successful if the excellent feedback
scores were to be the sole measure.
Other comments, such as one trainee•s
surprise at being able to •do role plays
in front of peers•, provided testimony to
the support that had been generated in
the group. Independently two of the
doctors commented on how the course
had made them think about the way
they deal with patients more generally.
These unexpected additional bits of
learning and insight, taking place as a
corollary to what is planned, are what
make such training especially exciting
and rewarding.

The tsunami
I would not be doing justice to my host
country if I did not remind people of
the profound impact that the tsunami
had on the region. News has moved on
and it is easy to forget. Television does
not convey the scale of such a disaster.
I can only speak for the part of Sri Lanka
that I saw, but I know that the scale
was even larger than the extensive 
devastation I saw. 

The road from Colombo to Galle is
approximately 100 miles. As an estimate,
the damage from the tsunami is evident,

through broken and destroyed buildings
and people living in tents and donated
wooden huts, for about 80 of those
miles. The damage stretches from a few
hundred yards to a mile inland. It was
said with a certain pride in the shadow
of recent disasters in the USA that the
Sri Lankan army repaired the destroyed
bridges on this main highway within
two or three days.

Everyone who lives on the coast has a
story to tell and it was evident from the
staff I came into contact with at the
hotel that they were not keen to talk to
tourists about their experience. I made
a conscious decision not to ask about
their experience, and their curiosity as to
why I was there so long, not the usual
one or two days, resulted in them asking
more about me. Probably as a result of
my explaining what I was doing there,
conversations eventually resulted in
some very moving stories being revealed
to me. One should remember that in
one village alone, not far from the air-
conditioned bubble I lived in, 1,300
people were killed, many washed out
to sea and never recovered.

Clearly the psychiatrists were engaged
in working with the psychological
effects of the trauma and our experience
as counsellors and therapists would
suggest that this kind of massive 
trauma to the population will take a
generation or more to work through.
This is a country where psychological

interventions are few and far between.
The great strength for the society as
mentioned earlier is the strength of
family bonds and the sense of family.
There are however several charities and
relief agencies engaged in active work
with the homeless camps and I met
other interesting people such as a
homeopath who a part of a commitment
to humanity was providing free services
to victims in the camps.

While I was there I had several dreams
around the following words of two Ben
Okri poems that are familiar to me, but
were locked away in the various files in
my memory. This experience has brought
them again to my consciousness.

Fear not, but be full of light and love;
Fear not but be alert and receptive;
Fear not but act decisively when you
should;
Fear not, but know when to stop;
Fear not for you are loved by me;
Fear not, for death is not the real terror,
But life … magically … is.1

They tell me that
This life is good
They tell me to live it gently
With fire, and always with hope.
There is wonder here.1

The people I met, their generosity and
spirituality, have had a profound effect
upon me and there is without a doubt
•wonder here• in Sri Lanka. What this
nation and others affected by the tsunami
need is the tourists to return. You would
have a wonderful welcome in Sri Lanka,
I am sure. �

John Cowley is head of the counselling service
at Cardiff University, former chair of AUCC
and now deputy chair of AUCC•s parent
organisation, the British Association for
Counselling and Psychotherapy.

BACP has kindly agreed to donate the next
three issues of its publications Therapy Today,
the AUCC Journal, and Counselling and
Psychotherapy Researchto the University of
Ruhuna, to support this counselling training
effort.
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