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Hurricane Felix. Situation Report #1 PAHO/WHO (4 September)


Hurricane Felix

Health Situation Report # 1
4 September 2007
Brief Description

Hurricane Felix made landfall along Nicaragua’s northeastern coast on Tuesday morning, September 4, with winds of 260 kilometers per hour.  The eye of Hurricane Felix was located close to Punta Gorda, in northeastern Nicaragua, some 16 km. from Punta Cabeza.  The hurricane is moving toward Honduras and Guatemala, where it will hit Tuesday evening, September 4.  Reminiscent of Hurricane Mitch in 1998, the storm is expected to bring heavy rains to Nicaragua and Honduras, with a high risk of floods and landslides.

Although currently (4:30 pm EDT on Tuesday) there is no information available on damage in the health sector, needs are expected in water and sanitation, shelter, epidemiological surveillance and disease control, as well as logistical support, especially because of the difficulty of access to the affected areas.  Specific needs for medicines are being evaluated.

PAHO/WHO has activated its response mechanisms at the national and regional levels.   The two affected national offices, Nicaragua and Honduras, have declared an administrative emergency and are supporting first response measures in health and in the damage and needs assessments.   In addition, the regional response team has been activated and various experts have already arrived in Nicaragua and Honduras in order to provide support in the emergency.  Other specialists will be incorporated in the coming hours, depending on how the situation evolves.

Health Needs
At the moment no damage in the area of health has been reported, but needs are expected in water and sanitation, shelters, epidemiological surveillance and disease control, as well as logistical support, especially because of the difficulty of access to the affected areas.  The need for medicines is being evaluated.
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Situation in Nicaragua

Nicaragua’s National Disaster Prevention and Relief System (SINAPRED) declared a Red Alert in the Autonomous Region of the North Atlantic North (RAAN), in the municipalities of Puerto Cabezas and Raspan.


Hurricane Felix struck Nicaragua at 4:45 a.m. local time in Barra Sandi Bay in the RAAN.  Communication with the region was lost.  Some 7,200 people were moved to shelters as a precautionary measure, but the number of people requiring shelter could reach 10,000.  Eleven shelters are ready (out of a possible 97 with a capacity to shelter 12-13,000 people). 

Patients in the hospital of Puerto Cabezas were evacuated to facilities with better conditions.  The Ministry of Health pre-positioned three additional medical emergency kits in addition to those existing in each municipality.  Staff is on alert in Waspan and Puerto Cabezas, focusing on the response.

Principal Problems and Priorities

· Shelters may not have the capacity to sustain a category 5 hurricane.

· Major difficulties in access routes are expected because of poor road conditions.  With the expected overflowing of rivers this could become even more complicated.

· Problems are foreseen with the latrines and potential contamination of the potable water wells.

· The construction of dwellings is very precarious, and it is expected that they will not support the strength of the winds.

· Needs in water and sanitation, food, drugs, and logistics are foreseen.

PAHO/WHO Response Measures \ 

· Since yesterday, PAHO/WHO is following up the emergency, supporting the Ministry of Health and participating in coordination actions with the United Nations system. 

· PAHO/WHO in Nicaragua has declared a state of emergency and reprogrammed country funds

· The Regional Health Emergency Response Team has moved to Managua to support the response measures. 

· The activation of the health situation room located in the central Ministry of Health is being supported and reports from the two autonomous regions are being received. 

· The most urgent needs in medicines are being evaluated with the Ministry of Health. 
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Summary of the Situation in Honduras

The Permanent Commission of Contingencies (COPECO) declared a Red Alert for the Department of Gracias a Dios, Atlántida, Colón, Cortés, Yoro and Olancho; a Yellow Alert for the Departments of Comayagua, Francisco Morazán and El Paraíso; and a Green Alert for the rest of the nation. 
· COPECO indicated that the hurricane is expected to affect the south central region of the country (including Tegucigalpa, Choluteca and El Paraíso).  It reports that 1,800 tourists on the Bay Islands have been evacuated.
· Floods are a major concern, because the western rivers are already overflowing and significant damage is expected in the Valley of Sula.  COPECO expects many communities will become isolated.
· With regard to essential infrastructure, the electric company has serious deficiencies that are expected to become more pronounced with the hurricane.  This will impact the water supply that depends on the use of electricity. 

· COPECO only has provisions for 9,200 families; this does not include food.  They report having a good communications network (700 radios and 27 repeaters).  They have four Armed Forces helicopters. 

Health Ministry 
  

· The Disasters Office of the Ministry has been mobilized to implement the emergency plan.  Fuel was procured for electric generators in hospitals in the most vulnerable areas and medicines were sent.  

· The Emergency Operations Committee of the Secretary of Health met on Tuesday morning to prioritize which actions to follow. 
Principal problems and priorities
· Heavy rains in Tegucigalpa bring potential issues because of the dense population and a vulnerability to floods and landslides due to the topography of the area.  The memory of Hurricane Mitch is still present.   

· Special attention should be paid to the water supply and to the population requiring temporary shelters.  

PAHO/WHO Response Measures 
· The emergency plan was activated and every staff member is ready to assume his/her respective role.  Coordination has begun with UNETE and the UNDMT.
· Several PAHO/WHO advisors are positioned in La Ceiba, Honduras and report that the Regional Health authorities have already established an EOC. 
· Two members of the PAHO/WHO Health Emergency Response Team have already arrived to support the general coordination activities in La Ceiba and in Tegucigalpa.   Experts in communications and in logistics and supply management of (LSS/SUMA) will be arriving soon. 
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