LAM missionary responds to flooding from sewage canal in Mexico City
By Kenneth D. MacHarg

Miami, FL (LAMNS)—Churches and missionaries are working to respond to recent flooding in the Valle de Chalco area of Mexico City that left 6,000 homeless. 

“What people need most is water, canned items, milk and baby diapers,” reports LAM missionary Rebekah Meyerend who works in the Chalco area. Rebekah, a native of Devon and Newtown Square, Pennsylvania, says that she will be taking relief supplies into the area even though police officials have shut off most access. 

The flooding occurred after heavy rains ruptured the retaining wall of an open-air sewage canal east of Mexico City, leaving thousands of people camped on their roofs with their homes inundated by three feet of stinking water and human waste. 

Officials said that more than 6,000 people were flooded out of their homes, but emergency shelters in the working-class neighborhoods of the Chalco valley were only half full because fear of looters kept people on their roofs, risking disease. 

Chalco is on the edge of the greater urban area of 20 million people that includes Mexico City, but it has its own municipal president, and is inside the state of Mexico but outside of the Federal District that governs the capital. 

Water supply and sewage treatment are chronic environmental problems in this enormous urban area, where rivers of sewage flow slowly through many neighborhoods, especially in poor areas in the north and east of the Mexico valley. 

“One church in Mexico City has collected a number of bags of clothing with promises of more and Action International is sending me a donation of $500 to buy supplies,” Rebekah reports. “Many of the homes are still uninhabitable. Although the government has set up shelters and places to collect supplies, there is a general feeling of distrust that those supplies will actually get to the people,” she says. 

Tax deductible contributions for relief in the Chalco area may be sent to Latin America Mission, Box 52-7900, Miami, Florida, 33152, or in Canada to 3075 Ridgeway Drive, Unit 14, Missassauga, ON L5L 5M6. Checks should be marked for “Chalco relief.”

Rebekah has worked for almost six years at a Presbyterian church in the Valle de Chalco. She is responsible for children’s and youth programming, provides tutoring programs for neighborhood children and holds classes for adults in the area. 

Residents told local media that contact with the floodwater has begun to cause skin irritations. Piles of dead sheep and dogs have also begun to appear in the area. 

“It really is a nasty situation,” Rebekah says. “Imagine cars, animals, houses and some people covered in that filth. The cleanup will be awful.” Before she delivers the relief supplies, Rebekah has been advised to get tetanus shots and to wear boots. 

“The main highway that runs from Puebla to Mexico City, the one that we use to get into the city, is still closed,” she reports.  News agencies say that vehicles are forced to make an hours-long detour. 

Cruz Guerrero called the flood ``an inevitable accident'' caused in part by a reduced watercourse because of ``the garbage the people are always throwing in.'' 

Local residents didn't accept that explanation. 

``It could have been avoided, sure,'' said Yolanda Garnia Onofre, 37, who was living in a nearby bus because her house was flooded. ``They used to use machinery on that canal and dredge it, but they haven't cleaned it for three years.'' 

Residents say the streets of some neighborhoods in Chalco were littered with miles of cement sewage pipes that never were installed and connected underground. 

There had been smaller floods in recent years, and residents say they had been appealing for months for officials to repair the canal walls or to run the water through pipes. 

The Latin America Mission works in partnership with churches and Christian agencies throughout Latin America and supports missionaries and projects in many Latin countries as well as in Spain. LAM is seeking to place new missionaries throughout the region. The U.S. headquarters can be reached at Latin America Mission, Box 52-7900, Miami Springs, FL 33152, by e-mail at info@lam.org, or by calling 1-800-275-8410. The mission’s web site may be found at http://www.lam.org. LAM’s Canadian office is at 3075 Ridgeway Drive, Unit 14, Missassauga, ON L5L 5M6.

Reports from the Associated Press and Reuters were used in this story. 
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