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An Asteroid hits Colombo city on December 25, 2005 at 09:36 am…

Let is assume an Asteroid hits Colombo, the capital of  Sri Lanka (Ooops, sorry…the former capital of Sri Lanka) at 09.36 am on Sunday December 25, 2005. 

(For your kind information, Asteroids hitting earth is more common than tsunamis. On June 30, 1908 the city of Moscow and on February 12, 1947 the city of Vladivostok  ‘narrowly’ escaped from Asteroids. If the paths of these two Asteroids were slightly changed, these two cities could have been entirely wiped out from the face of earth.)

CAN YOU IMAGING THE COURSE OF ACTIONS THAT WOULD FOLLOW, STARTING FROM THE MORNING OF DECEMBER 25, 2005? 

OF COURSE I CAN. IT WILL BE AS FOLLOWS:

6:33 am Local Time (00:33 GMT) : NASA astronomers (working around the clock) observe an unusual phenomenon near Mars and their calculations reveal that an Asteroid  would hit a location in the Indian Ocean. They immediately call the hotline of the Meteorological Department of Sri Lanka. Nobody answers the phone. The department is closed for Christmas. 

6:34 am Local Time (00:34 GMT) : NASA calls the Meteorological Department of India in New Delhi. The officer in charge receives the message and triggers the predetermined disaster management plan.

6:38 am Local Time (00:38 GMT) : In desperation, NASA calls the Ministry of Science and Technology in Sri Lanka, the only other Sri Lankan number they have. A coarse voice answers the phone. “Ellooo, Guard Room…” it says. The NASA astronomers educate the person at the other end (whom they assume to be the night officer) about the impending disaster. The security guard at the local end listens to the message without interruptions, says ‘Okay Shirr’; replaces the receiver and goes back to sleep.

06:47 am Local Time (00:47 GMT) : NASA issues an international bulleting on every disaster warning channel. Subsequently it goes on Internet. It is read at the disaster management authorities at New York, Tokyo, London, Sydney, Paris, Singapore and Amsterdam within few seconds.  As everyone knows, Sri Lanka does not have a Disaster Management Authority in December, 2005. So NASA does not know to whom they should direct the bulletin.

06:52 am Local Time (00:52 GMT) : The disaster management centres in some of the developed countries take action to educate and warn the public on the possibility of an Asteroid hitting a location in the Indian Ocean.

07:00 am Local Time (01:00 GMT) : The number of people who know about the impeding disaster: 100,000 plus. The number of people who know (or at least who had been educated) about the impeding disaster in Sri Lanka: 01

07:45 am Local Time (01:45 GMT) : The number of e-mails sent to Sri Lankan based mail addresses - by the officials, relatives, friends and even strangers - reaches 100. Ninety nine of them remain unopened. (7:45 am, Sunday morning is not a time many people select to check their e-mails) Only one of them is read. The reader rechecks the sender’s address, ensures it is from her cousin in San Francisco, and runs outside. She carefully looks at the sky, but does not see anything strange. Satisfied, she ignores the warning and opens the next mail, which happens to be from a boy she met at a party last night.

07:55 am Local Time (01:55 GMT) : An early morning surfer in Helsinki, a university student (Its 3.55 am in Helsinki) accidentally learns about the impeding disaster from Internet. He is not sure whom to inform. He does a Google search for key words ‘Disaster’ + ‘Management’ + ‘Center’ + ‘Lanka’. He gets two hits. The first one is a concept paper dated 1998, presented by SLTRC, emphasising the need for a Disaster Management Centre for Sri Lanka. The second one is a comment by a blogger . Disappointed, he gives up.

08:00 am Local Time (02:00 GMT) :  The number of people who know about the impending disaster: 2,000,000 plus. The number of people who know about the impending disaster in Sri Lanka: 02

08:25 am Local Time (02:25 GMT) : US officials check with the US Embassy in Sri Lanka and are informed that US Ambassador and all the high officials are out of Sri Lanka on their Christmas holidays. A junior officer at the embassy (alas, a Sri Lankan) is informed about the impending danger. He promises the US officials that he would inform the ‘relevant authorities’ The problem is he is not sure whether he has the authority to directly call the Foreign Ministry. He assumes, even if he calls there would be nobody to take the message, so probably he might have to call a home number. Unsure of the proper procedures, he tries to call his boss vacationing in Hawaii. (He is lucky. It is 4:25 pm in Hawaii. Otherwise he wouldn’t dare making that call.)

08:30 am Local Time (02:30 GMT) :  The number of people who know about the impending disaster: 3,000,000  plus. The number of people who know about the impending disaster in Sri Lanka: 03

08:45 am Local Time (02:45 GMT) : The US officials try their best to contact the President of Sri Lanka. They are informed that he is in Bali – his favourite holiday resort, enjoying his Christmas vacation with a friend. (By the way, in December 2005 Sri Lanka has a new President who is get elected in the Presidential Election in November 2005.) 

08:48 am Local Time (02:48 GMT) : The US officials try to contact the Prime Minister’s office. They were informed that he is in the middle of a religious activity called ‘Bana’ at Temple Trees, his official residence and cannot be disturbed right now. A Personal Assistant notes down the message and promises to pass it to the Prime Minister as soon as possible, ie. as soon as the religious activity is over, probably in another 15 minutes. A confused US official does an unsuccessful Google search to find the meaning of the word ‘Bana’.

08:56 am Local Time (02:56 GMT) : Indian Government in New Delhi, now fully aware of the impending disaster - although a bit late – has all the relevant officers at their desks; informed the Governments of all the Southern states, which might have an impact and starts evacuating the people in the lower ends of the states of Tamil Nadu and Kerala, by using a fleet of buses controlled by the Indian Army. A nationwide emergency has been raised and all the forces are kept on alert.

09:00 am local time (03:00 GMT) : The number of people who know about the possible disaster: 4,000,000  plus. The number of people who know about the possible disaster in Sri Lanka: 04
09:01 am Local Time (03:01 GMT) : An engineer monitoring the international traffic at a mobile transmission station in Colombo observes a drastic increase in the incoming international calls. He smiles. He sends an SMS to the Marketing Manager and informs “Machan, you were correct. Your Christmas package ‘Call Sri Lanka for free’ seems to be working!”

09:09 am Local Time (09: 09 GMT) : A 15 year old boy from Colombo is having an MSN chat with a 14 year old girl from Ohio. The girl types, “Here they say an Asteroid is going to SL soon” The boy smiles. “LOL! 4get it!” he types, “U kr 4 a cyber now..?”

09:20 am Local Time (03:20 GMT) : The number of people in Sri Lanka who know about the impending danger reaches 1,000. Some of them learn about it from friends, relatives phoning from abroad. Some of them learn it from the wife of the US Embassy official (who immediately calls his wife to tell the news.) However, nothing really happens in Colombo. Out of the 1,000 people, 166 simply ignore the warning. Another 161 ignore it after looking at the sky and not observing anything unusual. 357 are scared but do not know what to do. Another 83 start informing others by phone while 89 do the same using a primitive but the utter efficient communication channel – rumours. 121 start calling the authorities, but either they do not know whom to call or even of they call the relevant offices nobody answers the phones. The rest engage in assorted forms of acts. (Like the News Director of a private TV station who immediately informs his staff to get some cameras ready) Nobody triggers a warning.

09:22 am Local Time (03:22 GMT) : The GM of Railways, enjoying his vacation in Kalkuda, is informed about the impending disaster by an overseas friend. He makes no attempts to stop the trains bound to Colombo because;

(a) He knows the trains are always late, so it does not really matter;

(b) He has no idea how to do it in such a short notice;

(c) It is not his job to meddle with the acts of God;

(d) None of his family or close relatives travel by train, they have their own vehicles;

(e) After all, Kalkuda is more than 250 km away from Colombo

09:25 am Local Time (03:25 GMT) : The number of ‘relevant authorities’ in Sri Lanka, the UN, US, Indian and other country officials have attempted to contact, in vain: 200 plus The number of calls answered: 05 (Three Guard Rooms, One wrong number and one angry peon at the Colombo Municipal Council, as the consistently ringing phone disturbed his card game with the labourers) 

09:30 am Local Time (03:30 GMT) : The number of the relevant Sri Lankan authorities who know about the impending disaster : 03(The PM’s PA, The GM of Railways and a Director of  the Metrological Department, who learns about it from his daughter who reads about it in Internet)

09:36 am Local time (03:36 GMT) : The first Asteroid hits Colombo city and kills at least 15,000 instantaneously. (The first count by Sirasa News 1st – figures might not be accurate).

09: 47 am Local Time (03:47 GMT) : The second Asteroid (in fact, generated at the same explosion, but travelled at a lower speed) hits Colombo city and kills at least another 30,000, mostly who had gathered to watch the destruction caused by the first hit.  

10:57 am Local Time (04:57 GMT) : 81 minutes after the first hit, all mobile users get an immediate SMS message informing them to ‘stay away from Colombo city’

10:59 am Local Time (04:59 GMT) : ITN creates history by becoming the first TV channel to issue the first warning to general public to stay away from the city of Colombo only a mere 83 minutes after the first hit. The Director General of ITN praises his staff for prompt action. (ie. issuing the warning message before Sirasa and Rupavahini could do so)

THE FOLLOWING ARE SOME OF THE ACTIVITIES THAT CAN BE EXPECTED IN THE IMMEDIATE AFTERMATH (within the first few days after the event)

All TV stations stop their ordinary channels and start special ‘Asteroid’ broadcasts. (Sirasa brands their special Asteroid broadcast as ‘2005 MR’ – based on the provisional name given to the Asteroid) The TV channels also start relief services and keenly request the public to handover food items, clothes, medicine, mosquito coils and especially women’s underwear. To fill the vacuum created by taking off ordinary programmes, the electronic media personal explains A to Z about Asteroids, how they are formed and the previous incidents of Asteroids hitting earth, specially the one that has made dinosaurs extinct. (basically whatever information they could gather from Internet on short notice.)

The President (ie. the new President) calls off his vacation immediately and return to the island after two days. On his return, he takes immediate relief measures for the displaced. He also declares a national day of mourning.

The public starts blaming the mothers of the politicians, mothers of the officials, ministers, government and officials (in that order) for not having a proper Asteroid warning system. They point out an efficient Asteroid warning could have saved more than 50,000 lives.

The government (both Ministers and Officials) retaliates saying that a hit by an Asteroid is an extremely rare event and there is no way they could have been prepared for such an extraordinary event. (Of course, their mums keep mum.)

A ‘soil scientist’ appearing in a private TV channel says he has predicted this long before,  by analysing the soil at Piduruthalagala and Ussangoda, but everyone ignored his warnings. He also warns that there will be another cyclone within the next few months.

Dr. Arthur C. Clarke issues a brief condolence message and adds “I have given a detailed description about Asteroids in my novel ‘The Hammer of God’, but just like the case of satellite communication (for which I never took a patent) I never thought this would happen within my life time”

There is an unforeseen and extraordinary increase in the number of ‘Asteroid experts’ in Sri Lanka. All of them either write to newspapers or appear on TV and advice on;

(a) How this damage happened;

(b) How this damage could have been avoided;

(c) How other countries have faced similar situations;

(d) The basic principals of Asteroids and their impact on human lives;

(e) A-Z on Asteroids and A-Z on Disaster Management (sometimes even with information that cannot be gathered from the Internet)

The Head of the Metrological Department firmly states it is not his job to predict about Asteroids and his job is only to inform people about any changes in the whether. 

The Minister of Science and Technology calls a press conference says that the government officials cannot be blamed because;

(a) It was not their job in the first place; 

(b) It happened on a Sunday cum a public holiday and according to government regulations the officers could not be expected to be at their desks on a Sunday morning (‘Do you journalists work on Sundays?’ he asks and a journalist quips ‘No, we just print Monday papers on the previous Friday’); 

(c) The monitoring equipment is expensive and so they were not installed in Sri Lanka;

(d) The only equipment that could detect an Asteroid (an old fashioned telescope) was out of order and the department has not got the money it has asked for repairs 

The Minister of Science and Technology assures that there is no way the Asteroid could bring a new virus from the outer space. He also assures that the water from Ambathale water tank is not contaminated and it is safe to use that water for any activity. To prove his point, the Minister takes a bath in public from the water supplied by Ambathale tank. Next day ‘The Island’ publishes a photograph of him in the front page, taking bath, clad in his underwear. 

The Minister of Science and Technology also predicts another Asteroid hit to Sri Lanka within the next five years. This hits the headlines of all Sinhala newspapers the next day.

A joke, circulated via e-mail tells how the Prime Minister sent a vehicle and messenger to the Katunayake Airport to receive Mr. A.S.Troid.  (The PM is, of course, not amused.)

The opposition leader (ie. the new opposition leader) visits the areas affected by the Asteroid, with her face fully covered with plasters. (The plasters have nothing to do with the Asteroid, she just had a bad fall in the bathroom)

A Buddhist monk with a BSc in Microbiology, points out that it is a great miracle that the Buddha statue in front of the BMICH has faced no harm at all, while the BMICH itself is wiped off completely. 

The Central Bank does an impact assessment and says,  even though a significant part of the Colombo city is destroyed by the Asteroid (of course, except the Buddha statues), the GDP growth rate for the next year will not go down by more than 1%.

The government of Sri Lanka declares that in future nobody will be allowed to build unauthorised buildings within the 300m range from the Colombo city limits. Later, after receiving the comments from the angry public about the mothers of those who imply such rules, this range is changed to 100m..
The Prime Minster assures that this 100m rule is not for structures of any religious nature. (As we all know for sure now, the Buddha statues don’t get damaged by tsunamis or asteroids.)  

So many things happen in the political front………The government blames opposition for inaction; The opposition blames government for inaction; LTTE blames government for not giving equal treatment for Northeast; ; JVP blames everybody for everything; The government declares that it is the moment of national reconciliation and invites all political parties to be a part of the solution; the state media start bashing the opposition; the opposition says whatever said and done secretly, they will fully back the government; JVP alleges that only the personal friends of the President are appointed to committees that distributes Asteroid relief; the President says there will be no election for another six years; the opposition says whether Asteroids or not the country needs democracy…and the list goes on.

Basically, everything is big chaos,...as usual.

AND, AFTER SIX MONTHS:
People start asking “What the hell is an Asteroid”? or “Why do we have to spend so much money for disaster warning systems when so many people are dying because of hunger?” or “Should be bother so much about events that will happen only once in 1,000 years or so?”

And everybody lives happily thereafter…







