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Introduction

Paraguay is a small landlocked country situated in the heart of South America. Even though Paraguay does not suffer from some of the major hazards (e.g., strong tornadoes, hurricanes, tsunamis, etc.) that other nations do, this country still experiences its share of disasters.  For example, natural hazards such as floods, droughts, torrential rains, high winds accompanied by electrical storms, hailstorms, and forest fires occur regularly as do some other accidents and incidents.  Thus, emergency management is an important function in this developing nation; Paraguay is not without its share of disasters and accidents.
The following chapter discusses the social, political and economic context of Paraguay.  It then addresses emergency management in this country by looking at hazards, vulnerabilities, disaster experiences, relevant legislation, government organization, current successes and challenges to be overcome. Such an undertaking can help Paraguayans to learn more about their own emergency management system. The world also stands to gain much by paying attention to Paraguay’s disasters and evolving emergency management system.
The Paraguayan Context

Paraguay is a fertile land of lush and natural beauty in the central region of the continent of South America. It is located between the countries of Brazil, Argentina, and Bolivia. Due to its central location, the country has commonly been referred to as the “Corazon de America” (i.e., Heart of America). The name “Paraguay” is said to have originated from a word the Indians used to describe a “river that gives birth to the sea.” The country is beautiful in cultural, natural and historical contexts. On the other hand, Paraguay is not a rich society; for example, 30% to 50% of the Paraguayan population is living in poverty. As such, there is a great deal of tension between the haves (i.e., elites) and the have-nots (i.e., the landless). A major factor which contributes to the discord between these two groups is the fact that 10% of the population controls 66% of the land, while 30% of the people who live in rural areas do not own any land at all.  In a country with almost seven million people (CIA World Factbook), mestizos (i.e., mixed European and Amerindian) make up 95% of the population, while members of indigenous tribal groups make up the “other” 5%.  A mere 1% of the population is made up of an estimated 63,000 Afro-Paraguayans.  Of the total Paraguayan population, 56% percent live in urban areas and 10% percent live in the capital and largest city, Asuncion.  The rest of the people live throughout the 
rural areas of the country. 


A noteworthy fact about this country is that while the Gran Chaco region (i.e., the low plains area in Western Paraguay) constitutes 60% of the Paraguayan territory, but only 2% of the 

total population lives in this area. Paraguay counts among her inhabitants 17 distinct ethno-

linguistic groupings. However, 90% of the population understands Guarani, and 75% of the population understands and speaks Spanish, which is the language of business and government in Paraguay. To a great extent, ethnic groups have retained their native languages and culture. The relatively few ethnic groups that have settled in Paraguay include: Germans, Italians, Japanese, Koreans, Arabs, Chinese, Ukrainians, Argentines, and Brazilians (the largest ethnic group). Thus, this country boasts of a mixture of diverse culture combined with traditional Spanish and native Guarani culture. 


In terms of modern history, Paraguay gained its independence from Spain in May 1811.  For the majority of this time, Paraguay was ruled by dictators during several presidential administrations.  However, since General Alfredo Stroessner (Paraguay’s last dictator) was overthrown in 1989, democratic rule has been a mainstay in the political landscape of this nation and numerous reforms have been consistently forthcoming.  These political changes include the adoption of a new constitution in 1992, with power decentralized to the various local departments and municipal governments throughout the country.  Term limits have also been instituted for the presidency (Stroessner had previously tried to impose no term limits so that he could rule the country indefinitely).  Despite an attempted coup by the military in 1996, the country’s democratic aspirations seem somewhat assured because of strong political influence by the significant political parties and their leaders. Current leaders seem bent on a continuous democratic regime for Paraguay for years to come. However, time will tell whether this political stability continues for this small, yet important South American country.  
When Paraguay’s highly centralized government was changed by constitutional mandate in 1992, a division of powers was provided for as follows: executive power exercised by the nation’s president, legislative power vested in both the government and in two chambers of the National Congress, and the judiciary which sits as an independent body (presumably to remain impartial) of both the executive and the legislature branches of government.  The President of Paraguay is head of state and the nation is a representative democratic republic. A multiparty system exists in Paraguay as follows: 

· National Republican Association/Colorado Party (ANR)

· Authentic Radical Liberal Party (PLRA)

· Beloved Fatherland (PPQ)

· National Union of Ethical Citizens (UNACE)

· National Encounter Party (PEN)

· The Country in Solidarity Party (PPS)

· Progressive Democratic Party (PDP)

· Tekojaja Movement, and numerous small parties not represented in Congress

(U.S. State Department Website). 

A popularly elected governor heads each of Paraguay’s 17 departments (i.e., states). There is also one capital district (“distrito capital”) located in the capital city of Asuncion. 


Paraguay is divided into two regions by a river called the “Rio Paraguay.”  The two regions are: (1) eastern Paranena with landform ranges from lowlands to mountains (with highest elevations near the border with Brazil); and (2) the previously-mentioned western Chaco region (with vast low plains), which is prone to both grave flooding and drought.  The Paranena region (which comprises 95% of the total population concentration) is a subtropical, humid area with abundant rainfall distributed evenly throughout the whole year.  People in regions like Asuncion distinguish between wet and dry seasons, although there have been unique weather variations experienced there in the last few years.  For example, places that used to be dry now receive much-needed rain (sometimes resulting in flooding); places that used to receive too much rain are now dry (sometimes resulting in drought).  The Chaco region, on the other hand, has a tropical climate; noticeable distinct wet and dry seasons can be distinguished.  Forest fires and high winds along the rivers are also prevalent in this region.  During seasons where “El Nino” is evident, more rain causes flooding.  On the other hand, during seasons where “La Nina” is evident, there is no rain for months and this may cause grave drought in this region of Paraguay. Both the Paranena and Chaco regions do experience, however, modest seasonal variations in temperature. 
Hazards in Paraguay

As mentioned, the country of Paraguay is not without its hazards even though these events may differ from those experienced by countries that are not landlocked. Though Paraguay does not experience hurricanes or tornadoes, car and motorcycle accidents have increased. This is due to the government’s recent lifting of a ban on the car usage which now allows almost anybody onto the roads and highways at any time, unlike the period in the recent past when a quota system was in place so that only a proportional number of automobiles could traverse the highways and bi-ways at any one time.  Enforcement of traffic laws is also a big challenge, as the Paraguayan people in general do not pay attention to these laws and, thus, a cultural change is needed.  The situation has become dire and rife with corruption, as many police officials take bribes in exchange for traffic ticket-fixing and expediency (i.e., tactics that provide conveniences to traffic law breakers in order for them to avoid delays and further trouble with the law). 
The country is susceptible to many other dangerous risks.  For example, the dangerous Paraguayan Chaco region has caused flooding in a region that is known for being flat.  “Riadas” (i.e., flows of waters from melting snows from heights up in the Andes Mountains) cause big emergencies that call for a national response.  This situation especially exists during El Nino. Droughts, on the other hand, are most prevalent during weather years that bring on the La Nina phenomenon.

Another hazard in Paraguay is caused by human intervention and carelessness. For example, forest fires are consistently caused by human hands, and it is difficult (e.g., because of Paraguay’s rough terrain) to combat these fires successfully.  In fact, it is very challenging for firefighters and other volunteers even to get to these fires in order to put them out.  Thus, there is a heavy human toll at times, but the ecological damage (i.e., destruction of trees, wildlife habitats, gaps in the food chain, etc.) caused to this country and the planet is incalculable.   
Vulnerability in the Heart of South America

Vulnerability abounds in Paraguay, and these concerns are real and prevalent due to poor land use planning, and the rampant neglect of laws and regulations that hinder enforcement of planning and other zoning-type regulations.  Another vulnerability concern is that too many people live in the city and not enough people live in the rural areas.  Thus, there is over-crowding in the cities where so many people want to live.  Another concern is that way too many government buildings are old and suffer from serious structural neglect.  This stems from the old infrastructure that exists and the lack of maintenance over the years.  For instance, too few sprinkler systems exist, and there are also very few fire extinguishers available in public buildings.  Few fire hydrants are installed for firefighters to use in times of emergencies.  The latter seems like just a basic requirement, but sadly, is what is lacking in Paraguay.  Moreover, few exits (i.e., egress from buildings) exist.  The Paraguayan people still experience many electrical risks due to shoddy electrical work and an infrastructure that lacks a focus on the public’s health and safety.  There has been some change noticed since the 1980s for the correction and reinforcement of structures around Paraguay, but construction and retrofitting are still problems that persist to this day.  
There are other problems related to vulnerability in Paraguay.   Aside from infrastructure problems (e.g., dilapidated houses and other structurally unfit dwellings), there is unsanitary trash located in the downtown regions of Asuncion.  Trash is haphazardly collected into small piles, and citizens experience seemingly long periods between each pickup service.  Other services are lacking, and enforcement and compliance problems abound in other areas.  Therefore, as one interviewee stated, capacity to “put everything in order where services are concerned is problematic.”  People have gotten used to the idea that government officials are not there to help them and, thus, many wait for the volunteers throughout the city to lend them a hand in times of crises.   

The Paraguayan people may therefore be suspected of, or otherwise accustomed to, apathy.  For example, so often there is little reaction to El Chaco’s call for disaster assistance due to its relatively small population numbers.  Help from the larger cities is not forthcoming because the scope of people affected apparently does not encourage action on the part of emergency personnel from these far-away municipalities.  Those hurt most by this situation are the mostly indigenous inhabitants of the region.  They are the least able to climb out of conditions of poverty and despair to build some state of normalcy for themselves and their families.  Lack of training on the part of emergency management personnel exacerbates such problems, in that available personnel may not have the necessary knowledge and skills to perform their job to ideal levels.

Historical View of Disasters and Relevant Legislation in Paraguay


Paraguay has experienced some significant disasters including flooding, industrial hazards and structural fires.  Each of these has altered the course of emergency management, particularly in terms of disaster legislation.  

The 1982-1983 Paraguay floods were a major problem and affected the Parana River (located in the La Plata Basin of the country).  These floods were caused by the El Nino phenomenon and affected not only Paraguay, but other contiguous countries as well.  The flooding killed 170 people in all the affected regions, and resulted in as many as 600,000 people being evacuated from their homes.  Many homes were destroyed, which prompted in Paraguay a movement to structurally redesign homes to withstand such floods in the future. These efforts to structurally redesign homes constitute one major positive step that has come out of so much tragedy. 

In 1996, a major chemical fire occurred in Paraguay.  The event did not leave anyone dead, but it injured as many as 50 individuals (including firefighters) due to the inhalation of toxic fumes from hazardous materials.  Two years later, the Chaco floods in the lower portion of Paraguay occurred.  In 1999, drought afflicted the Chaco region.  It was left without rain for up to 8 months.  Weather or man-made disasters seem to be most common in Paraguay.


The most significant among all of Paraguay’s incidents, however, was the huge fire of August 1, 2004.  It occurred at a “shopping center” called Ycua Bolanos.  On this particular day, over 2,000 people were inside when a fire began in the bakery.  This horrendous incident caused over 400 deaths, burned or injured over 1,000 persons, and wrought with it a vast amount of property loss and damage.  Rich and poor alike perished in this horrendous fire.  Nevertheless, the gruesome nature of the incident affected many others in Asuncion and in the surrounding areas.  The survivors were affected since they had relatives or friends of victims who were lost in the blaze.   

The 2004 fire proved to be a watershed moment for public officials and emergency managers in Paraguay. Before this incident occurred, the government had no comprehensive policy in place to address these situations.  For example, very few mitigation, preparedness, or response efforts were noticed or evidenced prior to this tragic event.  Moreover, there was virtually no culture of prevention apparent from an institutional perspective or as a practical matter.  After this incident, new laws have been instituted (i.e., by and through the “Secretaria de Emergencia Nacional” or SEN formed in 2005).  The goal has been to avert such events in the future, and develop a culture of prevention as a national priority.  This means that the government and the public have finally taken notice of emergencies and disasters.  They recognize that much must be done to prevent them, or at least minimize the extent of personal and property losses as previously experienced. 

In spite of these positive changes, the 2004 fire resulted in other noteworthy impacts.  For example, the public was elated to learn recently that Paraguay’s high court upheld the prison term for the owners in the market blaze in 2004.  In this case, public authorities accused the market owners (or their agents) of ordering the doors barred to prevent possible looting when the fire broke out.  Many customers were trapped as a result and died from asphyxiation.  For a brief period, these owners had been released from prison pending their court appeal (and many had believed the decision had been obtained through political corruption).  The appellate court eventually voted 2-1 in favor of a sentence of 12 years for the market’s owner and a sentence of 10 years for his son.  These men are now incarcerated again, and the public and victims’ relatives feel that justice was served.  

Since 2004, Paraguay’s President and the SEN have published numerous national disaster laws that impact regional jurisdictional authorities. They are as follows:

· Decree No 2.963 of August 2, 2004.  An emergency situation is declared and a state of sanitary emergency for the city of Asuncion, affected by issues pertaining to sanitation and other health hazards.

· Decree No 3.296 of September 10, 2004.  An emergency situation is declared for the regions of President Hayes, Boqueron and Alto Paraguay.  This is owing to a prolonged drought causing drastic and urgent attention.
· Decree No 6.346 of September 8, 2005.  A state of national priority is declared as “response of emergency for the drought of the Paraguay Chaco region.”  Urgent dispositions are [to be] taken.

· Decree No 3.159 of February 27, 2007.  A state of emergency is declared for the national territory and a 60-days period is established to combat the epidemic caused by Dengue Fever.

· Decree No 10.884 of September 12, 2007.  An emergency of national proportions is declared for a period of 60 days, due to prolonged drought and forest fires.  High winds required that urgent measures be taken.   
· Decree No 11.837 of February 15, 2008.  A national state of emergency is declared for the fight against yellow fever in all the territorial republic of Paraguay, for the term of 90 days.
· Decree No. 11.919 of March 12, 2008.  A situation of emergency is declared for the region of Alto Paraguay, which is affected by high winds and torrential rains. 
· Decree No 12.642 of August 8, 2008.  A state of emergency for a period of 90 days is declared for Concepcion and San Pedro.  This resulted from temporal and strong winds and damaging hail. Property and crop damage was significant. 
· Decree No 229 of September 10, 2008.  A state of emergency for a period of 90 days is declared for the regions of Alto Paraguay, Boqueron and President Hayes.  A prolonged drought required that mitigation and rehabilitation efforts be taken.
· Decree No 249 of September 13, 2008.  A law is passed which states that “programs and activities instituted at the behest of the SEN will have national priority . . .  [in] situations that call for national attention of emergencies and/or disasters.”
· Decree No 3.729 of November 5, 2009.  A national state of emergency is declared to combat grave drought experienced throughout the country.
As can be seen, this legislation is typically reactive and deals more with the consequences of disasters (rather than mitigation and preparedness measures).  For example, the government even declared a national emergency as the H1N1 posed a threat and caused more than 10 deaths throughout the country in a short time period.  This risk has subsided somewhat in the months following the first outbreak of the disease, and the public is less alarmed at the present time.  Paraguay may therefore need to consider more proactive laws pertaining to emergency management.
Organization of Emergency Management in Paraguay

Paraguay’s system of government is made up of federal (national/regional), department (state), and municipalities (local) levels.  Policy flows downward (i.e., in the “top-down” hierarchical sense), and the president of the country serves as the top national emergency management public official.


From a managerial perspective, one thing is clear in Paraguay: organizational progress has been more visible since the 2004 event.  Agreement exists among scholars and others that the “Secretaria de Emergencia Nacional” (SEN) functions as the national organization that coordinates and manages emergencies in this country.  Any new laws that are passed today, at least since the massive fire of August 1, 2004, are aimed at reaffirmation of Paraguay’s current administrative system. 


As previously mentioned, Paraguay’s emergency management system is built on the SEN.  Before 2004, the SEN was only a committee comprised of individuals with no political or social influence. Today, the leader of the SEN now serves as a ministerial head of state with the power of decision making.  The SEN is a major ministry of the government although the SEN’s present strength is made up of only 200 persons.  Although only 10% of its emphasis is on risk management, the SEN is now more powerful and influential as to what it is able to accomplish and how it goes about reaching its organizational goals.  SEN’s mission is to prevent and counteract the effects of all types of disasters.  It also endeavors to promote, orient, and coordinate the activities of the public institutions and private businesses. The SEN provides local certification when required to do so. 

The SEN is pro tempore the leader of the RED (a network of agencies that offers technical assistance and helps coordinate activities between the police, firefighters, university emergency management professionals, the Red Cross and other agencies).  This arrangement is regarded by some to be a noticeable problem.  Political intervention based on the SEN’s real or perceived political self-interests abounds throughout all decision making and this reality makes it difficult for the RED to do what it truly thinks is best.  For these reasons, the RED often experiences trouble coordinating the limited human and material resources that exist in Paraguay. 
Successes in Emergency Management


Paraguay has experienced many successes in emergency management in recent years.  For example, it is evident that as time goes by, the public’s attitude is changing towards disasters and the importance of preventative measures.  There seems to be more open-mindedness that people can become victims of a disaster, so preparation for such eventualities is necessary.  Attitudes are changing in this country and fatalistic attitudes that have existed in the past are being displaced.  A reason for this progress is due to the education of youth to create a culture of disaster prevention and preparation.  Many educational programs of diverse types and reach have been instituted for older citizens and emergency management professionals as well.  For example, a list of some of the courses that are available includes:

· Advanced First Aid

· Evaluation of Injuries and Analysis of Needs

· Forest Firefighters

· School Security

· First Response in Incidents of Hazardous Materials (Hazmat)

· Administrators of Disasters

· Incident Command System

· Search and Rescue in Collapsed Structures

A second success is that disaster efforts in Paraguay are being increasingly directed from the President, the SEN and the Red.  A National Safety Council has been established to promote collaboration between the SEN and many other agencies.  Various “Centros Operaciones de Emergencia” (better known in English as Emergency Operations Centers) exist in various departments (i.e., states) throughout Paraguay.  The COE located in Asuncion is quite modern and sophisticated, and was financed by Koyka (an institution within the Korean government).  In Paraguay, major interest exists toward organization of an improved incident command system (i.e., sistema de commando de incidentes). The Red also helps to foster collaboration and coordination among all of the players involved in emergency management.  

Finally, the volunteer movement in Paraguay presses forward.  Volunteers strengthen the emergency management system in this country.  These dedicated men and women are looked upon with respect and are reliable when needed.  When political changes take place and the government system is in transition, the volunteer brigades remain intact and are able to continue service.  The Paraguayan government recognizes this fact and has begun to take action to assist the hundreds of volunteers involved in disasters.  For example, a Forest Fire Management Plan exists by which volunteers help protect the many national parks in Paraguay.  Hundreds of thousands of trees have been planted in this country with a public and private campaign called “Respire Paraguay” (which translates in English to “Paraguay breathes).  This program could be emulated in other countries for positive effects on their own ecological and environmental systems. 

Challenges in Paraguay

Even with the positive changes that have resulted in Paraguay since 2004, there are several formidable challenges that exist for the 21st century.  At the most basic level, economic prosperity must be addressed in Paraguay if the country is to remain on its democratic course and build its public institutions.  Unfortunately, the economy has for years been impacted by contraband and drug smuggling sources of income and influence. 

A culture of safety and prevention still has a long way to go in Paraguay. The government has tried, for example, to relocate whole communities from vulnerable flooding regions.  Unfortunately, some landowners and their families often refuse to move.  Therefore, dams are built to protect people who will not leave these treacherous areas.  However, it should be realized by all that dams in and of themselves often can, and do, create their own risks. 
Politics is another problem in Paraguay.  The national government only gets involved with more proactive or reactive emergency management measures when disasters are serious or when they affect large population centers (such as Asuncion).  Municipalities often rely excessively on national government help for funding, capacity building, personnel, and infrastructure.  However, local governments are dependent on the political will of public officials and so progress is slow in coming at times.


Another difficulty peculiar to Paraguay pertains to organizational rivalries.  Two firefighting units exist in the country, owing to an internal split based on which unit should have primary control in times of crises.  The two units are made up of the “Yellow” Firefighters with 4,000 volunteers and the “Blue” Firefighters with 1,500 volunteers.  Generally, whoever arrives first to the scene determines who controls the situation.  However, according to one informant, the “Blue” firefighters generally “allow themselves to be subjected to the authority of the yellow firefighters and follow their lead and expertise” since the “Yellow” firefighters have more years of experience.  Therefore, the question of “Who Controls?” continues to arise when members of both units arrive upon the scene of a disaster or accident.  

A fifth weakness relates to limited volunteering in Paraguay.  While the Red Cross is ever-present and most helpful when it comes to preparation for disasters, there are only a very few hundred volunteers who make up the Paraguayan Red Cross movement.  Thus, many more Red Cross volunteers are needed - especially in time of disaster.  Furthermore, there are many volunteers who wear multiple hats (e.g., firefighters who see double-duty as a Red Cross volunteer).  These volunteers spend much of their own money for gasoline for their vehicles (i.e., motorized scooters) and other important necessities to get the job done.  Additional personnel and materials resources will be needed to improve volunteering.   


A final problem presents itself at times during the disaster relief and recovery period.  Much of the aid in Paraguay comes from the United States Office of Foreign Disaster Assistance.  Unfortunately, disasters within disasters are created when some members of the public attempt to take advantage of situations and claim the need for funds, even when they are not victims themselves.  Thus, emergency managers in Paraguay must take particular care to identify the true victims of the disaster from those who are not.  

Conclusion

Paraguay does not experience the breadth of hazards that other countries face.  Nevertheless, disasters do plague this landlocked country, and they are accompanied by various impacts ranging from the loss of life to social disruption.  The 2004 fire in a shopping center, in particular, has led to many changes in the emergency management system in Paraguay.  Since this time, the country has created new laws and organizations to better deal with disasters.  While progress has been made in numerous areas, many opportunities for improvement can be seen in many areas.  Some of these challenges are common to all emergency management systems.  Others are the consequence of the level of development in Paraguay.  While the lessons learned may or may not be applicable to others, it is hoped this chapter has increased knowledge of emergency management in Latin America.
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