CHAPTER 2

AN OVERVIEW
OF THE REGION

hen a country decides to

invest time, energy, and

resources to reduce the
effects of natural disasters, 1t must take
into account the relationship between the
desired outcome and 11s own capabilities
and limitations. The level of economic,
political and cultural development of a
society determines the type of disaster
management it should pursue. This chap-
ter presents an overview of the human
and physical environment of the countries
of the Region of the Americas where dis-
asters strike frequently and violently.
Although Canada and the United States
form part of this Region, for the purpose
of this publication we are speaking of the
developing countries and territories of
Latin America and the Caribbean

Unlike the myriad, distinct societies

and economues found n Africa, or
throughout Asia or Europe, the majority
of people of Lanun America share a com-
mon Ianguage, religion. arts and customs
due to strong Spanish and Portuguese
influence. Likewise, in the larger
Caribbean islands, the Spanish have had
extensive impact. but African, Briush,
Dutch, East Indian, and French influences
also prevail. Despute  large degree of
homogeneity, divisions persist between
the descendants of immugrants and the
mestizo and indigenous populations,
which provide a source of social tension
and economic inequality.
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THE PEOPLE AND
THEIR HISTORY

Desire for wealth brought on conquest
and colonization that, beginning in the
15th century, profoundly affected the
societies and cultures of the indigenous
people. Only a partial picture of the civi-
lizations that flourished in the Americas
prior to conquest by the Spanish remains
today. However, manifestations of these
cultures 1n the forms of architecture, the
arts, engineering, mathematics, and
astronomy have survived, many of their
achievements are still prototvpes of excel-
lence today.

The geographical diversity of the
Region contributed to the development of
diverse cultures. These people were very
familiar with the natural hazards of their
world: earthquakes, volcanoes, floeds.
landslides, and hurricanes affected their
lives, and the forces of nature had divine
significance (see Box 2 1). The fact that
pre-Columbian structures still survive in
the South American plateau, the Pacific
coast, and the jungles of Central America
and Mexico, bears witness to building
measures that resisted all types of natural
phenomena.

The conquest, begun in 1492,
destroyed the native civilizations and
social structures and replaced them with
a social system simular to that of feudal
Europe. Through this system, the colomz-
ers obtained the labor necessary for
working the plantanons and for mining



THOSE

WHO WERE SAVED . . .
POPULATED |
THE LAND

The following version of the creation myth of the !
Mapuche peoples in Chile shows elements common 10 :
many such mvihs- The people are born of a great cua-
chsm—of a powerful siruggle between the namral forces
of the sea and the eanth. it 1s based on the features of the
earth that defing man's surroundings— udal waves, earth-
quakes, dnd volcanic eruptions - ¥an and nature, religion,
culure and socien, life and death, lve and inen objects,
arise from thus same moment of creawon,

There in the sen. fn its greatest depths

there lived a greal snake called “Cai Cal™

The waters obeved the orders af this great serperi
and one day they began to cover the land

There was another equally powerfil serpent

whe lived in the summil of the mountans.

The serpent "Ten Ten™ told the Mapuches ’
to climb nia the bills

when the waters began to rise.

any Mapuche people did not reach the bills

and were transformed into fish

The water rose and rose,

artd the mouniain foated and also rose and rose.
The Mapniches put pots over their beads
[for protection from the rain and the sum;

and they satd,

“Cal. Car, Car’

and they responded.

“Tesr Ten. Ten

Ther made sacrifices and the water was calimed,
and thase b were saved

came down from the mogntaln and populated

the fand
And 55 were born the Mapucbe people,
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huge amounts of gold and silver.

Setilers from Spain and Portugal
arrived in the New World in sizible num-
bers and by the end of the 16th cenur
had lad the groundwork for the cities
that ure the capuals today. European rule
continued until the slave rebellion that
secured Haitian independence from
France in 1804. Napoleon's invasion of
Spain and Portugal in 1808 lessened the
hold of those countries on their colontes
Wars for independence followed, and by
the 1830s almost all of the countries of
Latin Amenca had been liberated from
European rule. However, after gaining
independence many countries suffered
civil war, dictatorship and militarism
processes that have become common-
place throughout the Region during the
20th century:

As the mayor martime link berween
Spain and her colonies, the Caribbean
became the arena for the adventures of
buccaneers and for numerous battles as
colonial powers vied for territorial and
commercial advantage. Partitioning of the
region by the Hriush, Danish, Dutch,
French, and Spanish continued through-
out the 17th and 18th centuries. In the
mid-17th century, the colonial economy
in the Canbbean, which had been based
largely on the export of tobacco and cot-
ton to Europe, shifted to one based on
sugar, and labor for the sugar plantations
wils in furn deperdent npon the Afcan
slave teade. This “sugar revolution™
brought about a radical change in the
demography. socien; and culture of the
islands.



Gaming independence in the Caribbean
has been a slower process than in the
countries of Latin America. The fragmen-
tanon of the region by compering Furo-
pean interests and the small size of the
islands have favored continued colonial-
1sm and dependency By the mid-1950s,
only Cuba, the Dominican Republic, and
Hait were independent. In the 1960s.
Barbados, Guyana. Jamaca, and Trinidad
and Tobago achieved independence, and
other islands did so during the 1970s and
early 1980s. At present. several Caribbean
1slands continue to have either territorial
status or be closely associated to coun-
tr1es such as the Netherlands, the Lnited
Kingdom, and Cruted Siates, or to be an
msegral part of 4 country, such as the
French Departments.

GEOGRAPHY

Latin America and the Caribbean repre-
sent a sixth of the earth’s land mass, with
an extension of 11,263 km from Cape
Horn to the southern border of the
Lnuted States

Mountains are the main geographical
characterstic of the Region. These moun-
tins are geologically responsible for
much of the Region’s wealth and many of
its disasters The Andes, Caribbean, and
Central American mountains are seated
where major tectonic plates interact, a
feature that makes the Region haghly seis-
mic To the south. the Andes emerge from
Antarctica to form 1 mountun chain that
15 second only to the Himafavas in height,
riving afong the Argentine and Chilean
borders to Mount Aconcagua (6,959 m),
the highest peak of volcanic ongin in the
Western Hemisphere. In Bolivia and
southern Peru, the Andes branch apart
and enclose vallevs and high plateaus, the
altiplann. In Ecuador. there are two dis-
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tinct ranges separated by basins; three
ranges pass through Colombia, the east-
ernmost continuing on to Venezuela

The mountains of the Caribbean and of
Central and South America are geologi-
cally young, with a great number of volca-
noes. In Ecuador, for example, the cen-
tral plateau is surrounded by more than
two dozen volcanoes The volcanic seil of
this region is responsible for highly pro-
ductrve agriculture.

The location of the Andes near the
Pacific coast assures that the longest
rivers of South America flow toward the
Atlantic and the Caribbean, and that rain-
fall is concentrated in the eastern low-
lands. The Amazon, Orinoco, Parand,
Paraguay, and La Plata Rivers together
drain more than 60% of the waters of the
continent The Amazon River Basin is the
largest m the world, draining an area of
approximately 7,500,000 square km.
During rainy periods, severe flooding
occurs in the primarily agricultural river
areas and m impertant urban centers.

Coastal plains with warm, moist cli-
mates skirt both the Caribbean and the
Pacific coast of the Central American
Isthmus, and wet, forested lowlands are
interrupted by mountainous areas, where
some 80% of the population lives. Mexico
1s formed manly by a high, arid central
plateau enclosed bv two mountain ranges.

Laun America contains almost 60% of
the tropicat forests of the world. But the
level of deforestation is also the highest in
the developing world: an estimated 1.3%
of existing forests are cut each vear. At
the beginning of the 1990s an estimated
12% of the Amazon rainforest had been
cut for timber and mining enterprises,
and to increase land avalable for agricul-
ture and livestock Deforestation puts the
region's biodiversitv at risk, causes soil
loss. increases the threat of landshdes
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and silting up of waterways, phenomena
that are major concerns for the planners
in the Region. Unfortunately, short-term

economic gains continue to prevail over
long-term environmental considerations.

The Caribbean islands form a broad
arc that extends approximately 4,000 km
north to south from Flonda (U.S.A.) to
Venezuela. The size of the islands varies
considerably: Cuba, for example, has
approximately 111,000 square km and
more than 10.5 million inhabitants, while
Anguilla has less than 350 square km and
less than 9,000 residents. Although the
islands have many characteristics in com-
mon, geographical diversity exists: from
regions with exuberant flora and areas
switable for agriculture, to unproductive
solcanic and coral islands.

The isolated upper parts of a chain of
submerged volcanic mountains, which
form the islands, are characterized by
three principal types of topography:

* High and inaccessible mountains
{of almost 1,200 m), such as the
Blue Mountains in Jamaica, Mount
Diabloun in central Dominica, the
Soufriere Volcano in Saint Vincent,
and the Northern Range in Trinidad,
covered by dense forests and
crossed by fast rivers;

» High plateaus like those in central
Jamaica;

» Sedimentary coastal plans that ong-
inate along the slopes of the hills
and mountains and form coastlines
of sandy beaches.

Some Caribbean islands have neither
rivers nor any other natural source of
potable water, as is the case in Anguilia,
Antigua, Aruba, and Bermuda. Today
these islands depend completely on
desalinization plants or on collection of
rainwater, or s in the case of Nassau,
Bahamas, on the importation of over 50%
of its drinking water.

CLIMATE

The climates and precipitation in Latin
America and the Caribbean vary consider-
ably The Orinoco basin of Colombia and
Venezuela, the Brazilian plateaus, and
parts of western Ecuador, contain savan-
nas with well-differentiated wet and dry
seasens On the other hand, broad sec-
tors of Argentina, Chile, Paraguay, and
southern Brazil have more temperate cli-
mates, with larger fluctuations in temper-
ature. Annual rainfall 1n the Region varies
between an average of 1,000 and 2,000
mm. One of the driest deserts of the
world, the Atacama, is on the coast of
Chile; Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Mexico,
and Peru also have expanses of arid land
and desert.

The Caribbean islands share a tropi-
cal climate with the Atlantic coast of the
Central American isthmus. At sea level,
the climate is relatively constant but then
varies by elevation. Precipitation varies
widely, depending on the topography of
each island. The mountainous islands
receive a great deal of rain, while flat
islands of coral origin such as Antigua
and Barbuda, Curagao, and Turks and
Caicos Islands are arid.
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Cureently Latin America and the
Caribbean have 2 population of 450 mil-
lion inhabitants; according 10 UN esti-
mates, by 1995 the population of the
Region will reach 482 mullion, accounting
for 61% of the total population of the
Western Hemisphere, By the vear 2025,
the poputanion of Latin America and the

The 10 most populated countries of the
Americas, including North America—
Argenting, Brazil. Canada, Chile, Colom-
tia, Ecuador, Mexico, Peru, Venezuela,
and the United States—comprise 89% of
the Western Hemisphere's total popula-
tion, With the exception of Argenting,
Brazil. und Canada, these countries dre in
the areas most vulnerable to seismic
events in the Region,

URBANIZATION

Latin America and the Canbbean have
undergone an accelerated process of
urhanization in the past few decades
With nearly 75% of the populauon con-
centrated in cities (see Figure 2.2), this
Region has already surpassed the rest of
the developing world 1n levels of urban-
teation. Fast expanding urban poverty is
not only a problem by itself. but it places
large numbers of people at risk during
natural disasters

Of panticular concern is the continuing
growth, in number and size, of the so-
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on (Figure 2.1)

Historically, the world's developing
countries have had both ugh birth and
mortality rates, which kept population
growth in check. But in the last 40 vears,
advances in health care, sanitation, and
education have contributed to reducing
mortality of infants and chuldren, result-
g 1n increased population While in
Lann America the growth rate has
dropped from 3% 1n the 19505, 10 2.1%
in 1994, a large proportion of the popu-
lanon 15 under 15 vears of age, and
females are just reaching the reproduc-
tve age, so the current growth rate is not
expected to diminish substantiafly until
the year 2020
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called megacities (cities with more than 5
million inhabitants) The service infra-
structure of these cities is inadequate,
and the addinom resources needed to
keep up with continung demand are not
avaable. By the vear 2000, Mexico City is
calculated to be the largest aty in the
world, with more than 26 million inhabi-
tants; S840 Paulo (Brazil) will have an eso-
nuated population of 2+ million, Rio de
Janerro (Brazl), 15 mullion, and Lima
{Peru). more than 8 million. Other cities
with accelerated growth are Santafé de
Bogotid (Colombia) and Sanuago {Chile).

Lrbanization and Poverty

Meore than half the urban residents in
the larger cities in Latin America and the
Canbbean Ive i poverty today, and by
the year 2000, it is estimated that 90% of
the peor populanon of this region will
live in urban areas. The residents of these
peripheral urban areas often have fow
incomes, limited education, insufficient
tets, and live 1in unsanitary and over-
crowded conditions, Safe drinking water,
the disposal of solid waste, decent hous-
ing. and transportanon are particularly
lacking n the marginal urban areas.
Lrbun residents are exposed to ncreased
levels of conaminanon, but the poorest
often ive on the outskirts of the city
where factones are located and environ-
mental protecton is at s lowest levels
Poor construction and the unplanned
nature of these marginal settlements also
expose their dwellers w the effects of nat-
ur! phenomena such as landslides and
Neoding. The traditional social structure
found in rural areas can be lost in the
process of migration, and social instabili-
n becomes another risk for those living
it wrhan seulements.

Population Density by Region, 1989
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The weight of poverty falls most hewvily
o certain groups. For example the
indigenous populacon, approximasely 30
millon i Central and South America,
makes up not only a significant portion of
the rur poor. but also of the growing
poor urban populaten OF all groups.
they suffer the most from limited access
1o education, health services. and the
possibility of economic mobthw

Among the poor, women are seriously
disacdvantaged, They frequently support a
hewvier workload than do men and have
lower levels of educauon and less access
to paid employvment. Children also suffer
disproponiionately, and the future quality
of thewr lives is in danger because of defi-
cient levels of nutrivon, health care, and
education.

Population Density

Population density is one of the factors
that determines the severiv of a disaster.
In general, the relanonship between terri-
tory and population density is fwvorable
in Latn America (see Figure 2 3) Africa
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With the popalation of
the Region's urban cen-
1ers growing every day,
fas1 expanding urban

poverty is nol oaly g
problem in itself, but it
places larpe numbers of

people at risk during
disasters,

has a density comparable to th

&

at of the
Americas (an average of 21 inhabitants
per square km), but the average is almost
stx times higher in Asia, However, the
numbers in Laun America are national
averages and can be misleading, For
example, 1n Argentina and Chile, the den-
sity at the country level is not very high
(13 and 18 inhabitants per square km,
respectivel’, but 85% of the population
is concentrated in urban centers. Among
the most populated industralized coun-
tries, Japan has 326 inhabitants per
square km, and the Netherlands, 433.
Barbados 15 one of the smaller islands of
the Canbbean and has 4 density in excess
of 600 inhabitants per square km; Puerto
Ruco's densaty is simulbar. El Salvador, the
most densely populated country in Latin
America, has some 257 inhabitants by
sipuare km.
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Population Migration Between
Countries

Population migration for economic
reasons from Laun America and the
Caribbean toward the United States and
Canada 15 particularhy widespread Tem-
porary or permanent population move-
ments also occur for the same reasons
berween neighbering countries. Continu-
ous population movement berween many
Caribbean islands, ted to the harvest of
sugar, the tourist indusiry, and family
liaisons is common. The impact of emi-
gration in the countries of the Canbbean
is strong. For example, 1t 1s estimated that
i the mid-1980s. half of the Jamaican
citizens lived outside of their country.

A major problem during the 1980s,
and sull today, has been that of refugees
fleeing social violence in their countries
During the peak of polincal violence, an
estimated 7%-10% of Central Amencans
were ejther displaced within their own
countries or forced o cross borders,
often wathout legal documentation The
recent political crisis in Haiti is a hkely
catalyst for another wave of undocu-
mented migration.

PRODUCTION

The Region has extensive fenile
land—such as that of the Argentine pam-
pas—with abundant and high qualit
agriculture and bvestock Almost 9% of
the fertile land of Latin America is under
cultivation, and 28% is in pasture. One-
fourth of the work force is in the agricul-
tural sector. Although many farmers only
produce at a subsistence level. there is
also impornant commercial production of
crops such as sugar, banana, citrus fruits,
and grains The Region has rch mineral
deposits, particularty of copper (Chile
and Peru have one-fourth of the world



