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Experts: Tsunamis pose deadly threat to Caribbean

By Gay Nagle Myers

SAN JUAN — Tsunamis in the {aribbean?
Whur kjrew? Whu even suspecied?

Actually, tsinanis, massive tidal waves
trizgered by earthquakes or volcanu erup-
tions, have been veeurring in the region
lony cnough oy have carned the local nick
name af “El Peligrn Olvidaden” Spanish fur
“Ihe Forgotien Panger.”

Sice the nuddle of the 19th century, 1l
turns aw, they hive coused more deaths in
the Caribbean than hurricanes,

Though seismologists who track tsum-
mi activity have known of the threat for
decades, 1t was rarely discussed unlil De-
ceniber 2004,

The tsunami that pummeled Southeast
Asia that monsh left 170000 dead and nuss-
ing in the Indonesian pravinee of Acel alone,

Tsunamis and the danger they pose were
brought home in vivid detail a the recent
Cartbbean Sustainable Toursm Conler-
ence here, The discussion was part of an
opening dav session on disasters — how fo
plan for them. manage them and veact to

them — led by the Caribbean Disaster
[imergency Response Agency,

Most people in the audignce assimed the
fincus world he hurricanes, given the pasi
twnn devastating seasons, But in her opening
remiarks, Mariba Seolt, the Canbbean Tour-
ism Organization’s sustainable-taurism pra-
duct specialist, hinted that far more than
tropigal storms were on the agenda.

“Even though we tead 1o point 1o hurti-
canes, we see what's happenig with the avian
T and NMuods, which atfect the Caribbean
every vear,” Seoll said. “More and more, we
see a significant amount of climare change,
and we have 1o pay atrention o that arey,”

Following up, leremy Collymore, the
CDERAS woordlinaar amd maderator of the
session, said that "generaling awareness uf
any patential disaster 15 the critical fiest step
it managing hazard risks in the Caribbean,”

“The Canbbean has had significant
lusses in the last 10 vears that appear 1o
be on the increase and have sel back
development,” Collymore said,
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- Caribbean warned that tsunamis are a threat
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He was alluding o the increase in hurri-
canes that were Categors 3 or higher in cach
decade sinee 1970, growing from 15 storms
between 1970 and 1979 10 25 between 1990
and 1999, Since 2000, there have been 19
hurricanes that were Category 3 or lngher.

"We will have mwire in the vest two
decades,” Collymore sail,

That was unsettting but not unexpected
news, Far mure sugprising was the message

The chart illustrates the locatkan and status of instruments us

resentatives, who grapple with complex is-
sues alfecting 37 Bilferens sshind countries.
Now they had to add tsunamis 10 their dis-
aster-preparedness equations.

Fillebrande- Andrade has for years been
the lusie vorce calling tor the developrient
al a Canibbean tsunanu alert and prepara-
von plan, She may have Hinally Jound an
ausdience willing 1 histen,

She peppered her 1alk here with charts
and graphs, including one slide tat graphi-
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delivered by Christa ven Hillebrandi-An-
drade. director and assistant researcher of
the Pucrio Rico Seismic Network,

“The Caribbean is highly vulnerable
the threat ol Bsunamis,” she satd.

Referring to she tsunami that hit Souwth-
cast Asia in December 2004, Hillebrandt-
Andrade said, “There swasn't an adequate
warning system in place, Novone was pre-
pared. We have been working o years to-
ward the development of a tsunami plan in
the Caribbean, We can no longer ignore
this potential danger”

That was not welcome news to Carib-
bean tourism officials and government rep

cally iltustrated ihe number of tsunamis that
hawe struck in the Caribbean since 1846,

“Earthquakes ereate 1sunamis, but tsu-
namis are much less requent than earih-
quakes,” she explained. “Tsunamis are lidal
waoves usiitlly caused by an underwaler
carthuake or voleanic cruption, but not all
tidal waves — defined as an unusually high
sea wave that sometimes follows an earth-
ke — become rsunamiy®

Fhe charts outlined o compelling story,
Irom 1842 ta 1946, more than 11,000
peaple in the Caribbenn died 4y a result
of tsunamis, The Donusican Republic
suftered the single largest toll in the re-

gion with 1,865 deaths in 1946, Today,

cconditions are npe for atsunami because

ol climate aml warm water, said Flille-
trandt-Andrade,

Other unsettling statistics:

* Fourteen percent of all tsunamis occur
in the Caribbean region,

e Abuuz 200,000 peaple in Puerio Rico
five tr o tsunani Tood zone.

o O any given day i the Caribbean,
maore than | million vacalioners are at a
heach, according 1 an estimate by the Na-
Honal Weather Sesvice,

"Where are the sirens?” Hillehrandi-An-
drade asked. "Where are the signs? Where
are the emergency plans? Do hotels know
what to toll their guests regarding tsu-
namis? Da governments have plans?”

She added, husvever, tha “the process is
under way 1o make the regon tsopumi-
ready.” A Caribbean Tsumami Warning Sys-
twnis taking shape thanks w a Unesco di-
rective dssaed in fune 2003 1hat called fur
the development of such a plan.

The first meeting was held in Barbados
last Jannary when four warking woups
were established 1o assess and research
sunami risks, develop monitring and de-
lection systems and create a4 network of
seispiic centers i the Caribbean 1o dis-
pense warning itormation within two
minutes uf'an carthquake.

Already, vy deep-water vcean buays
have heen sunk in critical areas in the
Carihbian Sea anil Atlantic Ocean to help
in the quick detection of earthquakes,

Unesco directed thar cach Caribbean
counery have sn inlormation conter in oper-
ation 24 hours a day, seven days a week that
conkd receive and disserninate tsunami bul-
fetins quickly, o date, only Suriname has set
up such a facility, and Basbados has created
an International Infurmation Center on
‘Taunamis. Puerto Rico has erected 250 signy
in English and Spanish tha illustrane isuna-
mi evacuation routes and areas ol danger.

“The gaal s to bave the entire region
tsumond-ready, Bke Hawidl is,” she said,

Funding is crocial, Hiflebrande-Andrade
estimated that the cust of such a plan isap
proximately $41 million Tor the Caribbeans
region, with the bulk ol it guing 1o studies
and research on coastal populations, evac-
ualivn routes, response and recovery plans
anil education ind vutreach programs,




