High-tech, low-tech The plans for post-earthquake reconstruction in Armema came to a standsill as the former
Soviet Umion broke up Now, like tn so many countries, it is up to each family to secure thewr own future In the
harsh clumate of the Caucasus, the gathering of fuel-wood has become a central part of dailv life. To buv the fuel

the fanuiy needs to survive the winter costs the equivalent of 14 months of the normal mnmmum wage
Armenia, 1993, Ian Berry/Magnum
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Of course, the control exercised by
the old Soviet authorities -whose sys-
tems are only slowly being replaced
in the Caucasus through market re-
forms, especially in Azerbaijan -
means that local authorities can pro-
vide increasingly out-of-date lsts
of the names and addresses of every
pensioner and disabled person for
food parcel distribution but, in
some places, getting a truck to deliver
parcels still means a bureaucratic ap-
plication to the same local authority
for an allocation of transport, as effi-
cient private firms are thin on the
ground.

Among the millions in the Cau-
casus dubbed “social cases”, pension-
ers are a good example of those made
vulnerable by this crisis, having been
previously protected to a limited ex-
tent by the communist State with low
but universal benefits and free serv-
wces, including medical care. Most of
them were born from 1900 to 1930 into
peasant-based agricultural societies
with no welfare “nets” to catch those
in need. Today their lives have re-
verted to destitution in societies
whose transformation over 70 years
began to dismantle the older support
mechanisms of extended rural fami-
lies, close communities and the
church or mosque. Those without
family or living alone are usually in
the greatest need with the least re-
sources.

As agencies work at the margin,
helping the victums of these economic
and political disasters with food par-
cels, medical supplies and hygiene
items, the greater needs in the Cau-
casus are increasingly structural and
overwhelming - for jobs and money,
peace, security and stability. Apart
from the particular problems of Ar-
menia’s stretched supply lines, har-
vests have been poor so food is ex-
pensive and getting costher by the
day, forcing the State to provide an
almost universal ration of bread, fre-
quently made from wheat imported
at high cost and paid for in hard cur-
rency

Although rural populations may
remain better fed, with many fami-
lies laving down large stocks of pick-
led, salted and dried foods, agricul-
tural production is being affected by

the lack of fuel, machine parts, ferti-
liser and insecticide. With privatisa-
tion of agriculture and land high on
the list of priorities for most newly-
independent States, a new factor
growing 1n all three countries is the
resistance or outrightrefusal by farm-
ers to sell their crops to the State at
any price because they do not trust
the new local currencies or even the
rouble.

There are two particular factors
common to all three countries which
have a direct impact on both the abil-
ity of the governments to target and
help the most vulnerable and on the
level of assistance international hu-
manitarian agencies can offer in sup-
port: information and coordination.

Under the Soviet system, informa-
tion was tightly controlled and, while
a great deal was collected, the flow
of information was mainly one way:
towards those in command. Despite
commitments to democracy and
more open government, information
is still slowly collected, hard to ob-
tain and sometimes of poor quality.
That situation 1s worsening as the
salaries and morale of many informa-
tion collectors - such as doctors, civil
servants and transport staff - fall,
while conflict and mass population
movements make observation and
reporting far harder

Buta time of rapid change is when
good quality, recent information 1s
most valuable, especially in disasters
where swift decision-making fre-
quently saves lives. In the Caucasus,
limited information about food, fuel
and drugs - or, more importantly,
about hunger, cold and disease - is
making many more people increas-
ingly vulnerable and limiting what
both government and international
agencies can do.

Even with better information, the
effective coordination of government
and humanitarian agencies, and their
relief operations, is crucial, yet in each
country there is a plethora of minis-
tries and orgamusations whose respon-
sibilities and roles overlap or leave
gaps, while the individuals charged
with ensuring that well-coordinated
action is taken have been given too
littte authority to do a fully-effective
job.
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Azerbijan

In recent years Azerbijan has had
the largest overall economy of the
three countries, with a US$12 billion
gross national product in 1991,
though its population of 7.21 million
means that the per capita figure of
US51,670 is only just ahead of neigh-
bouring Georgia. The economy has
been buoyed up by o1l, and 1ts most
recent plans for offshore oil produc-
tion are estimated by international
production companies to be worth up
to US5130 billion over the next 30
years, of whuch Azerbaijan would re-
cetve at least US$30 billion, far more
if 1t shares some of the development
costs.

This should have allowed a more
comfortable transition to a market
economy than most of the former So-
viet Union, but the long-running con-
flict with Armenia over the disputed
enclave of Nagorno-Karabakh is
putting all development at risk. Up
to 750,000 people have been displaced
by fighting, one-third of arable land
is now unproductive, and the human
suffering has been matched by mate-
rial destruction. More than five years
of war have destroyed atleast 46 hos-
pitals, 600 schools and kindergartens,
hundreds of health posts, and many
thousands of homes.

As an oil producer and cotton
growing country, with a damaged
agricultural sector, Azerbaijan has a
substantial, structural food deficit,
especially in grain, sugar and milk
products. With limited foreign
exchange, barter trading of oil
has met some of the gap but ex-
change shortages for feed-grains and
the denial of upland summer grazing
in and around Nagorno-Karabakh
has also forced a major decline 1n live-
stock

The country’s recent per capita
spending on health care has been the
lowest in the former Soviet Union,
and the influx of refugees and dis-
placed people has brought a signifi-
cant decline 1n the general health sta-
tus, {rom worsening environmental
and water quality to outbreaks of
measles, diphtheria, tuberculosis and
polio as previously high levels
of child immunisation have

been disrupted by shortages of
imported vaccines.

The oil industry means that urban
Azerbaijan has the highest levels of
air and water pollution of all the
former Soviet republics. Acute respi-
ratory infections are the most preva-
lent diseases among Azeri children
treated in health institutions, and are
the cause of 55% of all infant deaths.

While the number of social cases
among pensioners, large families and
the unemployed is climbing in Az-
erbaijan, the most vulnerable group
remains the hundreds of thousands
of displaced people and refugees
crowded into communal buildings,
such as schools, or living with rela-
tives. Despite government efforts,
supported by the small number of
international agencies which have re-
cently begun operating in the coun-
try, insanitary conditions are exacer-
bated by shortages of clothing, blan-
kets and medical supplies, while
harsh winter conditions have brought
considerable hardship.

Georgia

Georgia’s economic statistics can-
not keep up with the reality of col-
lapse, as the loss of old markets, the
end of Soviet support and sudden
civil wars are destroying the coun-
try’s capacity to look after the most
vulnerable. The 1991 gross national
product of US$9 billion - US51,640 per
capita for a population of 5.48 million
- has declined by at least 25% in the
face of industrial collapse, agricul-
tural contraction and inflation of sev-
eral thousand per cent a year.

Like people, countries can be vul-
nerable, and, without the Soviet Un-
1on, Georgia’s natonal vulnerability
was exposed: tourism has disap-
peared, its trade in tea, fruit, tobacco
and cotton with other Soviet repub-
lics - once 95% of exports and 75% of
umports - has collapsed, while its role
as a centre of light industry also de-
pended on captive markets and im-
ports of raw materials and energy.
Being positioned in an earthquake-
prone zone brings other risks: two
earthquakes since 1991 have dam-
aged agricultural production, espe-
cially of grain.
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At the same time, the legacy of
past boundary decisions which left
resentment among ethnic minorihes
has now prompted a series of conflicts
in Georgia, in South Ossetia,
Abkhazia and the western area close
to the Black Sea, each of them bring-
ing new flows of refugees and dis-
placed people, and disrupting com-
munications, rail transport, the coun-
try’s mamn Black Sea ports, food de-
liveries and energy supplies, almost
all of which have to come over or
around the barrier of the Caucasus
mountamns.

With sharply-declining domestic
agriculture and livestock, and a lack
of foreign exchange for imports, food
supplies have fallen and inflation has
climbed Despite ratiorung of bread,
and with it long queues, the purchas-
ing power of the most vulnerable has
been cut back so far that they can
barely afford vegetables; international
agencies and the Georgian Red Cross
Society are now playing a major role
in keeping alive hundreds of thou-
sands of people.

Georgia once had a good health
care system with high levels of child
immunisation. Today drugs short-
ages, the economic decline and con-
flict have badly damaged health and
welfare systems. Once normal deliv-
eries of vaccines failed in 1991 and
1992, immunisation rates fell from up
to 80% for major diseases to as low
as 45% in some cases.

The shift from a centralist
economy to a market economy in-
cluded plans to create a new Geor-
gian currency. The transitional cou-
pon was introduced in April 1993,
with a conversion rate of one-to-one
with the rouble. By the'end of the year,
the rouble 1tself had further fallen in
value, while the coupon: rouble ex-
change rate was 30:1. In less than a
year, the 4,500 roubles a month earned
by the head of a government minis-
try went from being a reasonable sal-
ary to being worth US$4.

Armenia

Armenia is the smallest country
in the Caucasus - 30,000 sq km,
against Georgia’s 70,000 sq km and
Azerbaijan’s 87,000 sq km - with the

smallest population, at 3.6 million,
and the smallest overall economy, at
US5$7.23 billion 1n 1991, but the hugh-
est per capita figure, at US$2,150.

It has been the worst-affected of
the Caucasus States, with a devastat-
ing combination of natural disaster,
economic collapse, war and blockade.
Since it was not self-sufficient in ag-
riculture, energy or other needs, this
has led to declining supplies of food,
drugs, raw materials, spare parts and
fuel. Despite increased harvests of po-
tatoes and other vegetables, poor
weather and fuel shortages have cut
grain harvests in recent years, while
limited animal feed, fewer animals
and lower productivity helped reduce

~the 1992 meat output by 40% and milk
by almost 30%. Eggs production has
been halved.

Armerua has a longer experience
of working with humanitarian agen-
cies than most of the former Soviet
Uruon, as the earthquakeon 7 Decem-
ber 1988 in the north-west of the coun-
try prompted a flood of international
aid. Up to 25,000 people died in the
earthquake, which badly damaged
industry and energy infrastructure,
thousands were injured and perhaps
100,000 people made homeless. An
unfulfilled Soviet promises of rebuild-
ing has left the towns of Gumri and
Spitak with many thousands of fami-
lies living in shacks amid ruins while
rusting cranes stand idle beside half-
completed blocks of flats.

The conflict over Nagorno-
Karabakh, the Azeri territory mainly
populated by people of Armenian eth-
nic identity, has lasted more than five
years and shows no sign of being re-
solved, with Armenian forces making
major territorial gains. As well as the
flow of refugees and people displaced
by fighting, Armenia has been dev-
astated by the shut down of Azerbai-
jan fuel supplies and the tight de facto
blockade imposed along the Arme-
nian-Turkish order, while insecurity
in Georgia immediately puts Arme-
nia’s transport links at risk.

While Armenia has seen the start
of private health insurance for those
who can afford it, the state system is
in decline and life expectancy has
even fallen in recent years. Drug
shortages, the conditions for refugees
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Between July 1992 and July
1993 the price of mam items of
food increased more than 10-
Jfold. At these prices, many of the
most vulnerable people become
totally reliant upon relref-food
for survival.

Source: OM/usaid report 1893

and displaced people, a collapse in
vaccine supply and a poor quality
cold chain, and risks from poorly-
maintained water systems all increase
health vulnerability, especially for the
young, old and mothers. Nutrition is
suffering, especially since the official
bread ration of 250 grammes a day
per person supplies barely 800 of the
2,000 calories required for long-term
maintenance of body weight, while a
survey in July 1993 showed the then
minimum wage of 4,200 roubles a
month covered only one tenth of the
cost of a subsistence food basket giv-
mg a balanced diet.

Health can also be affected by cold,
and fuel shortages mean few Arme-
nians can stay warm. Fuel shortages
affect all electricity generation, lead-
g to power cuts even for hospitals
and grain mills, and put water sup-
plies and quality at risk. The lack of
fuel means that most private homes
have no centralised heating system,
and must rely on wood or kerosene
at enormous cost.

A survey in August 1993, looking
at the severe winter to come, sug-
gested that at the prices then being

charged a family would need 50,000-
75,000 roubles or 12-18 times the mini-
mum monthly wage to lay in a stock
of wood to stay warm through the
winter. For kerosene, costs were even
higher three litres a day for the 120
coldest days would cost at least
250,000 roubles: 60 times the monthly
minimum wage.

Rising Food costs in the Caucasus

Item Percentage price increase in 12 months
Salt 500

Soap 192
Sugar 1,000

Beef 1,667
Cheese 1,100

Eggs 500
Lamb 200
Macaroni 355
Green onions 1,250
Carrots 1,833
Peppers 1,500
Black peas 667
Beets 220
Cabbage 600
Cucumbers 3,333
Onions 750
Parsley 2,000
Potatoes 5,000 i
Tomatoes 1,375
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