Nicaragua: preparing for disaster on all fronts
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Over the last two decades, Nicaragua has suffered floods, droughts, volcanic eruptions, a tidal wave, an earthquake, and four hurricanes, including the infamous Mitch – one of the most devastating hurricanes in the history of Central America. As a developing country, Nicaragua struggles to cope with disasters and their aftermath, lacking the necessary resources to implement a coherent national disaster preparedness strategy.

A pilot project financed by the DIPECHO programme in the regions of Chinandega and León shows that disaster preparedness can be an effective tool in the fight against poverty.  The project run by Italian NGO Movimondo, provided support to the Nicaraguan authorities to help them implement an existing law on the prevention, mitigation and management of natural catastrophes. Existing scientific surveillance of earthquake and volcanic risks was improved, and a system of broadcasting warnings to the population was established. The construction of water tanks helped improve community capacity for water storage in an area prone to drought.

Efforts were made to establish a ‘culture’ of disaster preparedness through advocacy and public awareness activities including mass distribution of information packs, the establishment of an information centre on natural risks in the area, teaching in schools, and training courses for adults.

“I used to be afraid of earthquakes, but now I know why they happen and what I should do when I feel one”, said Mercedes, a pupil at Quezalguaque School. Local people proved ready and able to prepare for disasters effectively once equipped with the necessary skills.

One of the participants, Juan, explained: “For a long time the people of Tololar could not explain these natural phenomenon. We did not understand the terrible damage disasters could do, or what we should do to prepare for them. That is why we set up the local emergency plan, to be prepared to act before and when we are faced with any kind of emergency”.
