Sichuan: Most Deadly Earthquake in Past 30 Years

        A powerful earthquake, with a 7.9 magnitude, devastated a region of small cities and towns set amid steep hills north of Sichuan’s capital of Chengdu. It is the province where 80% of the country’s 1,200 pandas live in several of its mountainous areas. It toppled buildings, schools and chemical plants killing thousands which are now projected to reach 100,000 burying many in mounds of concrete, steel and earth in the worst quake that hit the Middle Kingdom (“Jung Gwo” is the classic name of China) in the last 30 years. The official death toll is 40,000 and rising with nearly 200k injured. Many of the dead are school children who were killed when their buildings were demolished by the earthquake. The scale of destruction is so vast that it is difficult to imagine a carefree crowd in Beijing when the Games open on August 8.
          Buried teenagers struggled to break out of the ubiquitous rabble as if Godzilla and King Kong fought over it to cause so much havoc and destruction, while others could be heard in their pleas for help. It has left 5 million people homeless and makes their future uncertain. The many sad stories were interrupted by some bright light at the end of the tunnel with news of a survivor here and another one there and so on. Pictures of the recovery efforts showed people using cranes, mechanical hoists and their hands to remove slabs of concrete and steel. The crash of telephone networks plunged the city of 10 million into darkness. Landslides left roads impassable. Heavy rains prevented helicopters from landing to bring aid.
          Tens of thousands of people are living in makeshift tents along the streets and parks of Dujiangyan alone. With so much attention focused on rescue, they say they have no information about whether the government plans to rebuild their homes or when they will be able to move into some homes and resume their lives. Despite the destruction, China has rejected offers of help from foreign aid worker, including search-and-rescue experts from Australia, dog handlers from the Czech Republic and fire fighters from Japan. This refusal to permit entry of foreigners reflected its distrust of outsiders, particularly foreign non-governmental organizations. Meanwhile in Fuxin, parents blamed the collapse of a primary school on shoddy materials, which they said were the result of corruption by officials responsible for making sure the school was safe. To back up their contention, they pointed out that the teachers’ dormitory on one side and the administrative office on the other stood firm, while the classrooms in the center buckled immediately killing 300 children.

          More than 200 relief workers were buried in the past 3 days by mudslides while working to repair roads. An official confirmed there have been mudslides causing more deaths and said casualties are still being counted. Their fear was made worse after the government warned of a major aftershock. In Mianyang, patients were moved out of a hospital into a public square, setting up tents, beds and medical equipment. A major railway line to the northeast was ruptured, stranding 10k passengers, reported the official Xinhua News Agency. While most buildings in the city held up, many of those in the outskirts, e.g., Chongging, Mianyang, Beichuan, did not fare well. The quake rattled buildings as far north as 1,000 miles away, prompting evacuations of skyscraper offices in Beijing. The screams of the workers running down the streets described clearly the panic of people who have never experienced an earthquake before. Many citizens complained of the local government’s response to the disaster, without the basic necessities of food and water. In some cases, the appearance of healthcare personnel in masks only exacerbated their fear of an impending epidemic. Police presence calmed down their anxieties and kept tensions from boiling over.

          Finally, the government made a turn-around and said it would accept foreign medical teams and made an international appeal for tents to provide shelter for the coming rainy season. It wants help to deal with millions of homeless and injured survivors. The Chinese people will decide how far the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) government has come to implement its mandate of maintaining order in the face of a disaster, natural or otherwise: deliver economic growth made harder by this catastrophe, provide relief in emergencies made difficult by the magnitude of the disaster, and control the effects of the harsh weather.

          Eight is an auspicious number in the Chinese tradition, and 2008 was supposed to be a joyful year, a time for celebrations at the Beijing Olympics (opening on 8-08-08) and basking in international recognition of the country’s tremendous progress and the leadership of the CCP. An uprising in Tibet focused the world’s attention on China’s abuse of human rights. The worldwide Olympic torch relay turned into a magnet for protest embarrassing Olympic organizers, angering nationalistic Chinese and souring the mood for the Olympic Game. President Hu JinTao and his lieutenants appeared to realize what was at stake. The head of CCP’s Central Discipline Inspection Commission publicly warned public officials that their careers would depend on how they handled the crisis.
                                                                                                                   RGS/AABR (05-20-08)
