SOCIAL
JUSTICE

EARTHQUAKE IN HAITI:

REALITIES, MYTHS, AND WITNESSES

The January earthquake in Haiti was one of the worst natural disasters in recent memory. It has killed at
least 230,000 people and injured 300,000. Medical relief workers have reported many cases of broken
bones, head trauma, catatonia, and respiratory infections. Nicaraguan doctors outside Port-au-Prince said
recently that they were expecting a major outbreak of communicable diseases as a result of contaminated
substances. The group Doctors Without Borders reports “increased cases of diarrhea and skin rashes from
the poor sanitary conditions of living outside” and says that “rains could bring more serious diseases like
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typhoid, measles or dengue.” A month after the earthquake one million Haitians remained homeless.

But the disaster has not been entirely natural, as the information below will demonstrate.

NUMBERS BEHIND THE EARTHQUAKE

890 million. Amount of international debt [in US dollars] that Haiti owes
creditors.

63,000. There are 63,000 pregnant women among the people displaced
by the earthquake. 7,000 women will deliver their children each month.

20,000. The number of Haitians who were dying each day for lack of
medical care, a full week after the January 12 earthquake.

17,000. Number of United States troops stationed on or off coast in Haiti,
down from a high of 22,000.

“People are suffering...People are
wounded. They have broken bones.
And they haven’t done anything.
There are no doctors. There’s
nothing, nothing here. We, here in
Gressier, we don’t have anything.
And they haven’t told us anything,
either. And for the wounded, we
can’t even figure out. And 98
percent of the houses have been

”
9,000. United Nations troops in Haiti. destroyed.

—Stevenson Calixte, Haitian man,

7,000. Number of tents distributed by United Nations. President Preval of more than a week after the earthquake

Haiti has asked for 200,000 tents.

4,000. Number of amputations performed in Haiti since the earthquake.

900. Number of latrines that have been dug for the people displaced from their homes. Another 950,000 people still
need sanitation.

75. An hourly wage of 75 cents per hour is paid by the United Nations Development
Program to people in Haiti who have been hired to help in the clean up.

1.25. The U.S. is pledged to spend as much as $379 million in Haitian relief. This is
about $1.25 for each person in the United States.

1. For every one dollar of U.S. aid to Haiti, 42 cents is for disaster assistance, 33
cents is for the U.S. military, 9 cents is for food, 9 cents is to transport the food, 5
cents to pay Haitians to help with recovery effort, 1 cent is for the Haitian
government and 'z a cent is for the government of the Dominican Republic.!

THE RESPONSE OF THE Us AND EUROPE

The Obama administration has pledged up to $379 million in aid to Haiti. Though a substantial sum, it is
only 1.1 percent of the money Obama just requested from Congress to escalate the US occupation in
Afghanistan, and Obama has requested 1,868 times that figure ($708 billion) for the military in 2011.
Moreover, in the weeks following the earthquake, the US was spending three times as much on military
operations in Haiti as it was on aid to the people. The proportion of spending on the military has since
decreased, to 33 percent, but the US continues to prioritize military “security” and protection of private
property over helping Haitians.

! For sources on the above statistics, see Bill Quigley, “Haiti Numbers: 27 Days After the Quake,” ZNet, 10 February 2010. Most of
this section is excerpted directly from that article, except for the figure of 20,000, which comes from Partners in Health.


http://www.alertnet.org/thenews/newsdesk/N03154893.htm
http://www.democracynow.org/
http://www.democracynow.org/

Haiti’s foreign debt totaled $1.9 billion when the earthquake hit. Haiti’s creditors have recently “forgiven”
$1.2 billion, which is a positive gesture. But the people of Haiti do not owe anything to foreign creditors;
on the contrary, the US, Western Europe, and Haitian elites have long enriched themselves at the expense
of the Haitian people. “Forgiveness” of Haiti’s debt is not enough, and the term itself is highly misleading—
it is we who should be seeking forgiveness from Haiti. The US and Western Europe, particularly France,
owe Haiti massive humanitarian and developmental aid in the form of interest-free grants, with no strings
attached (typically, the rich countries and international financial institutions attach stipulations to their
loans demanding that poor countries cut government spending, freeze wages, privatize basic industries,
and open their markets to US imports; the International Monetary Fund initially tried to do so right after
the earthquake, but was forced to renege on those stipulations due to international public outcry). For
more on Haitian history see the SJA info sheetHai ti 6 s Hi story: What You Wondt

DISASTER MYTHS AND HIDDEN REALITIES

No disaster is entirely “natural.” Prior to the Haiti earthquake a combination of incredible poverty,
inequality, constant foreign intervention, and government neglect left ordinary Haitians extremely
vulnerable, leading to thousands of additional deaths. A week after the earthquake, the medical
organization Partners in Health reported that at least 20,000 survivors were dying each day for lack of
medical care. Much of this unnecessary suffering and death has been the result of the heavily-militarized
US response, which has placed a higher priority on safeguarding private property than on helping the
victims, and has placed bureaucratic obstructions on the delivery of

aid while assistance from other countries arrived within a day or two
of the earthquake. Meanwhile, the US
media has spread rumors of widespread
“looting” and rampaging gangs
terrorizing the population, depicting
many of the survivors as threats to
public order rather than human beings.
Those images have little basis in reality;
far more common on the ground in Haiti
have been resilience, generosity, and
cooperation as ordinary people have
come together to rescue survivors and
meet their basic needs. Some observers
have called the way that governments,
media, and corporations respond to crises the “second wave of
disaster.” In the case of Haiti, the combination of slow and inadequate
relief efforts by Western governments, the priority placed on military
“security,” and disingenuous press coverage has proven deadly for
thousands of Haitians who have died in the weeks following the
earthquake. In contrast to most US politicians, elites, and journalists,
most ordinary Haitians have shown tremendous courage and
strength.? This pattern is typical after disasters occur, as scholar and
journalist Rebecca Solnit shows in her 2009 book, A Paradise Built in
Hell: The Extraordinary Communities that Arise in Disaster.

AThe helicopter came
down to the ground,
landed, and they should
have given [the aid] to
the responsible [ones]
on the ground to
distribute to the rest of
the people here, and not
when they go back up in
the air, throw the bread
out like they were
throwing bones to

dogséWe are v
frustrated with the way
they drop these little
breads, throw them
down to the population,
|l i ke itdéds bone
throwing to d

—Two Haitian men from Léogane,
commenting on Western aid

“The Americans and the French have been in Haiti for a long time, and they

never do anything. Only Aristide will do something for us. Each time Aristide wants to make a
change, they make him fly away. | want to die for him. We are the people of Aristide, and we believe he’s
going to come back. We don’t live, because we don’t have possibilities. We can’t go to school. We can’t go

to work. We live on the street.”

—Cartel Casseus, of Titanyen, on former President-Beaimand Aristide, who was ousted in a-b&ked coup in 2004

2 For excellent coverage of the earthquake and its aftermath, see www.democracynow.org/tags/haiti. Much of the information
and all of the quotes presented here are taken from Democracy Now! reports from January and February 2010. This information
sheet was produced by the Social Justice Alliance of Stony Brook University (www.sbusja.com) in February 2010.

Re


http://www.democracynow.org/tags/haiti
http://www.sbusja.com/

