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Honduras, Nicaragua, Guatemala, and El Salvador

DEVASTATION LEFT BEHIND BY HURRICANE MITCH

This natural phenomenon,  to be expected in the Caribbean during this time of year, came on the heels of Hurricane George, which battered the islands of Puerto Rico, Santo Domingo-Haiti and Cuba.  On top of that, August saw the arrival of heavy rains and flooding in southern Mexico, mainly in the State of Chiapas.  All of this dealt a severe blow to parts of Guatemala, above all in the Department of El Quiche, where a landslide took many lives.

The wrath of Hurricane Mitch

In the beginning, no one foresaw that Hurricane Mitch would choose such a  ruthless pursuit into the heart of Central America.  October 26-27, it struck the Atlantic Coast of Guatemala, Belize, and Honduras.  It then traveled along the Honduran coastline, causing incredible destruction, perhaps never before seen since Hurricane Fifi leveled the same area in 1974,  killing 14,000.  Mitch inflicted severe damage in northwestern  Nicaragua, causing tremendous destruction that will require years to overcome. Turning around, Mitch made its way across El Salvador and Guatemala and out into the Gulf of Mexico.  It’s important to note that no Brothers, schools or belongings of the Congregation suffered any affects or material damage as a consequence of the hurricane.

The human face of the tragedy

This monumental natural disaster has brought about a great human tragedy, the consequences of which are still coming to light.  An approximate number of victims will appear at the end of this account.  We know that behind the raw data dramatic stories of individuals and families cry out to be told.

The tragedy in HONDURAS

The Brothers in Honduras have two communities, in Comayagua and Choluteca.  Both have opened their doors to attend to the needs of those displaced by this calamity, which has taken on legendary proportions.  The death toll now stands at 6,500, and there’s talk of a million being left homeless.

The impact on Comayagua

The Brothers in Comayagua are doing okay.  We’ve welcomed a family with all their household belongings  into our home, and we’re helping them clean the mud out of their house.  We shared their anxiety from the very beginning, and then their great relief on seeing that the water didn’t destroy as much as they had feared.

Future Horizons hasn’t been damaged either.  As in the rest of the country, classes at the high school have been called off, and we’ve been asked to make an assessment of the harm suffered by our students.  The students have collected clothing,  food, and a little bit of money, and we’ve brought it over to La Libertad, a nearby area flattened by mudslides.  A teacher at our school has lost his house and all his belongings.  He faces a very uncertain future as his losses have been beyond belief.  All roads north and south of us are cut off.  Potholes are the least of our worries. Imagine collapsed bridges and fallen mountainsides. The only thing up and running is the US airbase at Palmerola. There’s nothing but bad news from the north, the capital, and the south.  La Libertad, a town in Comayagua,  has been devastated by the rains.  On Friday, October 30th, a tremendous mass of rocks, trees and mud formed on the top of a mountain.  After that, it rampaged down through the town, wiping out everything.  A week later, everything is a mélange of mud, tree trunks, a stench, and who knows how many dead people.  A 25-mile highway connecting this area with Comayagua was being paved at the time, and the trucks and all the heavy equipment were washed away.  It’s thought that 70 workers perished.

An alarming situation in Choluteca

The news we’re receiving from Brothers in that city is truly alarming.  They’ve been without power for a week.  This has brought on a scarcity of water; they can’t pump the little they have left.  They endure long lines to obtain fuel.  Food is running out, and there’s no place to buy any.  Communication is out of the question.  Help is arriving by air.  Classes can’t  resume as the schools are overflowing with refugees.  Bodies keep turning up, and they’re buried in common graves.  This is a cattle-raising area, and it produces sugar cane, prawns, and melons.  Everything’s been lost  The Brothers continue passing out  food at the refugee centers, encouraging people and paying non-stop attention to radio transmissions.

Storm damage in Taulabe

After losing so much, the parish is organized and the people more united than ever in their resolve to rebuild.  Nobody seriously injured.  Everyone’s enthusiastic and looking to the future.  At the parish center, community members are bringing in food (basic grains).  It’s being stored in silos and will be distributed as needs arise.

In each village, a census is being  undertaken to identify those most in need.  The road uphill  from La Mision to the kindergarten has been cut off by flood streams.  Last Thursday access to Ocoman was restored.  About fifty men from the surrounding communities are clearing away debris and repairing the bridge over the river.  Further on, up in the countryside, a storm surge washed away everything, leaving in its wake huge boulders and uprooted trees.  Roads are impassable, strewn with tree trunks.  No reports of damage in La Laguna, but we’ve heard the village of Choloma is about to be washed away by mudslides.  In Bacadia, a bridge in the upper part of the village has been rebuilt, and traffic can once again get through.  In Jardines, the main highway was cut off by flash flooding.  Several homes were swept away.  Cleanup efforts have started up.  There’s no access to La Mision .  In El Carrizal, everything’s buried in mud.  

Marist communities in NICARAGUA

In Nicaragua, we have two communities (Esteli and Condega) which took the full brunt of the storm unleashed by the hurricane.

Condega is a relatively small town.  At the moment, it’s estimated that there are about 5,000 people homeless.  350 homes have been diappeared.  No word yet on the number of dead, sure to be considerably high.  The major problem is a lack of drinking water, electrical power, and communication.  Most bridges along access routes are washed out.  Relief efforts are being hampered by massive mudslides and rocks covering access roads.  An even greater problem is the destruction of the harvest which the local people were just about to bring in.  There’s nothing left.  More than likely, the city of Condega is in for tremendous food shortages.  The torrents of rain and disastrous floods have washed away the fertile soil of many mountainsides and valleys, leaving the whole area unfit for agriculture in the foreseeable future.  The Brothers have opened the doors of their school to disaster victims, especially the homeless, to look after their most pressing needs. Telephone service is still out.

In Esteli, the catastrophic storm has brought about equally dire results.  There’s word that up to 35,000 have been injured and around 1000 homes totally or partially destroyed.  Those still standing are filled up with mud, stones and everything else imaginable.  About 90% of the crop yield  has been lost.  The Brothers wasted no time in opening their high school  to take care of victims, eventually taking in about 600 people, all it could hold.  The Brothers joined with city officials in distributing disaster relief aid provided by the Danish government.  At least 60 other refugee centers were set up in the city of Esteli, similar to the one improvised by the Brothers.  Torrential rains made October 27th the most unbearable day of all.  Presently the Brothers are also involved in attempts to count the number of people needing aid.  From all appearances, disaster relief will be left in the hands of church officials.  At the very outset, the government refused to declare a state of emergency out of political expediency.  They wanted to silence critics concerning their bureaucratic ineptitude, and were eager to put relief efforts into the hands of the Bishops Conference.  It’s very much to be hoped that the aid will reach all those most in need in a respectful and timely way.

A rebirth from the ashes

Storm damage isn’t the only tragedy in Nicaragua these days.  Many other places in the country have suffered equally devastating happenings.  We’re talking about the Casitas volcano in Chinandega, causing at least 2,000 deaths and leaving many more homeless after an eruption obliterated five villages.

Reconstruction efforts will have to focus on replacing countless washed out bridges and highways, providing shelter for families, distributing food in lieu of ruined harvests, opening new roads to reach isolated towns, and restoring power lines for electricity and telephone service.

One of the projects the Brothers of the Central American province are thinking of is to help overcome the pressing need for housing by setting up financial aid for the homeless to find shelter, however temporary.  In the meantime, the Brothers have already given out assistance to alleviate the suffering all around them.

Destruction in GUATEMALA

In Guatemala the relentless pounding of rain and wind from Hurricane Mitch lasted for five days.  The storm, even though it wasn’t quite as devastating as  it was in passing over Nicaragua and Honduras, nevertheless caused just as many floods, ruined just as many crops, and destroyed just as many homes, power stations, highways, and bridges…  The death toll is approaching 300, and the number of homeless may reach one million.  Some areas are still completely out of touch with the outside world due to downed power lines.

The Little Sisters, side by side with the people

The four Little Sisters of Mary are at work in the refugee centers that have sprung up.  They write: “We’ve taken up work here in the heart of the parish, San Julian, in Zone 6 of the Guatemalan capital, an area not under the jurisdiction of Guatemala city but of Chinautla.  Within the nine or ten colonias covered by the parish, we’re focusing principally on Santa Faz, which in turn is divided into two major groups: those  dwelling in Santa Faz and those who are pouring in from the deep canyons which surround the area. Most of the latter group live in champas (one or two-room hovels put together from plywood and/or boards).  So the people we’re working with  include those who rely on steady employment and are fairly well-off, and then everyone else, those who subsist on the handouts and leftovers that turn up now and then…  Early in the morning on November 2nd, landslides and rivers of mud were set in motion, the result of heavy rains for three straight days.  Some families found shelter in a meeting hall.  As the morning wore on, the situation became critical for all the families in the area.  With Anita, we were the first ones to evacuate the families.  Daisy and Maria took charge of rounding them up in the chapel which the Santa Faz basic ecclesial community had just finished building a short time ago.  About an hour or two later, the mayor showed up with city workers to give us a hand, but by then so many people were coming to us, with all they could salvage, that we asked him to let us use the school in Santa Faz.  All told, there are 150 families at the school, 31 in the chapel, and 9 at the meeting hall.  Between the clinic and the city marketplace (which for sure haven’t yet reopened for business ), there are 40 more families.  On Saturday we made contact with 55 families who’ve remained in their makeshift dwellings, at great risk from impending landslides, unable to leave for lack of safe shelter on higher ground.  There are probably many more families at risk.  Everyday our community has dedicated itself to being present to all in need.  Gradually we’re trying to get these very same people to move on, assuring them that we’ll continue to remain at their side.  We don’t know how much longer all this can go on, but we think it’s going to be for a long time.  This is the situation now: two intertwined realities are coming into play – the present state of emergency and planning for the future (Where are all these people going to live?).  Some families are homeless, others are living in imminent peril, and still others are waiting for disaster to strike again down the road.  On top of all this, weather in the region has been unpredictable. The sun didn’t appear for three days, and then yesterday afternoon, when it did come out, a steady drizzle fell.  In addition, since last Wednesday, the mayor has been urging families whose flimsy houses are still standing to return home!  You’re right - it’s unbelievable!  We’re asking ourselves, doesn’t he care about the fate of those people?  Even if the soil dries out, conditions in the canyon are so unsettled.  There’s no way the people can go back there - the entire area is uninhabitable!  Even though a lot of work remains to be done at the shelters and for the families down in the valley, we believe we’re making progress as we continue our work together.  Without a doubt the vexing problem of housing stands out as our top priority.  For a long time now, the parish has been intent on raising the consciousness of the settlers in this region to demand their rights concerning the decent housing they deserve.   As we see it, these happenings have only impelled us to quicken the pace of all our endeavors.  Therefore, as a community, we’ve buckled down to work with everyone in small groups, trying to draw up effective proposals asking for decent housing. One of our worst fears is that the mayor may suffer a fit of  “efficiency”, try to repair the roads, oblige flood victims to return to their mud-filled domains, and try to “relocate” homeless families in other unsafe areas.  We’re afraid the people of the canyon may give up hope and yearn to return to their abandoned houses. We’re afraid that as everything seems to be returning to normal, people may begin to underestimate the risks of this danger-laden time. We’re also aware that if some return home while others stay in the shelters, the force behind their demands for better housing will be weakened, and that will be a tremendous setback.  Facing all this, we’re looking into the possibility of drawing up a plan for buying land and building homes, and letting the Brothers of the Province of Central America serve as intermediaries in parceling them out to those in most need.  Today we spoke about this with Brother Xavier Espinoza, the Provincial.  How we hope all this is doable!

Mitch in EL SALVADOR

The impact of this hurricane wasn’t as great in El Salvador, even though persistent rains did cause flooding comparable to those in neighboring countries.  The Brothers in the city of San Miguel and those in the community at Ateos (in the department of La Libertad) opened their centers to take care of homeless families.  Victims have been given clothing, food and medicine.  It’s true that there were no deaths in the area, but the rampaging flood waters have left quite a number of families homeless.  El Salvador did suffer fatalities, although to a lesser extent than in the countries already mentioned.

Why always the poor?  Why always the same ones?

Without a doubt, Central America has suffered misfortunes of all kinds in the last few decades.  In the ‘80’s, there were civil wars against injustice.  There were earthquakes, in 1972 in Managua, in 1976 in Guatemala, in 1986 in El Salvador… Now it’s Mitch’s turn.  Natural disasters are so difficult to predict and control.  No one can escape the dreaded reality of nature’s calamities.  Even so, one must also speak out about the reality of injustice, from which we can indeed be freed, and which we do not have to accept as inevitable.  Let’s look at Guatemala City and all those families affected by earthquakes, and right now, all those who are living in slum areas, or high-risk places we call “barrancos”, zones where families are cooped up in little lean-tos, piled one on top of another along canyon rims or steep ledges, in shabbily built houses, lacking basic needs which any human being is entitled to.  Why is this so?  Each day between 800 and a 1,000 people pour into this capital city in search of work and better opportunities, which they rarely find.  They must submit to atrocious living conditions in their search for housing and a decent job.  They get along on salaries averaging 90 to 100 dollars a month.  These people swell the populations of already marginalized barrios, running all kinds of risks.  When natural disasters strike, these men, women, and children are the first ones in line, after already being the victims of a disastrous social injustice system, which exploits them in most inhumane ways.  Here is a country where 2% of the population holds ownership over almost 70% of the land.  These considerations as well as many others reveal why the poor are always at the top of the list of society’s most afflicted members.  If  we use x-ray vision to look at this reality of injustice, it will furnish us with all the evidence we need.

The answer is Solidarity

The solidarity that’s called for will always be two-fold: one in emergency circumstances, and the other in building a future for so many victimized families.  First of all, these people are crying out for immediate help.  Above all, however, they seek a world of justice which will allow them to live with human dignity, to have a steady, worthwhile job, to provide for their family’s health and happiness, to see to the education for their children, and to feel secure in every sense of the word.

As Brothers, we’ve been receiving many signs of solidarity, starting with our Superior General, other Marist provinces, and people associated with the Brothers.  Donations have been coming in, which we’re using as emergency aid for homeless families and individuals.  The amount of work ahead of us is immense, and the devastation we’re dealing with far exceeds the  scarce resources we have at our disposal.  The Spanish Red Cross estimates that it will take at least ten years to get our Central American economies back on track.  It’s expected that the European Union will rearrange its current priorities and direct upwards of one billion dollars to the region’s reconstruction.  All our thanks for your solidarity and brotherhood.

Action plans

We think the following areas need to be addressed right away:

· The purchase of basic grains (rice, corn, and beans) and silos for storage

· Housing construction 

· Sanitary needs: water purifiers and medicine.

Note from the IBS

The International Bureau of Solidarity (IBS) at the Generalate advises that Provinces, or schools, who wish to make contributions to the long term relief and rehabilitation work of the Brothers in these countries, can direct contributions to the Econome General.  These contributions should be indicated as for the Central American Relief Fund. 

Such funds would be sent to the affected regions after consultation with the Marist Provincials of the regions affected. The Spanish Provinces will also be involved in their own campaigns and that of aid through SED (the NGO of the Marist Spanish Provinces).   

In this bulletin, “Update” has brought together news from Br. Santiago Otero of Guatemala, from the Brothers in Honduras, and from the Little Sisters of Mary.

	THE HUMAN TOLL

	
	DEAD
	INJURED
	MISSINS
	HOMELESS

	Belize
	0
	0
	0
	60.000

	Costa Rica
	8
	0
	2
	4.000

	Guatemala
	228
	276
	0
	1.000.000

	Honduras
	6.500
	10.114
	11.000
	1.400.000

	Mexico
	6
	0
	0
	13.000

	Nicaragua
	3.800
	230
	1.840
	763.146

	Panama
	1
	0
	0
	8.000

	El Salvador
	239
	0
	135
	58.963

	Apprx TOTALS
	10.782
	10.620
	12.977
	3.307.109

	Source: NOAA (USA) and agencies.. “El País”, November 8, 1998
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