The Katrina Woes Muyanja Ssenyonga

Seeing a fleet of vehicles moving North, at least that was the direction one could discern from the photos unleashed by cameras beamed around the World,  my friend made a simple comment that , well, “..At least for them , Americans he meant, have vehicles to jump in as fast as they can once they receive news of an impending disaster. Imagine if it was to happen to us here, would we move as fast?” My  rejoinder to her curious query, was that, well for those who have the vehicles things are quite O.K. there. Foremost of all the weather forecast is very advanced, making it possible to inform the public of an impending disaster days before it hits. This leaves a lot of  room for whoever wants to leave areas forecast to suffer battering before it is too late. 
However there a caveat here. All that is possible if you have the vehicle. For during such times, public transport is hard to rely on, if at all available. In any case, can you imagine carrying all your essential personal belongings on a bus? That leaves one with another option, renting a pick up , a lorry or heavy vehicle of that kind, which of course requires money, and sufficient amounts of it, for in such a situation hiring rents are up through the roof!”

Her response to my rumbling reply was that, “ what do you know?, the way things are done in  a developed country differs she used the phrase  “continents apart”  from the way things squeak into movement in poor countries. Developed countries have all things at their disposal: the trucks, the manpower, the finances, the material, name it! Here we have nothing compared to what they have?” she ended her somewhat animated rebut. 

What seemed to be a chatter driven by boredom, trivial in intent  by all accounts, as  having worked at the desktop PC for more than six hours on that ill-fated Monday for residents of the American Gulf coast, fatigue was compounded by Monday weariness, which made the day really hard on our nerves. That was why I and a friend happened to be in the Television room with our eyes riveted on BBC TV when the news of the Exodus of Americans from an impending Katrina Hurricane was telecast. Of course I had  read news about the hurricane, the its wind speed predicted  around 280 kilometers per hour, its path well predicted ahead, with trajectories renewed as new data was received  by one of the most advanced and sophisticated   weather tracking  gadgetry in the world.
The potential danger was so dire that one US expert was quoted as saying “ Katrina is our Tsunami”. And everyone gets to know even the grime reminder has turned out to be a gross understatement given the devastation and carnage the hurricane has left in its wake!

This tells us one thing. That those who were in potential danger were well informed about what was coming, and therefore would have done their best to get out of  mother nature’s wrath for their safety. And many did exactly that as the fleet of vehicles was than sufficient evidence. And now nagging question.  Why would anyone ignore such warnings, knowing well the dire consequences such an action could lead to ?  No body has the right to pretend to be in the minds of whoever decided not to heed the warnings of an impending hurricane.  Yet one can’t help to presume the possible reasons that might have led some people to opt to stay, despite the impending danger hanging over their heads.

Looking at the composition of those who decided to stand their ground, one can help to discern that by the looks of it, most come from the not so advantage group, from whatever angle you can look at it. That means that there is a possibility that they didn’t have sufficient means to trek “north” before the hurricane struck. One should remember that people who reside in Louisiana should be well accustomed to the danger caused by hurricanes, categorized to be of scale 5 as it was.   
Another possibility is that most disadvantaged groups reside in areas that have high likelihood of  breakings-in, which implies that whoever left his/her house faced the danger of losing whatever was in the house. That is if the house survived the hurricane.
So perhaps driven by the fear of losing all their life’ work, forced many to stick to their decision not to vacate the endangered areas. Trekking north to them meant losing everything they had acquired in life. And that is not a simple thing to countenance.

While those with better means often insure everything they own, from vehicles, houses, occupation, name it, which means that they have something to fall back on in case the worst scenario materializes, the disadvantaged lack those.  In that case, what appears to be a stunning decision to us here, in developing countries, ceases to be so. This is because that is exactly what happens on our shores. Many people decide  to ignore incessant warning of impending natural disasters   not because they don’t sense or know the danger, but simply driven by even a worse fear of losing everything they own due to actions committed not by the disasters, devastating though they  turn out to be, rather by   their fellow neighbors. Oftentimes, actions of fellow men inspire more fear than those wrought by natural disasters. This is more so among those whose livelihood depends on what they do every working day, saving little as most of the daily income goes to pay for daily upkeep.  The images of looting individual crisscrossing  vacated and waterlogged streets in Louisiana, not carrying food items but  durable goods, proves that the fears in the minds of many of what was likely to happen in their absence were not misplaced.

What Katrina has disclosed to us is difficult to forget for quite some time.

It has shown to us what a Hurricane of degree 5 means, and the havoc it wreaks once it hits the shore. More so if it lands on an area that is below sea level as Louisiana coast is.
It reminds us of what Mother Nature can do if mankind forgets its ferocity and places himself in its path, by putting up structures that support economic activities without sufficient bulwarks to forestall its vendetta against man’s excessive intrusion.
As the wreckage left by Katrina subside and the cost of destruction in terms of lives and property estimated,  evidence of gross inequality even at such times of unimaginable danger becomes apparent. It is a very shocking sight to us in the developing world. Perhaps no better statement explains the plight of those living in the Katrina affected areas that that made by one of the victims, a white female: “ I was forced to scavenge for food in stores… I am very embarrassed.”

It is quite an unimaginable spectacle. The hope is that as has been the case with other formidable problems, Americans have faced over the past, the Katrina fall out should not divide them deeper into the privileged and the disadvantaged. It is a prospect that is more than likely unless fresh wounds inflicted by Katrina receive quick and  substantive treatment.
