Disasters strike Peru, Central America, Mexico;

Churches and mission agencies reach out to help those affected
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Churches in various Latin American countries are deeply involved in response to a quadruple whammy inflicted by a powerful earthquake and three unprecedented hurricanes that brought death and devastation to Peru and much of Central America.

“The current situation in Puerto Cabezas, Nicaragua and the Miskito Coast is devastating,” reported Summer Palmer, a long-term missionary volunteer with the Southern Baptist International Mission Board. “The aftermath of Hurricane Felix will most likely destroy the rice crops in the whole region.”

The town was hit almost head on by Hurricane Felix, a category five hurricane that also dumped heavy rain on Honduras, El Salvador and Guatemala. 

The early-September storm was the second level-five hurricane to hit Central America and Mexico in a two week span—the first time that two such storms had struck land in the same year. In addition, while Felix was pounding away at Central America, another hurricane, Henriette, made a second landfall along the west coast of Mexico. 
And, in mid-August, over 550 people were killed in an earthquake that measured 8.0 on the Richter scale and virtually destroyed the town of Pisco.

In Nicaragua, over 80 percent of the houses in Puerto Cabezas were reported to have lost their roofs in the storm according to information supplied by Bill Lurwick of Kansas radio station KJIL who has led work groups to the town. 

The region is populated by 150,000 people who live in jungle settlements. The residents are descendants of Indians, European settlers and African slaves who make their living primarily from fishing and farming.

The town and surrounding communities are virtually unreachable except by airplane or boat. Summer Palmer reports that the main bridge connecting the community to other parts of Nicaragua is out of service which means that supplies and relief equipment will be difficult to obtain. 

“The real struggles will come as it gets more difficult to find food,” she reported to Missionary Journalist. “The airplanes are flying in now, but only one flight a day. More survey teams will be going out in the next few days to asses the damage in the more remote areas of the Miskito Region. Sinsin, Santa Marta and Twapi are in bad shape.”

“As the rains continue, families and friends help each other repair their roofs or house them until further repairs can be done,” Mrs. Palmer said. Most houses are built on stilts for flooding purposes, but they cannot withstand the hurricane winds, so some homes are unstable and dangerous.”

Many people weathered the storm by seeking shelter in local churches and Christian schools. Early reports indicated that no Baptist churches in Puerto Cabezas were severely damaged. 

Jim Palmer, who with his wife Viola has ministered in Puerto Cabezas for eight years, reported that his house was badly damaged by the storm. 

Pastor Salvador Saramiento, the manager of Christian radio station Radio Veca in Puerto Cabezas, reported that his FM transmitting antenna was broken in six places and would have to be replaced before the station could go back on the air. However, much of the community was reported to be without electricity. 
Elsewhere in Nicaragua, the Faith and Hope Lutheran Church said that the community of Somotillo, 190 kilometers east of the capital was badly affected by the heavy rain. 
Meanwhile, Norman Bent of the Moravian Church in Managua launched an appeal for help to rebuild or repair up to 200 churches, pastoral residences, high schools, a seminary and a hospital that were damaged by the hurricane. 
Christian radio stations in Managua, the capital, launched an on-the-air marathon to raise funds to help those in the coastal communities. 
Meanwhile, in Honduras, Bill and Margy Hoff of Bajio Christian Mission, affiliated with the independent Christian churches, reported to Missionary Journalist that the storm dissipated much of its energy in some of the least populated parts of Central America. “The storm continued west passing the city of Tegucigalpa to the south. Therefore it was about 150 miles south of San Pedro Sula. The worst effect that we have seen have been tropical rainstorms. Local news reports about 600 homes destroyed in the far east of the country.” 

In Peru, churches have been responding since the powerful mid-August earthquake left thousands of people homeless. Amanda Ross, who with her husband Jeremy serves with Mission to the World, reported that Pisco is receiving quite a bit of government aid, but the surrounding areas are nearly forgotten.  

Nearly 1,700 people were injured in the quake, and it was estimated that 80,000 people had been affected. The town of Pisco was said to have lost 85 percent of its simple mud brick homes-structures that normally serve well in this dry region. Residents of surrounding towns are desperate as well. Their infrastructures are also completely destroyed, and the area hospital is gone.

Mission to the World, along with other mission organizations, sent workers and relief supplies to help the homeless, many of whom are living on the streets in Peru’s wintry conditions. 

Some missionaries and volunteers began relief work immediately following the disasters. “Fifteen volunteers from Perry, Florida weathered the storm with Missionaries Jim and Viola Palmer,” Summer Palmer reported. “Immediately after the worst past the team members set to work clearing the main roads and helping the injured. The work will continue for months to come. If the rice harvest is lost, the loss in the region will be more lives in the up coming year.”

“Some people in Managua donated some relief supplies and gave them to the Mission so they could be sure that they would get to the people that needed them,” she said. “One man is donating 6,000 pounds of rice and milk and it will arrive by airplane. La Costena is flying again but only one flight a day.”

Palmer and the volunteers immediate began work helping the community to remove an estimated 5,000 electricity poles and trees that had fallen on the town’s streets. 

For now, church leaders and missionaries say that they appreciate the prayers of people who are concerned about those who have suffered so much. And, they ask that generous Christians offer financial support for relief work in the regions.

Material from the Associated Press and Agencia Latinoamericana y Caribeña de Comunicación was used in this story. 
How to help:
Many Christian churches and missions are accepting financial contributions to help with disaster relief in Latin America. 

To help with relief along the Atlantic coast of Nicaragua, contributions may be sent to:

International Mission Board, Southern Baptist Convention 
3806 Monument Ave. 
P.O. Box 6767 
Richmond, VA 23230-0767
Specify Hurricane Felix Relief
Or, tax-deductible contributions for immediate relief may be sent to:

Palmer Ministries
1908 Chapman
Mesquite, TX 75149
Please make checks payable to Palmer Ministries.  Please specify what the donation is for. 

For assistance to Peru, contributions may be sent to:

Mission to the World 
P.O. Box 116284
Atlanta, GA 30368-6284  
Please put 93982 on the memo line
