ISSUES FACED IN PROGRAMMING GUATEMALA

DISASTER REHARILITATION ASSISTANCE

1. Introduction

The world”s attention was drawr. tc the Guatemala earthquake
of February 4, 1976 and an international flooc of well intendec
~naritable assistance for che :zisaster victims ensuec, Jver
200 different organizations respondec to the emergency and
the total number of individuals ancd groups who contributed
is incalculable., The situation immediately after the disaster
can be described paradoxically as mass pandemonium with every-
one working for one cause in an unprecedentedly cooperative
and unified manner. During the first weeks, assessment of the
damage and injuries was open to considerable variation of
opinion. Yet Guatemalans and foreginers alike saturated Gua-
temala with relief supplies, materials and programs which were
intended to meet the needs of the victims.

But what about the victims themselves? Obviously, the
bitter realization of loss of life, home, and belongings was
a considerable shock. Nevertheless, the disaster was a simple,
one shot orcdeal. Within a short periocd of time, the disaster -
stricken peopls were able to pick themselves up and assess the
situation around them. In brief, they rapidly knew what could
be done and what they needed in order to return to normal live-
ilihood.

This essay examinres some important factors that almost all
assistance agencies facecd in the Guatemalan post-earthquake
ceriod, and analyzes the different ways these were taken into
consideraticr in orogramming each agencv”®s response. The
argurents summarize actual experiences drawn from the whole
gamut of programs an.! their results, Specific agencies are
mentioned and their programs are cdiscussed in order that those
familiar with the scenario can more clearly vizualize the
Tiscussion, but no criticism or jucgment is intended of the
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organizations or activities., Obviously, a situation identical
to the Guatemala 1976 earthquake will newver reoccur, but

the key issues entertained in this disaster are relevant

to other disasters as well as to develcpmental programs.

The application of the lassons learned and experience gained
remains a potential exsrcise for future disaster relief
programmers,

2. Definition of Disaster

There are two vantage points for examining and understand-
ing a disaster situation: from within the disaster (i.e., the
victims”® perspective), and from without. From both perspectives,
the condition of loss of life, physical and emotional suffering
lack of food, shelter, etc. is readily comprehended and identified.
Common perceptions anc greater sympathy are more likely where
there are natural social cr economic affinities between the two
groups. Therefore, the question arises as to how close was
the mutual comprehensicn of the situation in the case where
the victim was a rural traditional peasant, and the non-victim
(i.e., assistance provider) was middle class urban elites? And
one step farther removed, did outside assistance agencies under-
stand the disaster in the same terms as the victims and non-
vietims?

There are several key points to be aware of when examining
a disaster situation to clearly assess what occured, to whom,
and what needs to be done about it. I would suggest the hypo-
thesis that the basis for a real definition of disaster must
be in terms of the affected people themselves., Outsiders
(national and foreign) clearly may not recognize shock or
imbalance to a wraditicnal culvtural activity, economic factor
or social pattewr, Thase hidden material and human factors
must Ee idermifiad znd corsids red by assistance agencies in
determining the extant of the disaster, “Jictims automatically
develon extraordinary ccting mechanisms for dealing with their
situation and can suggest what is most needed to alleviate the
suffering in a way that compliments existing capabilities for
recuperation.
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In its own right, the outsider”s perspective is important
because it is more rational and analytical, and it is that
through which official assessment are made, 0Qutsiders clearly
appraise the overall extent cf the physical damages, but are



coliceivably capable of overstating or understating the disaster’s
impact. A problem or contingency may be overstated in order

to obtain funds and resources, even though a serious need may
not exist, Several cases were experienced, Of more than 100
tons of medical supplies shipped to Guatemala, approximately

30% was immediately useful in the disaster. OJver 60 tons of
food stuffs were donated, but no major food shortage existed;
the previous year had provided an abundant harvest and food

was not damaged in the earthquake., Likewise, understating the
extent of the disaster is possible. For example, the aerial
photography carried out immediately after the earthquake did

not expose the true extent of damaged rural homes, because

irn the periferial areas where roofs appeared intact, severely
cracked walls went undetected. Alsc, simply a lack of sensi-
tivity to the affected people can be the basis of an indifferent
or incomplete assessment of the disaster.

At best, a gap exists between the victim and outsider. To
effectively define the disaster in order to provide assistance
it is necessary To bridge the differences through open-minded
dialogue which involves the victim and the assistance provider,

3. Types of Relief Agencies

The 200-cdd agencies who worked in Guatemala after the
earthquake were unified primarily by the common goal of provid-
ing assistance, Otherwise, each agency was a unique entity
~haracterized by 1ts own set of goals, priorities, available
resources, past disastsr experiences, working relationships
in Guatemala, personnel, ideology, etc. Each of these charac-
teristics alone suggests a wide range of quantifiable and
qualifying variables. A detailed analysis of these factors
is beyond the scope of this paper, but it is possible to
categorize the majority c¢f the disaster relief agencies in
the following manner:

A. Socio-political institutions are those with a long-
term commitment to change and development. They are profes-
sional development agents who axpancec their regular activities
to include a disaster relief component., The size of their
resource base is variable; they car be governmental or private;
local or international; they nave a well defined position on




how to accomplish social change; they generally have ongoing
association with local target groups; and have easy access

to technical expertise, This category includes, IDB, the UN,
AID, CIDA, some of the private volunteer organizations (PVO)
such as CARE, OXFAM, Save the Children Federation, Penny Found-
ation, to name a few, In general, they are motivated by a
desire to promote development through social and economic
change.

B, Commercial agents are basically motivated by finding
a taker for the item or idea they are pushing, working from
very little actual knowledge of disaster situation. They have
no genuine commitment to the victims welfare, and their efforts
are primarily devoted to developing arguments on the benefits
and utility of their product or service., This category included
agents selling things such as cardbeocard geodesic domes, manu-
factured building materials, sophisticated medical equipment,
used mobile homes, etc, To a lesser degree, it also includes
consultants and "instant experts" who tried to generate support
for their particular solutions.

C. Altruistic groups comprise the most colorful and varied
category of the disaster relief agencies. These groups were
motivated by a genuine desire to help out, flavored in some
cases with a religious orientation or other unique organizational
characteristic., For many of these groups, this was the first
time they launched disaster relief programs or established them-
selves in Guatemala. This lack of experience in and knowledge of
Guatemalan ways frequently caused extra problems for these
groups. On the other hand, these problems were frequently
minimized because due to limited budgets, they generally
established smaller scale programs in well defined geographic
areas, Quite often they developed exceptionally good rapport
with the communities where they workecd, and were flexible and
adaptable to making changes and adjustments in their programs.
This category includes groups such as Plenty, the Mennonites,
missionary groups, the YMCA, ad hoc committees, service clubs,
etc.

The demarcation of these categories is intentionally general
and open. Many of the organizations can be characterized by
one or even all three of these deccriptions. Local government



agencies are the major s=xceptions To these categories, and
are created under a separate heading delow,

4, Emergency versus Rehabllitation Programs

Two distinct phases of a disaster are the emergency phase
anc the rehabilitation pnase. There is no distinct moment
at which the emergency ceases anc rehabilitatiorn begins, but
sacn phase has certain cefinite characteristics which require
specific and different programming.

The emergency is essentially a set of unforseen circum-
tances that calls for immediate action., During this phase,
ife’s normal activity ceases to function and people are suf-
ering in the extreme. Basic human needs of food, clothing,
arc shelter are critically lacking. The vietims are incapable
of adequately helping themselves. 1In Guatemala, the emergency
period was quickly over -- within 3 to 4 weeks of the earth-
quake.
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Emergency programs are a reaction to the immediate situation
on a short-term basis. They address the symptoms and not the
cause. Outside intervention is almost blindly accepted by
the victims. There is little time for in-depth analysis and
there i1s inadequate information available on which to make
deliberative decisions. Responsibility for and success of
emergency programs lie in the hands of those who are decisive
and responsive in thne moment.

The rehabilitatvion phase gets underway as conditions return
To normal, Victims focus on the long-term situation ard begin
tTOo see what can be done. Social and economic activities resume
functioning and peopls begin to care for themselves., The
situation in the wakse of the disasvter has stabilized, and
There is no increased suffering or side effacts such as
starvation, migrations, epidemics and social unrest which are
generally feared but rarely occur. The rehabilitation period
can last an indefinite length of tTime, depending upon what
was deastroyed., It has deen suggested that the Cuatemalan recon-
struction pericd will last 10 years, based on an assumed up-
Frading of the physical infrastructure. However, if rehabilitation
is definec as consctruction of minimal shelter, the time period



would be considerably less,

Rehabilitation programs address iz grey area between emergency
needs and developmental objectives. A rehabilitation program
cannot deal with only the needs caused by the emergency, but
must also take into consideration all relevant pre-existing
conditions. By their nature, they resemble developmental
srograms carried out in a medium-term time frame. Problem
soclving processes follow procedures used in normal times.

Issues are necessarily addressed in a slower and more methodical
manner. Experts can be consulted and adequate information
obtained on the situation. Most importantly, the disaster
victim community can be incorporated in the planning and
implementation of the rehabilitation program.

An agency that responds to a disaster initially is interested
in addressing immediate emergency neecds. If the program is
strictiy undertaken as a short-term endeavor there is relatively
high probability of success., When the emergency ceases to
exist, so does the program, On the other hand, there is the
danger that a program designed to meet emergency needs will
continue into the rehabilitation phase, Due to rapidly chang-
ing conditions, the program can become inappropriate in terms
of meeting the real needs of the victim since the original
assumptions are no longer valid. This problem may be compounded
if the agency”s leadership is distant and unresponsive to
field perceptions, or if the program continues functioning
primarily because funding and resources are available, The
following two cases illustrate this point:

1., Hospital California was planned as an emergency medical
center, under auspices of a group of Guatemalans living in the
United States. Their initial objective was to provide immediate
medical attention for disaster-related injuries in the town of
Comalapa. However, during time it took to organize and establish
the hospital, most or the earthquake emergency medical cases
had been attended., 30, after the hospital staff arrived, they
found themselves treating the normal range of illnesses. Never-
theless, the program continued in order to utilize the resources
provided, thereby upgrading the medical care available in the
community. This subsequently created a serious problem of how
to withdraw outside support while maintaining improved medical
care which the community had become to depend upon.



2. In another case, a major international relief agency
began a massive program for the construction of small temporary
shelters of ldmina and wood. However, cdue to an international
bureaucracy which was unresponsive to field perceptions and
the large size of the program, a momentum was created which
continued operations beyond the period when tempcrary housing
was a critical need, In this instance, temporary shelters
were still being constructed more than a year after the earth-
quake when most victims were attempting to reconstruct permanent
housing. In fact, within three months after the earthquake,
some form of temporary shelter had been constructed by most
victims.

While it is possible to begin organizing a rehabilitation
program during the emergency phase, there are factors which
inhibit effective programming, During the emergency, issues
are confused and priorities frequently change suddenly.
Resources are difficult to identify, and communications and
logistical capabilivies are limited. Moreover, it is difficult
to anticipate the emergency/rehabilitation phase transition.

The transition between phases does eventually occur in the
minds and actions of all agencies at some point. Generally,
smaller groups can make the change easily because they are
flexible and close to the action. Other agencies developed
programs which could address both the emergency needs and
long~term rehabilitation through the distribution of building
materials (1dmina) for both temporary and permanent house
construction., Still ochers consciously avoided becoming
involved in the emergency phase but instead initiated programs
whicn addressed permanent reconstruction needs from the start.

5. Implementation Strategy

The major issues which came iInto play in programming the
Guatamalar. cost-disaster rehabilitatior concern alternatives
in atritudes, decision-making procedures and levels or commit-
ment, The success or failure of a orogram depends more often
on these factors than on specifically material details., One
of the issues to reconcile is whether to adopt a short-term
or a long-term disaster assistance commitment. The agency may,
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hecause of limited resources, undertake a chort-term endeavor
which yields the most aid with the least amount of investment.
Infortunately, others may inappropriately perceive the devastations
a purely physical problem and limit their program to rushed
delivery of material aid,

The author contencs the most effective disaster rehabilitation
programs are those that develop slowly and incorporate goals
beyond merely improving physical constructions. They can embody
characteristics which closely resemble developmental programs
hased on a long=-term commitment to solving a specific problem.
These programs represent a more dedicated and sensitive approach
wnich deals with the complexities of human factors. Disaster
rehabilitation program goals which incorporate long-term-develop-
ment concepts are defined in terms of both the primary and
secondary effects the program may obtain. For example, in Gua-
tamala a primary goal for many agencies was the provision of
shelter -- adequate dwellings for a rural, agrarian, subsistance
Jevel population. Beyond this, however, there were a number
of agencies which consciously incorporated additional program
elements, which involved the victim in the decision-making process
of designing and executing the program or in organizing community
groups to address certain issues. This process reinforced
self-sufficiency and enhanced certain aspects of their economic

r social fabric.

5. Shelter Reconstruction: Temporary versus Permanent

wWhat size house do the victims need? How soon? Wwhat
materials? How much will it cost? Should shelter be replaced
as it existed beforehand? How should seismic-resistant design
oe incorporated? Does shelter also imply public utilities?
“hese and other similar questions were considered by the
agencies in designing their programs, and represent innumerable
7ariables upon which decisions were made,

Temporary shelter has several specific attributes. More
units can be provided at the lowest cost per beneficiary.
Generally, it is technically easier to construct, and a large
number of shelters can be mass produced quickly. In Guatemala,
Temporary shelter construction fell in three distinct categories:



i. Essential construction materials such as lamina (gal-
vanized metal roofing) were distributed to the victims in
order that the individual could construct his own shelter.
This was particularly effective in isclated rural areas where
people traditrionally build their own homes and housing is
dispersed. If these materials were of high quality, they
could be used once for a temporary shelter, and then reused
in constructing the eventual permanent home.

2. Temporary shelters were alsc constructed for disaster
victims by outside organizations. These addressed the barest
shelter needs, were small, often poorly suited to the climate,
and allowed little opportunity for the recipient to modify or
incorporate his own materials oOT design. In some instances,
basic utilities such as community letrines and water taps
were included. On the whole, this approach represented a
larger cost-per-beneficiary investment than category 1, and
carried with it a certain assumed responsibility for the
people”s welfare,

3. A third form of temporary housing was provided not by
assistance agencies., Instead, displaced families invaded
open spaces and established squatter settlements, particularly
in Guatemala City. These shelters, which were the result of
individual initiative, were constructed of materials salvaged
from numerous sources. The settlements lack legal rights,
living conditions are poor, and services are non-existant
except what the people are able to provide themselves.

From the point of view of the victims, permanent housing
is the desired alternative. However, given the magnitude of
the need (an estimated 250,000 homes were destroyed) it was a
practical impossibility for the government and assisting
agencies to provide the necessary resources within any reason-
able time frame. The extent to which these programs could be
implemented depended upon such issues as: size of the structure,
quality of the design, cost versus the ability to pay =-- limiting
access te the poorest victims and complications due to greater
infrastructure requiremerts,

Inevitably an unfillecd gap existad between providing
permanent homes or temporary shelter. Because there are insuf-
ficient resources, neither alternative will meet all the minimum



basic housing needs and at the same time satisCy the existing
demanc completely. Furthermore, both alternatives can create
serious secondary complications., ror example, the construction
of low~cost permanent urban housing can stimulate immigration
of rural peasants, and thersby aggravate the social and economic
problems in the citiss., Low-cost permanent housing competes
with rescurces of land and building materials, which are more
profitably invested in commercial buildings or middie-to upper-
class housing., Temporary housing, in contrast, more often than
not refers to the durapility of the materials used rather than
the length of duration of the settlement, Previous experiences
in Guatemala, Nicaragua and eisewhere show that temporary
shelter programs in urban areas generally become permanent
settlements. However, lack of title, no initiatives to invest
in improvements and maintenance result in temporary housing
rapidly detereorating to substandard living conditions. Once
the temporary shelters have de facto become permanent, it is
doubly more expensive and difficult to install public utrilities,
or improve the structures with people living on site.

7. Outsiders versus Locals; Who coes the Work?

Once the outside agency sets its objectives, it must determine
the degree of direct involvement it wants in carrying ocut its
program., Decisions focus on whether it gets completely involved
in the details of the field operation or whether it remains
removed from the field and channels its resources through local
organizations. The agency gauges the amount of public exposure
it wants in relation to sensitivities aroused by a high foreign
profile. Some feel it is necessary to maintain strict control
over the deployment of assistance resocurces to avoid loss,
pilferage, etc, Often, the experience of directly being
involved in the field anc seeing first hand results of efrorts
is of utmost importance. Cn the wnole, the outside agency
must determine whether it is the moest capable and appropriate
vehicle for executing the program, at the community level with
the tendent need te¢ address cultural and language barriers.

Although it is impossi-l2 to developn specific guidelines,
the author’s opinion is that thare are considerable advantages
to channeling as much of the work as -ossible through Zocal
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organizations, Because rehabilitation and not emergency oro-
grams are undertaken, there is time to search out, Incorporate
or even create local groups. The cCrincipal bensfit to using
jocal groups over fopreign is their knowledge o the area,
customs, traditions, taboos, resources, etce., Incorporating

the victims in the rlanning srocess for a program helips to
insure that the assistance is accertable and is sometining they
want, as opposed to what the outsider feels they need, Local
groups are excellent brcokers between the agency and the Zisaster
affected community at large. They translate and incorporate
assistance resources on terms which effectively compiiment

local assets. They are responsive to local needs because they
identify more closely with the community. Locally staffed
operations are less expensive than foreign staffed programs,

and provide the secondary benefits of employment and experience
to the community itself, In general, if the program is appropriate
to the situation, the capability potentially exists among the
local people to execute it, even though an insticution or
specific experience may be lacking.

Guatemala assistance programs varied in terms of sensitivity
to these factors. In some, ocutsiders did practically all the
work at the local level., Various organizations sent groups of
volunteers to build churches and homes without any significant
local input. The most common scheme was one where the outsiders
held the principal leadership and decision-making roles, and
the local group had various levels of responsibility for implement-
ation. Andther variation was where a large number of locals
were directly hired into the program. Their responsibility
was very high in these programs where they were given fiscal
responsibility for building materials distribution, determini:.r’
Drogram paramaters, and managing funds for small infrastructure
projects.

8. Taterralisr

The question of paternalism was a heatedly discussed topic
concerning disaster relief programming Iin Guatemala. Some
agencies embarked upon programs with the well-intended traditional
atritude of taking charge and Zoing as much for the victims as
possible. In contrast, other agencies recognized there were
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batter approaches which »ejectecd the -idea that charity and

zocc will are sufficient justificazion for a crogram. Instead
cZ assuming the full responsibiiic, Zor remedyinc the situation
for the incapable victims, the non-taternalistic outlook intent-
Zonally left responsibility for renacilitation with the victims
themselves,

2 non-paternalistic approach assumes the victims are the
nost interested parties in their renabilitation process, that
they are motivated and capable of rinding sciutions to their
own dilemma. It basically assumes tcthat people are responsible
for their ocwn lives. In terms of disaster assistance, it is
definred as providing resources which are lacking while emphasizing
self-help initiatives, and employing resources available to
the victim hemself. Attention is given to not disrupt delicate
social or economic patterns.

on demonstrate how this
f programs. Cne policy

There are various examples whi
znilosophy was incorporated in relie
was providing construction materials or housing at a subsidized
price, rather than giving it away £ ¢f charge. This peclicy
was based on the belief thar frees hand—outs have seriaus negative
effects. Charity makes a person doubt his self-reliance, and
discourages self-initiatives. It raises expectations that
octher things should be free. Cive~aways distributed in an
arbitrary fashion cause resentment in those who did not receive
it, which is further compounded by the perception that some
people rot in need of assistance, unnscessarily participated.

In general, cdoling out welfare puts the recipient in a passive
and subservient role which is countarproductive to almost any
improvement plan.
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Other poliecies also successfully avoided negative, paterna-
listic orientations in programs in which responsibility for
construction was left with each family., People contributed
real anc substantial portions cf the resources necessary for
he merabilication process inciuvding raw duilding materials,
;anc* anl censtruction skills, Frogram Secision-making processes
included an 2gual voice for ne Denalficiaries, particularly
on matters related tc xinds ¢ matsrizlis, how tTo squitably

stribute Ihe a551scance, and wher anc how Yo construct to
st 5"15 the individuel family, Tris strategy alsc provides
xperiances which accrue TO The TOmTUnlTy and oreate new

7

(‘l

fl

e O
D



awareness of methods anc problems related to project adminis-
tration and social organizacion.

3. Scope of Reconstruction

ion process in Guatemala

b
1
i

It is clear that the renabilit

as particularly appliec tc hcusing is not a short-term matter
Secause the present situation is azgravated by and reflects
sre-existing conditions, A realiszcic axamination of housing
construction rates indicates thnat the demand for new housing

created by demographic growth and natural obsolesence in
acdition to the deficit createc by the earthquake is scarsely
being met. According to some expert scurces the total number
of housing units needed per annum in 1978 is 75,000, in 1983
this figure will reach 85,000. Nevertheless, the present
rate of construction is approxinately 50,000 units per year
in 1977, or 66% of the 1378 demand. However 20,000 of these
units constructed in 1977 were built by special one-time
orograms which will not continue functioning in the future.*
It is impossible to address only the problems created by the
cdisaster and speed in delivery may not be as critical as
actually finding the means which do indeed methodically
address the complete issue.

10. Ewvaluations

Rehabilitatior programs, like normal development initiatives
should incorporate an slement of formal evaluation to determine
the program”s effectivensss anc validity. Most evaluation
plans examine the definel and measurable objectives and comments

n how well they were achieved. More importantly, the evaluation
orocess should look at the planned or unplanned effects on

the recipients and community organizations. In cother words,

iT should judge the Intrinsic worth of what actually happened
above ard beyond the original tlans. Zvaluation should be

a continuous process throughout the course of activities,

simply because it provides ctimely feedback and early awareness

~

of oroblems, which in curr a_ioaws for adjustments tc avert a

* 3lycenstein, Job. INTICLT 7 ~ey, 1377,



potential mistake or failure. Evaluation at the end of a pro-
gram basically serves for the institution’s memory and future
reference, but cannct change the impact of what was done.

A complete evaluation takes into consideration individual
perspectives of the community”’s satisfaction, the agency’s
sense of accomplishment, and an outsider®s independent
critique,

11. Government”s Role

In any disaster situation the local govermment has an
automatic mandate to assume the principal role in assisting
the victims., The local authority has final responsibility for
any actions within its domain, sc therefore should determine
policy and approve programs. Several important factors determine
the effectiveness of the government”s role, which are the
following:

1. Whether or not the disaster nas affected the govern-
ment”s operational capabilities,

2., What resources are avallable to the government in
comparison t¢o the magnitude of the Iisaster,

3. The degree tc¢ wnich the government”s willing to take
extraordinary measure to increase 1Ts resources,

4. The influence and wishes of outside agencies who are
interested 1in seeiny the most effective use of their resources.

5. The extent to which government agencies are willing
and able to incorporate the disaster-stricken community into
the assistance delivery mechanism.

An important role tThe Guatemalarn Government assumed was
to coordinate incoming assistance provided by the foreign
agencies and national organizations. The National Reconstruc-
tion Committee (NRC) was sspecially formed to facilitate pro-
grams and formulate policy, but 2if not finance or execute
reconstruction pregrams. =mphasis was given to assuring
egquitable coverage and aveiding Zuplicatad efforts, The NRC
established cuidelirnes for reconstruction, such as: Rebuilding



only permanent shelters and buildings, avoiding paternalistic
approaches (i.e., give-aways), and promoting self-help initiatives,
Yowever, these precepts were largely ignorec by government
agencies carrying out reconstruction activities, as the traditional
top down directive methods were employec by these bureaucracies.,
Clearly, there remains a large untappec potential for more fully
utilizing community initiatives and capabilities for the long-
term reconstruction process.

17, Conclusion

Success in disaster relief programming depends less on
resources or size of program but more on sensitivity to
culture and economic structure, the levels of integration
and participation and leaving the responsibility for rehabili-
tation with the affected people themselves. Understanding
the differences between programming emergency and rehabilitation
zrograms should embody many of the same concepts applied to
long-range development activities, The Guatemalan experience
illustrates this thesis, Many international and national
agencies had enough foresight to adopt integrated disaster
relief programs which go beyond physical reconstructions to
include developing permanent human resources, strengthening
community level social organization, bolstering self-reliance
anc reinforecing normal local economic structure. Many agencies
have remained to continue longer-term development programs,
capitalizing on their successful disaster programs and positive
involvement in the communities.
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