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Awareness helps save lives

This seems to be the battle cry during pulong-pulongs in far-flung barangays or seminars in cities, all with the hope of changing the destiny of people who happen to live in areas that are so-called at risk for “geohazards” or synonymously associated most of the time with landslides.  There is always the hope that in letting people know that the land where their houses are built on might collapse or “slide away” will help them prepare for the possibility.  
It is not always easy to deliver such facts, or possibilities to people who, just like any of us, have already established a sense of order and security in their lives by knowing that tomorrow, they will wake up and do the same things on the same place where they have been living for maybe, all their lives.  It seems like a being a doomsayer, predicting disaster.

But somebody has to let the people know, if they are to know that something must be done and not just wait for disaster to happen.  

We awakened to the horror of deaths and buried lives when in August 1999, a slope in Cherry Hills Subdivision in Antipolo, Rizal collapsed when a landslide occurred, killing 59 people. It was probably not the first landslide of such scale, although was possibly the first one known and recorded in the Philippines for a landslide may be happening unknown to people and if it does not claim lives and damage properties, it does not make itself a hazard.

In February 2006, we once again lamented the loss of up to 200 lives and almost a thousand unrecovered missing bodies brought about, again, by a massive landslide which buried the whole community of Barangay Guinsaugon, Southern Leyte.  At this age of technological advancement, one can’t help but question how man can be so helpless in the face of nature’s wrath.
The country sits on a Ring of Fire or maybe the ring of disaster.  What can man do to stop the land from moving or from water to destroy what he has built?  But man does not just sit and wait for the rain not to stop pouring for days and wash away lands, people and things.  Something must always be done, if not to stop, to lessen the havoc nature may wreak.  
If there’s any good that can be gotten out of tragedies, it’s the knowing that there is a problem that needs our attention.  The Cherry Hills tragedy has spurred the fire of attention and urgency on human vulnerability to natural hazards.  It urged the government more than ever to do something, and the public to ask more questions about the nature-induced dangers Filipinos are up to. Policies have been enacted on how to plan and build infrastructures in such a way that they are built with due consideration to the characteristics of and the presence of potential hazards on the land where they will be constructed.  The expertise of geologists is crucial in this area for they hold the knowledge on ascertaining the “geologic hazard” characteristic of an area.  For something has to be done, it must first start with knowing, of being aware of the problem and to know everything about it.
It is also elemental that people, ordinary people who don’t have buildings or even new houses to build but simply who continue living on whatever form of shelter they have on a piece of land to know that they too, might be at risk.  And this is where the role of continuously disseminating information in whatever accessible form about the nature and presence geologic hazards.  

Information can be very confusing at times, and even threatening, especially if in knowing the object, specialized codes and symbols of information are necessary but sad to say are only accessible to a few learned minds of the field.  This is where questions like “how come, with all the scientific advancement man has made, we still cannot do something to erase these so-called geologic hazards from the map of our municipality” can even be conceived by the mind.  
With combined scientific knowledge and sensitivity to the needs and perception of people in grasping information, people can be aware that the human threats to human lives come in various forms and one of those is how the soil or land they stand on are made of or how this land would react to large amounts of water brought by the rain.  And that no one is to blame because it did so happen that where we live is an island that is situated on this Ring of Fire, and so on and so forth.  
 Awareness of dangers should not make us more vulnerable to it rather, more equipped with the thought that we know of it and so we can choose to avoid it, move from it, help others save what must be saved ahead of time, or be swept away by it.  It’s not so different with the awareness of the presence of geologic hazards in our midst.
What to do, where to, when to go, these are not easy questions if asking them involve human lives.   But before even having the capacity to ask the questions is the awareness that these questions must be asked.  

Action starts with knowing.  So the task of delivering the bad news goes on.  Always with the hope that awareness will lead to actions that will help save lives next time the inevitable happens.  But whether awareness leads to proper action is another story.  (L. Artajo, MGB-6)  
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