Chapter 3 Mitch - anatomy of a hurricane disaster

But such methods are no panacea for landslips. Jon Hellin, a British academic, had been
experunenting with these same methods of soil conservation on trial plots above Choluteca.
Most of the trial site was washed away by Mitch.

Any traveller within Honduras after the disaster would have noticed how many landslips
appeared to be related to roads bult on hillsides. By creating an artificial ‘shelf” part of the
way down hillsides, road construction steepens the slopes above and below. On mountain
roads, such as the country's main highway south from Tegucigalpa to Choluteca, the outer
edge of the road broke away in many places, falling into the valley below. Meanwhile the
rocks on hillsides above, exposed by road construction, plunged down onto the highway,
often blocking it

Other landslips were connected to mining activity. A USGS survey within the El Tigre
National Park. some 40 kilometres from the capital, found a sltde four kilometres long and
60 to 80 melres deep, made up of waste from an old gold mine at El Resario, which had
been dumped in a gully. During the rains, the mine apparently filled with water and overflowed
into the tailings pile. The resulting slide inundated the historic mining town of San Juancuito.

Walls of water

There is increasing enidence that the heavy floods in Tegucigalpa partly resulted from the
breach of damns and lagoons upstream in the hills to the south. What many described asa
‘wall of water’ struck the city shortly before midnight on 30 October. USGS investugators
reported that, shortly before this time. three upstream reservoirs were breached or unleashed
exceptional flows.

First to go was the Los Laureles reservoir. which spilled at 22:45. The cascade of water
caused downsiream flooding in the River Guacerique, which extended into the southern
suburbs of Tegucigalpa, where the river merges with the Choluteca, the main river through
the capital. Here 40 homes slid into the river and at least 20 people died.

Second to go was the Concepcion dam on the River Choluteca, ten kilometres south of
Tegucigalpa. Already full before the rains started. operators reacted to the threat of its
destruction by making what they logged as a ‘high-flow release’ over the reservoir's spillway
at 23 00 that ught. Peak flow towards the capital was 760 cubic metres a second. It was
enough to scour the spillway and channel downstream.

Box 3.1 Pespire’s litany of destruction

In the southern town of Pespire and the community
around 1t. Mitch destrayed 324 houses In seven colonias,
leaving more than 3,000 pecple homeless and 41 dead
Six weeks later, the town secretary Reina Beticia
Molina, seated In the beautiful colomial town hall which
survived the disaster, read the Iitany of destrucuon from
a scrap of paper: three bridges, 13 schools, two
churches and one health centre gone. Twenty-five water
mains broken, B96 acres of maize 1ost, plus 1,251 acres
of rice and 392 acres of beans, 109 cattle lost. Refugees
were peing billeted in schools and private homes. She
had five farmilies In her house alone.

She said: “A wave of water ran through the town around
midnight very fast, and thera were rocks falling from the
chiffs.” In the town itself, most people had fled the rising
ficods and only three died. but in surrounding calonias

many died from rock falls. We toured several blocks of
total devastation, about one hundred metres from what
was by then a small, placid river that you could wade
across, but which days earlier had risen by some 15
metras and surged through the lower town.

The town’s menfolk had repaired most of the water mains,
which carmied spning water from surrounding hills to the
town The day | was there the mayor was in the capital
secking funds from the government and banks. Thay
wanted to plant a park on the flooded land and buy new
land to rebuild homes elsewhere. The Roman Catholic
community, whose 200-year-old colomal church was the
largest refugee centra in the town, nad alrsady committed
cash, The task of reconstruction for this commutity of
30,000 people, a tiny speck on the map of Handuras,
looks daunting. But they have begun,
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Finally. and probablv most damagingly came the failure of the Laguna de Pescado. This
natural reservorr, Just south of Tegucigalpa on a tributary of the Choluteca, formed some
years ago after a landslip blocked the river. The authorities never got round to removing it
and this year heavy seasonal rains during October had filled it to the brim. Then, at about
23.00 on 30 October, locals told investigators from the USGS that "z large proporton of the
natural dam failed, sending a flood wave down the channel” The level of the Choluteca
quickly rose by several metres.

Similar stories may explain other ‘walls of water’ that hit other towns. Pespire, for instance
{see box 3.1), suffered an extraordinary river surge and 1s also just downstream of a large
dam.

The country's largest dam. the EI Cajon hydroelectric reservoir on the River Humuya.
survived the floods - just. At one point, water in the reservoir was two metres above its
design capacity. Operators evacuated about a thousand people living downstream while
they carried out an emergency lowering of the water level, But the reservoir's future remains
1n doubt. Mitch reduced the capacity of the reservoir, which can supply up to a third of the
nation's electricity. The flood waters from the deforested catchments of the Hurmuya and
Yure rivers that feed the reservoir brought down large amounts of silt and debns from
landslips. which has reduced the storage capacity of the reservoir.

Demograpﬁj' and poverty

Neither Honduras nor Nicaragua is overpopulated by the standards of most Asian countries
Honduras's population density is just 51 per square kilometre But the population 1s
risung by 3.1 per cent a year, one of the highest in the world. It has quadsrupled since 1950
to more than six million This mcrease, combined with poverty and continuing urbamzation
has led many of therr cities 10 house people in disaster-prone situations on riverbanks and
steep hillsides. Tegucigalpa, for instance, has built onto bolh the floodplain of the rivers
that run through 1t and the steep hills that surround it. Few doubted that these were
undesirable places to live, since only the poorest people in the meanest accommeodation
with the worst services lived there,

A study of the macro-economics of Honduras is beyond the scope of thus chapter But the
scale of the disaster that has hut the country cannot be disentangled from its status as the
second-poorest country in the western hermisphere (after Haitu). Tes poor health services
and other mnfrastructure and emergency services lefl it ill-equipped to cope. Among its many
economuc problems are an international debt which, at around USS 4.5 billion. comfortably
exceeds its annual GDP (requiring almost 40 per cent of government spending to service).
and an over-reliance for its foreign currency on a few cash crops - bananas coffee. melons.
sugar. timber, pineapples and shrimps. The latter is a legacy of its domuinauon by a few
foreign corporations. Not for nothing was Honduras the first country to attract the
disparaging label ‘banana republic’,

The destabilizing legacy of the banana continues to this day with what the country secs as
blatant ciscrimunation agamst its crop by the European Union (EU} Despite Nicaragua
and Honduras having a large share of world production, the EU resiricts their shee to just
seven per cent of its own markel, giving preference to former French and British colontes
Amernican banana growers in Honduras. including Chiguita and Dole Food. have taken the
1ssue to the World Trade Organization.

Aftermath

Honduras proved. in many ways, far more resilient to Mitch than outsiders had supposed
in the immediate aftermath of the hurricane. In the first few days, large amounts of food awd
were sent to the country. The US government alone sent 3,636 tonnes. But it quickly
emerged that (here was little real shortage of food in the country as a whole, According to the
US Agency for International Development (USAID): “The staple crops did not sustain as
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much damage as the cash crops because the former are grown on higher ground. Because
staple crops are relatively undamaged. there is an ample supply of local food in the market.”
The problem, until the roads were repaired. was one not of supply but of food storage and
distribution. Indeed, argued Chris Bland of the UN Children's Fund (UNICEF), the foed aid
posed a danger of driving down local prices and so disrupting local markets.

Lakewise the expected epidemics did not immediately materialize. There were small ourbrealks
in towns where sanitary conditions were worst. A month after the disaster, the Pan-American
Health Orgaruzation {PAHO) reported some 2.700 cases of malaria in Nicaragua and 1,900
in Honduras; plus 1.400 suspected cases of cholera in Guatemala and 40 in Nicaragua;
and 1,200 cases of dengue fever each in Honduras and Nicaragua. But there were only a
handful of fatalities from these diseases or from leptospirosis (a fever carried by rats).

Longer-term concerns remained, however. On the food side, the greatest concern soon
became future crops. The country had lost most of its seed stocks for future planting. The
World Bank-funded Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research set up an
emergency effort to get new sceds to small farmers in time for December planting,

And on the health side, with many sewage and water supply systems destroyed or in a bad
state of repair, the risks remained. The PAHO says that "the big item” for health “is
reconstruction of the water systern.”

There were, too, unexpected risks. The flood waters liberated’ thousands of landmines left
behind after the wars that hit the region in the 1980s. Before Mitch, the whereabouts of
most of the minefields were known. Now they could be anywhere.

Emergency relief aid can be a mixed blessing, [t can save lives, but can swiftly generate
dependency. Bland at UNICEF said six weeks after Mitch: "We must bring the emergency to
an end as soon as possible, get people out of the shelters and back rebuilding their lives.”

Box 3.2 Choluteca: “Hurricanes never come here”

Standing on the edge of the River Choluteca in the town
of the same name, | watched refugee women wash
their clothes in the flow. A man approached me with a
map He pointed to the spot where we were standing. It
was 50 metres, or twa blocks, from the former edge of
the river. The river had simply washed everything away
and taken a new, seemngly permanent, path Bshind
us was more destruction, stretching two more blocks
back from the nver before there were habitable houses,
and for a couple of kilometres or more upstream
towards a Japanese-funded suspension bridge that
survived the flood.

The women said that the entire Pedro Dias coloma had
been washed away, and most of the Buenos Aires
colorua too More than a hundred people died, despite
a functioning evacuation systermn. Nobady had beileved
the flood warrings when they came. “Hurricanes never
come here,” said Lidia Rosa Paz bleakly.

Walking over the dried-cut mud of the new river bank,
I found | was walking on the roofs of houses that had
been entirely engulfed by mud brought down by the
floods from the deforested hills above. As it dries, this
silt has begun to blow. The entire town wag hit by dust

storms as winds whipped up the silt, and in a scene
similar to a spreading desert, dunes are forming where
once there were houses. Dotted across the landscape
werg empty metal containers of the kind put on large
trucks, They had been washed hundreds of yards from
a container park and had crashed into buildings ang
been wrapped round tress.

Above the river's high water mark, several hundred
metres away, some 400 people from 83 families
sheltered in an gignt-room scrnool This was just one of
dozens of refugee centres in the city and the surrounding
area, housing thousands of people. Their only source
of water was a single tap draining a large water bag
placed on the school porch by an aid agency.

In contrast with the people of Pespire, these peopte
seem lethargic and reluctant to take charge of their
destiny. Nobody was rebuillding Youths siept in
hammocks through the afternoon. Back on the river,
two men werg steerng an ox-drawn cart through the
waist-high water. They were dredging wet sit into z tub
and hauling it ashore — to make mud bricks for building.
But they said they were working for a distant
entrepraneur, not the local commumity.
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He saw. even then. the ernergence of a dependerncy cullure. Refugees in Choluteea lay in their
hammocks in relief shelters just yards from their former homes, awailing efforts by others
to rebuild their lives.

“People who don't need it are going to the shelters to get food.” he said. “The shelters are
undermining the social pattern of self-help. * And the shelters were coming under political
patronage Politicians. religious leaders and others were adopting shelters and lobbying to
get extra assistance for ‘their’ shelters.

Nonetheless, many visitors to Honduras after Mitch remarked on the willingness of stricken
cornmunities to help thewmselves, DFID's initial report spoke of the “striking feature [of the]
self-help of cormmuruties thernselves. Most lives were saved and vulnerable people helped by
ndigenons efforts,” it said, adding that “the strength of local governiment was a key tactor.”
By contrast. DFID painted a less flattering portrait of international rebef agencies: “The UN
could have been more assertive in terms of providing guidance...and donors more
conscientious -~ and less competitive — in deferring to UN coordination.”

Within days of the hurricane, people all over Honduras were excavating the mud from their
old homes or just starling again, building amid the mud and debris of landslips. In
Tegucigalpa. teams of students and young people wielded spades and picks to clear mounds
of silt and debris from riverside streets Within a week of the colornia of Miramesi being
washed away, the former residents were discussing setting up a business enterprise to
raise money to build a new Miramesi somewhere else. Well-developed communities, such as
the town of Pespire, were alive with people rebulding,

Self-helpers were not aided by apparent confusion within government. Word went out that
the government had given the order not to repair buildings close to the river. But many
individual communities said local officials had told thern they were allowed to rebuild their
homes by the rivers if they wished.

Learning from mistakes

At ihe municipal level, there are high hopes that city authorides can learn from past mistakes,
without breaking the bank. The UNDP noted in a report imimediately after Mitch that
“casualties [1n Honduras] were lower in areas where early warning systems and commuruty
organization for disaster response has been established.” This was most notable in northern
towns that had been tut hard by Hurricane Fifi in 1974, which killed some 5,000 Hondurans.

San Pedro Sula had responded to Fifi by banning new building in flocd-prone areas, and by
reforesting hillsides, maintaining drainage channels and strengthening bridges. But the
city fathers knew this might not be enough. When Mitch hit, they had an evacuation plan
with 250 designated sheliers ready to reeeive 60.000 people from known high-risk areas.
Similarly. after a hurricane in 1992, Marlon Lara. the mayor of the coastal town of Puerto
Cortes, put tn storm drains and kept them maintained. Result: no deaths this time.

In La Ceiba, many citizens were saved by prompt evacuation systems organized by the local
Red Cross. “We had the experience of Hurricane Fifi in 1974 to draw on.” said Atlantida
branch vice-president Rosario Arias. “We got 10.000 out before Mitch struck, and thai s
why only nine people lost their ives here.”

Steve Maber at the World Bank said a radio network set up for a health information
campaign in remote viilages was successfully used during Mitch to warn remote viliages
about coming floods and landslides. “In some of the villages peaple were saved by it.” he
saucl, notably the village of Orlancho in the Mosquito department where there are no phones.

Better mapping could be a key to better hazard avordance and protection In the weeks after
the disaster, the USGS began a detailed mapping exercise that, it claimed. could help
predict future landships. design bridges that would not be washed away in floods aud so on.
It could also help identify areas for flood diversion upstream of cines, an idea proposed by

Maber
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The politics of reconstiruction

The Honduran government has drawn up a nanional emergency strategy to minimize the
impact of future hurncanes. Thas follows the work of the USGS and a report from the World
Bank's team under Maber. Expertise for the project will come with a US$ 625 million aid
package from the World Bank 1t is based on a similar Bank-inspired strategy for the
Bahamas, and [ocuses on improving communications and warning systems, as well as
strengthening infrastructure. “The next step is to define the s1ze of the project, but it will
probably invoive bullding fiood defence walls, gabion walls and flood attenuation [diversion]
ponds,” says Maber.

The politics of reconstruction are likely to play a major role in national politics, and in the
country's relations with the international community, for rnany years to come. The UNDP

Box 3.3 Immediate humanitarian imperatives

From the start, relief workers knew Hurricane Mitch
was the big one. The sheer scale of rainfall, flooding,
landslides and geographical coverage of the destruc-
tion were unprecedented. Millions of people could be
threatened.

In all emergency operations, high-nsk decisions must
be taken early on, often based on unverifiable
govemment estimatas. Facts change wildly from day to
day Search and rescue, medical relief, food aid, shelter
and rehabititation ssues all had to be assessed and
prioritized almost simuitaneously In a disaster the size
of Mitch, the implications of a wrong decision or no
decision were equally huge

Inittal Ife-saving evacuations were undertaken by local
people and relef teams Local branches of the Red
Cross worked with civilans and the army to find and
move the warst-affected people into temporary shelters.
Military and local authorities reopened roads and
temporarly restored river crossings

A major threat in the first few weeks was from the rapid
spread of infectious diseases After the initial inundation
and nsk of drowring, most floods kill through lack of
clean water. Cholera can guickly spread through
contaminated water. And the floods teft behind vast
tracts of stagnant water — ideal breeding grounds for
the mosquitces which spread malaria and dengue fever.
Agencies worked to hmit possible epidemics by
providing clean water, drug kits to dea! with cholera,
and spraying equipment to attack mosguitoes. No ma-
jor epidemics broke out. Maybe preventive action was
pivotal in this, maybe luck played a role

First reports and assessments confirmed the floods
had devastated food crops, especially banana and
coffee plantations, as well as shattenng distribution
networks, With food in short supply, prices would rise.
Tens of thousands had lost their |obs and incomes
overnight as businesses were washed away. Unable
to grow therr own stapies. they would be forced to buy

food at inflated prices. The next harvest was in May -
six months after the disaster. Aid agencies were worried
that those hit hardest by the hurricane, faced with
rebuilding homes and livelihoods, would face rea
preblems getting enough to eat. Famine was not looming.
but an acute food security cnsis threatened those least
able to cope.

Quick action was needed. Food-aid supply systems
were set up to provide, In effect, a subsidy to the most
vulnerabie. Where possible, food was bought [ocally.
But in the hardest hit areas there was no food to buy, so
it was imported from the nearest sources — Panama
and Costa Rica.

Was the diagnosis wrong? Some have argued that mil-
lions of dollars were wasted on unnecessary food aid
which only undermined local markets. After all, it was
the cash crops like bananas which were far worse hit
than the staples. Bui in a disaster such as Mitch, food
costs will always soar as stocks become scarce. Food
aid may not so much undermine local markets as
stabilize food prices at pre-disaster levels and subsidize
stapies for the hardest hit ~ more important than
ensuring the profits of a few opportunistic local traders.,

in the past few years the term ‘complex emergency’
has come to mean conflict and starvation. But, as Mitch
shows, every large disaster is complex. Risks are high
and relief agencies must make quick decisions in order
to save ives Emergency relief is not about weighing up
short-term needs against possible long-term effects.

This sort of conditionalty, whether founded in economics
or concem for human rights, 15 anathema to the creed
of humannananism. A dactor treats a gun-shot wound
whether the victim 1s a mass murderer or a policeman —
and if the patient later goes out and kills someone, that
does not invalidarte the dector's decision to save his or
her Iife So too, humanitarians alteviate acute suffering
urgently and immediately, unconstrained by the potential
‘what-ifs' of an uncertain future.
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said immediately after the disaster that “reconstruction should support more just and
susfainable development in which reduction of exposure to the effects of natural disasters
is taken into account”. It warned against perpetuating the “victous eircle of populalion
growth, environmental degradation and poverty”™.

But same say reconsiruction has got off on the wrong foot, with a drive towards large
‘technical fixes’ ralher than socially- and environmentally-responsive programmes. There
are also fears that it could be crippled by corruption. Mario Gutierrez, proprietor of the
Enghsh-language weekly newspaper Honduras This Weelk, used his column after Mitch to
attack corrupt construction companies. He noted how old stone-built bndges in the capital
had survived Mitch., whereas newer concrete and steel structures built by constiruction
companies had been felled. His concern was heightened by a gavernment announcement
that normal rules of competitive bidding for public works contracts were to be suspended
durng reconstruction.

However, UNICEF's Chris Bland, who has lived and worked in Honduras for 20 years, is
less worried about the setback to the country’s physical development, “What I fear most is
not the physical loss of infrastructure, but the loss of 20 years of cerebral development,” he
satd. “We have worked hard here to develop community-based development, giving priority
to small-scale and rural projects, concentrating on helping the poor. That is the path to
sustainable development.” But he feared that in the aftermath of Mitch such considerations
were being seen as an unnecessary luxury. Engineers and technocrats were again riding
roughshod. “Social 1ssues are going on the back-burner.” he said. “Issues of sustainability
are being ignored.” Rural water-supply projects would lose out to big civil engineering
schemes 1o build city sewers. The result would be a new burst of migrants from villages to
the ciues; more shantly towns on river banks and unstable hillsides — primed for the next
disaster.

Bland identified 2 major problemn present wherever relief and development cultures clash.
In an emergency situation, both host governments and relief agencies need to employ clear
command and control structures o respond in the swiftest and most effective way. Once
disasters like Mitch strike and people are close to death or far from help, it 1s not the time
to form committees and ponder options.

When the emergency services in wealtlner countries arrive on the scene of a car-crash or fire,
they act quickly and instinctively, since the situation usually requires technical raiher than
policy-level decisions. Nor do they hang around for long The challenge for aid agencies is to
know when to leave. or when to switch from the ‘top-down’ emergency mind-set to the
longer-term bottom-up’ developmental perspective needed for rehabilitation and recovery.

This period of transition. from emergency Lo recovery, starts before the mud has even dred.
“The foundations for recovery are laid at the time of the disaster.” says John Rogge of
UNDP's Disaster Management Team, “but who 1s responsible for transitional activities?”
The UN's Disaster Assessment and Coordination teams (UNDAC) which jet into disaster
zones around the world have only a three-week emergency mandate and then leave a vacuwn
behind them.

But if recovery begins immediately, then rehabilitation and recovery needs must be assessed
simultaneously with the relefl operation: “Should we be giving them tents or nails and
hammers?” as Rogge puts it. Since rehabilitation can be threatened by ‘top-down’ priorites.
it is the role of non-governmental organizations, national Red Cross societies and local civi
society to team up with the big international financial institutions now funding recovery in
order to ensure that rehabilitation benefits communities at every level. And to get beyond
‘infrastructure wish-lists’ to address the man-made mistakes which turned Mitch from
natural disaster into human {ragedy.
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relief’ The Guardan,
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Web sites
American Red Cross: http://www._redcross.org/disaster

Central Florida Lbrary Cooperative Hurricane and Weather Resources: http://cilc.net/
hurricana.htm

International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies' http://www.frc.org

International Federation-supperted community-based disaster preparedness http.//
www. disaster.info.desastres.net/federacian

Honduran gavernment (San Pedro Sula municipality): http://www.honduras.com/msps
Honduras This Week: http://www.marrder.com/htw/
Pan-Amencan Health Organization: http://www.paho.org/english/ped/pedmitch.htm

United States Center for Integration of Natural Disaster Information: http//cindi.usgs.gov/
events/mitch/cent_amer.htmi

United States Geclogical Survey: hitp://www.usgs.org
United States National Hurricana Center: http//www.nhec.noaa.gov

Warld Meteorological Qrganization. http://www.wmo.ch
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