Why did so many have to die in Bam? 

David Aaronovitch
Tuesday December 30, 2003
The Guardian 

The Iranian spiritual leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei yesterday managed to get to Bam, three days after the earthquake which may have killed 30,000 of his fellow Iranians. The president, Mohammad Khatami, followed soon afterwards. Khamenei had words of dubious comfort for survivors when he told them that "we will rebuild Bam stronger than before". Given the collapse of 80% of the buildings, from the old fortress to the new hospitals, the Iranian government could hardly make the new Bam as weak as the old one. 

Some will see this as simply a natural disaster of the kind to which Iran, according to Khatami, is "prone". Four days earlier, however, there had been another earthquake of about the same intensity, this time in California. In which about 0.000001% of the buildings suffered serious structural damage and two people were killed when an old clocktower collapsed. So why the polar disparity between Bam and Paso Robles? 

This is not a silly question. True, the Californians are much richer than the Iranians. But if you believed everything you read in the works of M Moore and others, you would anticipate a culture of corporate greed in which safety and regulation came way behind the desire to turn the quick buck. Instead you discover a society in which the protection of citizens from falling masonry seems to be regarded as enormously important. 

Whereas in Iran - for all its spiritual solidarity - the authorities don't appear to give a toss. The report in this paper from Teheran yesterday was revealing. It was one thing for the old, mud-walled citadel to fall down, but why the new hospitals? An accountant waiting to give blood at a clinic in the capital told our correspondent that it was a "disgrace that a rich country like ours with all the revenue from oil and other natural resources is not prepared to deal with an earthquake". 

The reformist Iran News asked on its website, "How many times have we reminded the ruling establishment that the first structures to fall during a major earthquake would be those dealing with emergency management and relief, such as hospitals, police and fire stations? The officials in charge are either deaf or simply don't care." 

Iran had the money to do much of what was needed. After the Kobe earthquake of January 1995 a report concluded that most deaths had been caused by the collapse of housing built in the traditional Japanese manner. This style was based on a post-and-beam system, with tiles or thick mud laid on top. The roofs came down easily, and when they did, they crushed everything beneath. And exactly the same thing seems to have happened in Bam, as much to new as to old buildings. The use of corrugated iron roofs would have been much safer. 

So why, despite the loss of 40,000 lives in the Gilan earthquake of 1990, had nothing been done? The same question was being asked back in the queue outside the clinic. Fariba Hemati told the Guardian what she thought of official efforts, "Our government is only preoccupied with slogans: 'Death to America', 'Death to Israel', 'Death to this and that'. We have had three major earthquakes in the past three decades. Thousands of people have died but nothing has been done. Why?" 

As she was queueing Jahanbakhsh Khanjani, spokesman for Iran's interior ministry, was denying that a team from Israel was coming to help. "The Islamic Republic of Iran," he told the press, "accepts all kinds of humanitarian aid from all countries and international organisations, with the exception of the Zionist regime." The Israelis, of course, have some reputation for rescue work, but it was ideology rather than humanity that was at stake here. 

The answer to Hemati is that, after a quarter of a century, Iran is still being ruled by a useless, incompetent semi-theocracy, which is fatalistic, complacent, unresponsive and often brutal. And such a system does not deliver to its citizens one fraction of what the Great Satan, for all its manifest faults, manages to guarantee to ordinary Americans. 

Following the fall of the Berlin wall there was, as the philosopher John Gray put it, a "false dawn" of the New Age of Liberal Democracy, in which all problems everywhere could be expected to be solved by a free market and free elections. But this triumphalism has been replaced, in some quarters at least, by the equally vacuous tropes of the anti-globalisation movement and its demonisation of liberal capitalism. 

What, I wonder, has Arundhati Roy to say now about the superiority of traditional building methods over globalised ones? Some Iranians might think that it's a shame there wasn't a McDonald's in Bam. It would have been the safest place in town.

Fault that unleashes shockwaves at speed of sound 

Fatal results of geology where three blocks of earth's crust meet 

Tim Radford, science editor
Saturday December 27, 2003
The Guardian 

The earthquake that struck Bam was the product of a sudden shift in the complex geology of the Asian highlands, where three huge blocks of the planet's crust push and grind against each other. 

The Arabian plate is constantly pushing north-eastwards against the Asian plate in the Zagros region, producing a flurry of earthquakes along the northern side of the Gulf. The Asian plate, in turn, is pushing against a landmass known as the central Iranian block. This last huge lump of crust is roughly triangular and relatively rigid, but moving north-east, deforming slowly along its north and eastern flanks. 

On average, such tectonic plates move only by a few centimetres each year. In practice, masses of rock that should ideally slide imperceptibly past each other become wedged fast at depth, locked for years. Then suddenly they give way, to shift at speeds of up to 5,000mph over very short distances of a metre or thereabouts. This happened yesterday morning along the eastern flank of the central Iranian block near the stone and brick town of Bam, in the mountainous Kerman province near the Baluchistan border of Pakistan. 

These mountains are fissured by seismic faults running north to south. Along one of these, before dawn, there was what geologists call a strike-slip event - measured provisionally at 6.5 magnitude on the Richter scale - that send shockwaves radiating away at almost the speed of sound. 

"You have one block sliding past another horizontally," said Roger Musson, of the British Geological Survey. "With a vertically moving fault you may get a scarp which shows as a step in the landscape, whereas here what you will get are roads torn apart, so you will see what was previously a straight road going along suddenly with a kink in it." 

Any building straddling the fault would be torn apart. But the real damage is from the shockwaves generated by the sudden movement. The fastest waves would send the terrain shivering up and down at a measurable fraction of the force of gravity. The first waves would be followed swiftly by a second set of waves that would shake the bedrock from side to side. Buildings of breeze block, brick and sun-dried mud would be badly shaken, or dismantled altogether. 

"In that part of the world there is a lot of brick building, and probably a lot of it not of very good construction," Dr Musson said. "Reports I have heard say all the brick buildings in Bam are more or less badly damaged. Good construction at a low technology level usually revolves around using plenty of wood, and wood is in short supply in those regions. Often these traditional Iranian houses are so weak that really quite modest shaking will bring them down." 

Earthquakes are inevitable but engineers and scientists say huge death tolls could be avoided, provided that governments and city authorities enforce building codes. In the last four years, despite a decade of international effort to reduce the risks from nat ural disaster, earthquakes have claimed an average of 10,500 fatalities a year. 

The people most at risk are the poor, crowded into slums on the least stable land in the cities - and urban populations have increased dramatically in the last 50 years. 

There are now 200 "supercities" of more than 2 million people. More than 40 of these are within 120 miles of a tectonic plate boundary, and therefore at risk from sudden violent movements of the earth. Roger Bilham, of the University of Colorado at Boulder, said at a conference in May that every five years, a single earthquake claimed 10,000 lives; and every century, a much more violent shock killed 300,000 people. 

"But the 300,000 people is probably an underestimate because the size of these huge cities doubled in the last century and is expected to double again in the next century." 

Society would have to build a huge number of new homes, he said. "We are in a remarkably good position to make these new buildings safe to live in. Earthquakes don't kill people, but buildings and builders of inferior buildings do."

A must visit website is found below

http://www.guardian.co.uk/flash/0,5860,1112768,00.html
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Ripples of Bam 

Leader
Monday December 29, 2003
The Guardian 

A week ago today, an earthquake registering 6.5 on the Richter scale hit large parts of southern California. The tremors were felt from Los Angeles to San Francisco. The quake brought down a number of buildings, left a few thousand households without power and killed a total of three people. Three days ago, another earthquake, also registering 6.5 on the Richter scale, hit a large part of southern Iran. This time the effect was catastrophic. Around 80% of all buildings in Bam and its surrounding area were laid low. Yesterday, emergency services effectively abandoned hope that any more survivors remain alive beneath the dust and rubble. Officially, 15,000 people perished in the Iranian quake. Unofficially, the total is expected to be substantially higher. Thousands of families are now without shelter, food, medicines and livelihood. If past experience is any guide, they will remain this way for many months - if not years - to come. 

As ever when natural disaster strikes, some will draw supernatural lessons from this tale of two earthquakes. But it is the practical conclusions that should concern us most. Both California and Iran live with the ever-present possibility of earthquakes. Only the former, though, is properly prepared for them. In California, building regulations are stringent and construction methods modern. As a result, destruction, disruption and, above all, casualties are minimised. In southern Iran, none of this is true. A combination of intense population growth, housing shortage, inadequate building techniques, poor regulatory enforcement and general instability have combined to create in Bam the proverbial disaster waiting to happen. Over the years, the need to protect the Iranian population from earthquakes was sacrificed to the more immediate need to house them. That may seem understandable, until one also grasps that it was these very roofs over their heads that killed so many Iranians on Friday. This was not some random misfortune. This was a tragedy whose scale can only be adequately explained by the failure of the Iranian state to prepare for it. 

This cannot be conveniently brushed aside as some smug criticism from the developed world. It is also the very criticism that Iranians of widely different views are already making themselves. The people who issue permits for all these substandard buildings never think that they may one day collapse on the heads of their own children, one reformist Iranian newspaper fumed this weekend. Iran knows how to spend billions of dollars on bread and petrol subsidies so that no one raises their voice, complained a conservative paper, but it is not prepared to spend such sums on a national plan to make Iranian buildings quake-proof. The failure was not confined to inadequate regulation of the private building sector. Many Iranians are also indignant at the state's inability to deliver on its own direct responsibilities. Part of Bam's current plight is that its hospitals and other emergency service centres were so badly built that they too were levelled along with the houses. 

This internal debate is a reminder that the Iranian earthquake, occurring in a major nation in the throes of rapid change, will produce an extensive societal aftershock. The relief effort itself is caught up in this process, since it points up the contrasting abilities of the Iranian authorities and the international aid organisations to respond to basic material needs. In the light of Iran's geopolitical and strategic importance, these issues could hardly be more important, and the arrival of two US aid planes in the disaster zone, the first American aircraft to land in Iran for a decade, underscores the high international implications of the human disaster in Bam. Earthquakes may have natural causes, but they often have political effects. 


Iranian earthquake kills 5,000 in mud-brick city
(Filed: 26/12/2003) 
An earthquake measuring 6.3 on the Richter scale has hit southeastern Iran, killing at least 5,000 people and injuring 30,000. Experts fear as many as 10,000 may be dead.
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	An earthquake-hit street in Bam


The provincial governor of Kerman, Mohammad Ali Karimi, said that the death toll in Bam, 600 miles southeast of the capital Tehran, was 5,000-6,000. 

Over 60 per cent of the city's buildings, largely made from mud bricks, were destroyed in the earthquake, which struck at about 5.30am local time.

The historic quarter of the city was razed to the ground including a large part of its 2,000-year-old citadel Arg-e-Bam, a popular tourist attraction.

Two of Bam's hospitals collapsed, crushing many of the staff, and remaining hospitals were full. The wounded were being taken to neighbouring towns. Many people were believed still to be buried under debris.

The government mounted a major rescue operation, and requested international aid, including sniffer dogs and equipment to search for bodies in the rubble. 

It said that it also needed medicines, tents, mobile hospitals, generators, water purification equipment and blankets, but had "no urgent food requirements" at this stage.
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	The way it was: Bam in 2001
	


Madeleine Moulin, a spokesman for the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), said: "In response to the earthquake in Iran, the UN released an emergency grant of $90,000 dollars and sent a team of experts to assess the damage, and to mobilise and coordinate international assistance."

British disaster specialists mobilised equipment, and the Department for International Development (DfiD) assessed whether a formal British contingent should be sent to the Gulf state, as it has still not had an official request for help from Tehran.

Russia said it would send rapid response units of doctors and paramedics, and Germany also promised its help. 

	Papers probe US 'earthquake diplomacy'
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More than a week after the ancient Iranian city of Bam was levelled by a devastating earthquake, the country's newspapers are at odds over the possibilities for better political relations with Washington, following Tehran's speedy acceptance of US humanitarian aid. 
Hardline papers are dismissive about President Bush's motives. By contrast, the reformist press looks forward to a warming of ties between the US and Iran. 



Some people have been excited about establishing relations with America... Witnessing such unrealistic reactions breaks the heart of a proud person who knows something about the tricks of the great Satan. Even if officials are in favour of establishing relations with America, they should not speak with such enthusiasm.
Jomhuri-ye Eslami (hardline)


These incitements to normalise political relations between Tehran and Washington are being made while a substantial amount of our country's assets are blocked by America.
Kayhan (hardline)


US efforts to hinder Iran's access to nuclear technology meant for peaceful purposes... and many other hostile measures show that Washington's proposal on negotiations with Iran is in fact impracticable.
Tehran Times


Who knows, perhaps the lives of our beloved Bam inhabitants were a huge sacrifice offered to God Almighty to save the homeland from sedition and a greater disaster. By respecting the lives of those who have been sacrificed, we should not give ground to extremist elements and political game-players, who, on different pretexts, seek to disturb the situation. 
Kayhan (hardline)


The walls of mistrust between the two governments are as formidable as ever. The current steps do not appear to be sufficient to pave the way for political dialogue. Time will tell whether the White House is serious in wanting a new beginning with Tehran.
Iran News 



Through his "earthquake diplomacy", George W Bush is trying to reaffirm his belief that America is a lighthouse that helps lost ships... The aim is to show that problems do not stem from American objectives, but rather from the values of the other side.
Shargh (reformist)


Iran and America are moving step by step - albeit slowly - towards improving relations; each asking the other to show good will and sincerity. Can anyone deny that the partial lifting of sanctions against Iran is a step towards this?
Mardom Salari (reformist)


Political observers and analysts looking at the new tendency in relations between America and Iran believe the two countries are standing on the threshold of new circumstances. But some of them believe that the Bam earthquake is only a pretext for resuming relations since, right now, the two countries are cooperating with each other in Iraq and Afghanistan. Khatami speaks otherwise.
Shargh (reformist)


We view America as the great Satan. And White House officials have labelled Iran a member of the axis of evil. Iran and America's relations with other countries clearly show that these myths are used to explain the unresolvable issues between the countries rather than act as the source of problems between them.
Yas-e Now (reformist)


The Americans, contrary to the viewpoints of many, mostly conservative, Iranian circles, do not need Iran for the administration of Iraq. But they clearly realise that peaceful relations with Iran would facilitate dialogue and contact with Iraq's Shias; that Iran's participation would help guarantee the end of tension in Afghanistan, and that Iran could help supervise hardline groups... Sooner or later an appropriate solution should be found.
Shargh (reformist)


BBC Monitoring, based in Caversham in southern England, selects and translates information from radio, television, press, news agencies and the Internet from 150 countries in more than 70 languages.
	
	

	US lifts cash hurdles to aid Iran
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The Americans are the first to set foot officially in Iran for 24 years

The United States is to temporarily ease sanctions on Iran to help relief supplies following the Bam earthquake. 
The move - in force for 90 days - will make it easier for American citizens and agencies to transfer money to Iran. 
A White House spokesman said the move was to meet "extraordinary humanitarian needs" following the devastating quake which left 50,000 dead. 

Another 100,000 people were left homeless and most have now been housed in tents, according to a UN aid team. 

"The Iranian people deserve and need the assistance of the international community to help them recover from the catastrophic results of last week's earthquake," said US spokesman Trent Duffy in a statement. 

"The American people want to help, and share great concern and sympathy for those families and individuals who lost loved ones, their homes and possessions." 

Currently, it is against US law to transfer any money to Iran, so even disaster relief payments have to be authorised by the US Treasury. 

He said the US Treasury would issue a general licence temporarily enabling US citizens and non-governmental organisations (NGOs) to support aid activities in and around Bam. 

Warmer relations? 

It is not clear if the latest US announcement was intended as anything more than a practical measure to help the relief effort, says the BBC's State Department correspondent, Jon Leyne. 

US Secretary of State Colin Powell had hinted, during an interview with the Washington Post on Tuesday, at a possible warming of relations with Iran. 

[image: image6.png]



[image: image7.png]


We must not turn down humanitarian assistance... but this has nothing to do with the political problems between us [image: image24.png]




Mohammed Khatami
Iranian President 
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Cold comfort for survivors 
How you can help 
But Trent Duffy told reporters: "We've made clear to the Iranian government on many occasions our grave concerns regarding its support for terrorism, pursuit of weapons of mass destruction and other of its activities." 

Aid workers from the US have already joined the effort to help survivors, in the first official representation by Americans since Washington cut ties with Iran after the 1979 revolution. 

An 80-strong US team has started setting up a field hospital - the first to operate since Bam's own two hospitals were flattened in the earthquake. 

USAid spokesman Dewy Perks told the BBC it was an honour to be helping the people of Iran on behalf of the US Government. It was "not about politics, it's about humanitarian relief," he said. 

Aftershocks 

Iranian President Mohammed Khatami welcomed US participation in the aid effort. 

But he has stressed that it did not change relations between the two countries who severed ties following the Islamic Revolution of 1979. 
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EMERGENCY AID 
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Aid agencies say disaster victims need at least: 

Shelter: 3.5 square metres 

Water: 7 litres/day 

Food: 2,100 kilocalories/day 
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Guide: Humanitarian basics 
"We must not turn down humanitarian assistance... to help human beings who have suffered injury and we do not turn it down but this has nothing to do with the political problems between us," he said on Iranian radio. 

The US announcement came as four aftershocks shook the ancient Silk Road city of Bam on Wednesday, in the wake of last Friday's quake. 

Teams from 40 countries are at work in and around the city where most of the survivors remain close to their homes, some 90% of which were destroyed in the disaster. 

UN aid workers say most of the 100,000 people left homeless are being housed in tents; water supply has been restored and a steady stream of humanitarian aid is flowing into the city. 

However, correspondents say many people are still without shelter, and face yet another night of cold and hunger. 
	
	


	The politics of earthquakes

	[image: image12.jpg]




[image: image13.png]



By Paul Reynolds 
BBC News Online world affairs correspondent 
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Earthquakes sometimes do more than destroy lives and buildings - they can reshape the political landscape. 

The earthquake in Bam has already seen a US offer to help Iran and an Iranian acceptance. This is between two countries which normally exchange insults. 

Iran's readiness to accept a direct offer of help from Washington follows its agreement with the International Atomic Energy Agency to allow more intrusive inspections of its nuclear programme. 
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The handling of this crisis will help determine President Khatami's continuing popularity 

This has led the US Secretary of State Colin Powell to say in an interview with the Washington Post: "There are things happening and therefore we should keep open the possibility of dialogue at an appropriate point in the future." 

A recent example of an effect on policy was the earthquake in Turkey in August 1999, which killed about 15,000 people. 

Prompt action by Greece in sending help led to a rapprochement between two traditional enemies. The Greek Foreign Minister, George Papandreou, became something of a hero in Turkey. 

Greece announced that it was supporting Turkish entry into the European Union with Mr Papandreou declaring: "We want to become the steam engine inside the EU to help Turkey's European course." 

The earthquake also showed the Turkish political establishment that it had to reform. 

The powerful role of the military in Turkey was seriously questioned because the army failed to respond to the disaster quickly, arguing that it was up to the civilian authorities. 
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Turkey's earthquake brought it closer to Greece

The collapse of so many modern buildings revealed that building regulations had simply been ignored in the rush to industrialise the mud plains east of Istanbul, despite warnings that this was earthquake territory of the most vulnerable kind. 

Another example of a "political" earthquake was in Nicaragua in 1972. 

This forgotten part of Central America was under the rule of the Somoza family and it wasn't until the capital Managua was all but destroyed that the attention of the outside world turned to this particularly nasty little dictatorship. 

What the outside world saw was not pleasant. President Anastasio Somoza failed to organise a proper rescue and rebuilding effort. 

Huge parts of the capital lay in waste for years. This led to further unrest, culminating in the uprising which brought the Sandinistas to power in 1979. 

Cost factor 
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There are many small kilns producing bricks but because of the demand, these are not fired for the 28 days needed to make them strong 

Professor Mohsen Aboutorabi 

In Bam, the same kind of story is emerging which was evident in Turkey. 

Mohsen Aboutorabi, professor of architecture at the University of Central England who was in Bam for a conference two years ago, told BBC News Online: "In Bam and other cities, I found that much of the building is done by people putting up their own houses. But they cannot afford proper materials and do not use skilled labour. 

"There are many small kilns producing bricks but because of the demand, these are not fired for the 28 days needed to make them strong. I banged two bricks together and they just fell to pieces. 

"For high rise buildings, the regulations are better enforced. But the demand for housing is so big. Iran's population has doubled in the last 20 years," he said. 

Turning point? 

Professor Aboutorabi said that there was bound to be a political effect from the earthquake. "If the political leaders do not listen to the people, they will be in trouble," he said. 
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Many bodies are believed to be still under the rubble in Bam

He added, however: "Traditionally in Iran, people tend to rally behind the government and this might give the government an umbrella for a time." 

Iran is currently poised delicately both internally and externally. The reform-minded President Mohammad Khatami was overwhelmingly re-elected in 2001 in what was seen as a further move away from clerical rule. 

The handling of this crisis will help determine his continuing popularity. He has got off to a good start by admitting that Iran cannot cope on its own and asking for outside help (except from Israel... some things do not change). 

This openness could be a development of Iran's readiness to co-operate with the International Atomic Energy Agency's insistence that the country's nuclear programme be put under proper monitoring. 

Fatalism 

One of Iran's leading earthquake experts, Professor Bahram Akasheh of Tehran University, was quoted recently by the Australian Institute of Geoscientists as saying that Tehran itself should be moved because it is at such high risk. 

"It would be better to have the capital in somewhere near Isfahan: that would be safer. Other countries have changed their capital without any adverse effect." 
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Earthquake education is very poor in Iran. Most people think that whatever God wills, will happen. This is absolutely wrong. This thinking is poisonous 

Professor Bahram Akasheh 

Professor Akasheh said little heed was paid to regulations. 

"Building regulations were introduced but nobody actually does everything that the regulations stipulate." One of the most difficult problems, he said, was the air of fatalism with which Iranians view earthquakes. 

"Earthquake education is very poor in Iran. Most people think that whatever God wills, will happen. This is absolutely wrong. This thinking is poisonous." 

US rapprochement? 

Up until now, US policy towards Iran has veered between treating it as part of the "axis of evil", as President Bush once called it, and adopting the more pragmatic approach of European countries. 

However, American diplomacy has recently had a success in the decision by Libyan to declare and abandon whatever programmes it has for weapons of mass destruction. 

This followed Tehran's acceptance of the IAEA additional protocol. 

But Mr Powell has made it clear that there were still issues with Iran to be resolved. 

"We still have concerns about terrorist activities, of course, and there are other issues with respect to al-Qaeda and other matters that we'll have to keep in mind." 

Among these "other matters" might be the charge by Israel that Iran supports Hamas and other groups attacking Israel. 

Indeed, if Washington were to adopt a softer approach to Tehran, the Israelis might not be best pleased. Senior Israeli security chiefs regard Iran as their "number one" threat. 
	
	


