Help for Burma’s Cyclone Victims
         What happened to Myanmar (Burma) this week will go down in the history of natural disasters as one of the most destructive in terms of loss of lives, demolition of homes and property, and displacement of people and their families. To date, 22,500 lives have been lost; 41,000 are missing, and more than 1 million have no homes to return to. Cyclone Nargis was the first tropical cyclone (5/2) that made landfall to strike the country since Cyclone Mala in 2006. Burst sewage mains caused the landscape to flood with waste ruining the rice crop. Almost all of the homes are smashed. Emergency supplies have arrived but are confined in the wind-battered Rangoon. Rangoon is home to 6.5 million people.
         The Irrawaddy delta and inland villages was hit extremely hard because of the storm surge. Relief workers who penetrated the most-hit areas in the rice-growing belt of the delta talked of hundreds of bodies strewn about the paddy fields. The Burmese government identified 15 townships in the Irawaddy delta that had suffered the worst. Seven of them have lost 90% to 95% of their homes with 70% of their population dead or missing. Even in Rangoon, the situation remains bleak, though roads have been cleared of fallen trees, telegraph poles and other debris. There is no electricity, no telephone, no clean water and very little food. One community, Bogalay, is said to have lost 10,000 of its population who were found dead.
         Teams from Save the Children have been to the outlying areas of Rangoon and Irrawaddy region assessing the true extent of the destruction to gauge the level of need. So many homes resemble piles of matchwood that the task of providing for the remains of a storm that affected more than a quarter of Burma’s 53 million people is just plain unbelievable. The infrastructure in the low-lying coastal areas has been devastated, with hulking iron and concrete bridges that straddle the countless waterways turned into heaps of twisted junk. Boats that served as a lifeline for the delta’s inhabitants sank in the storm. The massive logistical challenge is mind-boggling, what with the onset of the rainy season.  

         The emergency needs include drinking water, food, cooking utensils, mosquito nets, transportation to bring the goods inland, and last but not least, the ability to cut through the bureaucracy and obtain visas for aid workers to bring immediate aid to those in need. Without clean drinking water, the threat of dysentery and related diseases is a major danger to life and may be more disastrous than the cyclone itself. Lack of food, especially for the children and elderly, is another cause of unnecessary suffering and death. It is also important that monetary contributions go directly to the needy working with local organizations, without any portion of it going to defray administrative costs for running the effort.
         These problems are exacerbated by an insecure military junta which has held on to power illegally and is paranoid towards and xenophobic at the presence of foreigners whom it perceives as trouble-makers towards the government. However, the danger of politicizing this aid and criticizing the military, no matter how appropriate, would only delay the entry of foreign government personnel and volunteers willing to help. This is one occasion in which politics and aid should be set apart because it is a volatile issue to the current leaders who are sensitive to negative criticisms, from lack of democratic representation to human rights violation to persecution of its critics and opponents.
         This is not the time to embarrass the military regime by humiliating them and pushing them to the wall that their inaction and failure to issue a timely warning was the major cause of this devastation and the consequent loss of lives as well as blocking delivery of international aid. The public condemnation of the military government by the mild-mannered and soft-spoken First Lady Laura Bush was uncalled for and out of line. Her involvement in this crisis is commendable in that it will not be easily and conveniently forgotten.   The meager aid that US gives Burma at $4 million annually, according to Refugees International, is not even a drop in the bucket, compared to the $12 billion we spend monthly in Iraq. Another way for the US to help is to lift the restrictions and increase humanitarian aid to Burma.

         Many countries that have flown in supplies include Thailand and India. Pledges have been made by others, including Singapore, China, Japan, EU, US, UK, Czech Republic, Canada, Denmark, France, Indonesia, Ireland, Norway, Spain, Sweden and Switzerland. The absence of help from Russia, Saudi Arabia and other oil-producing nations in the Middle East is conspicuously noted. If you want your tax-deductible contributions to go directly to the victims, bypassing the bureaucracy, you can send them through AABR, P.O. Box 2443, Germantown, MD 20875-2443. AABR is a 501©(3) organization as designated by the Internal Revenue Service. Thank you!
                                                                                                                            Rawlein G. Soberano

                                                                                                                            AABR (5-06-08)
