Hope for Haiti —Zeeshan Suhail
The American Red Cross reported that it had received over $ 400,000 in donations via text messages the last time they had run this sort of mobile fundraising campaign. The solicitations this time, though, have resulted in over $ 22 million — and counting

One of the best parts of writing a weekly column is that writers have up to seven days to gather their thoughts and decide on what to write about for the next column. This week’s task became unusually easy after the recent earthquake in Haiti. When catastrophes such as this take place, writing becomes easy. It usually entails an expression of grief, but also shock. How else would you characterise the feelings one has when you know the tremendous scale of the tragedy? I arrived at a very uncomfortable conclusion hours after I heard about the tragedy: the poorest country in the Western hemisphere just became poorer.

Working in the disaster management arena sensitised me to the struggle victims of disasters go through, but also those of relief and aid providers. Initial recovery efforts, as we all know, were hampered by the lack of critical infrastructure in Haiti’s capitol, Port-au-Prince. What a sight it must have been to have hundreds of tonnes of relief goods sitting at the airport, while there was just simply no way for the goods to make their way to the victims. Not just this, but in the days to follow, air traffic at Port-au-Prince’s airport would increase nearly five-fold. While territorial sovereignty may not have remained intact for Haiti, crucial life-saving activities have. 

What hurt me most about the Haitian earthquake, though, is that the effects of such a tragedy were written on the wall, plain as daylight for all to see. The quality of the buildings — official and residential alike — was so poor that it was only a matter of time before yet another natural disaster would have wreaked havoc. In years past, it has been hurricanes, but an earthquake was not expected. In 2008, a series of such storms battered the island and left thousands homeless or without basic amenities. Haitians were barely getting back on their feet when Mother Nature gave her another blow. This time, who knows when Haiti will stand up again.

I am reminded of the Pakistan earthquake of 2005 every time I turn on the news or read articles about the current situation in Haiti. The similarities are many, yet the differences are stark. Northern Pakistan’s icy terrain was very different from the plains of tropical Haiti. This may have actually been the most crucial difference in terms of saving lives; Pakistanis were facing a deathly cold winter if they did not get winterised tents or temporary shelters, while Haitians did not require such arrangements. Moreover, much of the housing in northern Pakistan was of mud or wood, while in Haiti, the structures consisted of an impure mix of concrete and other various materials. The last and perhaps most crucial difference was that the Pakistani government at least had the bare minimum infrastructure to cope with the calamity that hit northern Pakistan. The army came to the rescue and handled the situation quite appropriately. Institutions were created to help the afflicted (ERRA — the Earthquake Reconstruction and Rehabilitation Authority). The Haitians, unfortunately, were at the mercy of the international community — again. 

Historians, political scientists and international development experts are right when they inform us that this is not the first time Haiti has requested assistance in its time of need. For much of the last two centuries, the first country to gain independence in the Western hemisphere — Haiti — was also the most neglected and disenfranchised. Its economic dependence on the donor community led it to become one of the most debt-ridden countries in the world. Part of that unfortunate situation took a turn for the better last year, when the World Bank cancelled nearly all of the debt Haiti owed it. Yet the country needs to do much more to make truly monumental, long-lasting change.

Thankfully, people all over the world are helping. The American Red Cross reported that it had received over $ 400,000 in donations via text messages the last time they had run this sort of mobile fundraising campaign. The solicitations this time, though, have resulted in over $ 22 million — and counting! The technology community is helping as well. Google, Microsoft and many other organisations (as well as independent techies) have come together to solve the problems that are hampering disaster relief. One earthquake victim reportedly used his iPhone to diagnose what his ailment was in the aftermath of the disaster! It is quite remarkable how technology has come so far in saving lives.

The road to recovery will be agonising for the Haitians. In the rest of the world, we had barely finished celebrating the New Year, the New Decade. Haiti, sadly, is celebrating whatever little progress they make as they move ahead, trying to leave this nightmare behind them. Though it will be painful for them, our Haitian brothers and sisters must use this tragedy as a call for resilience, a call for change. Barack Obama rallied Americans in his campaign for the Presidency on the basis of change in the way business is done. Haiti must now do so as well. No longer can we wait for tragedies to help formulate policies. I am certain every Haitian orphan hopes for this.

