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uake could inflict economic aftershock
LELAND BAXTER-NEAL Special to The Miami Herald

BY LELAND BAXTER-NEAL Special to The Miami Herald
SAN JOSE, Costa Rica -- More than 1,500 Costa Ricans are still huddled in tent camps and temporary shelters after a 6.2-magnitude earthquake struck this small Central
American nation earlier this month, killing at least 23 people and destroying more than 400 homes.
Cold winds, rain and continuing tremors -- some measuring higher than four on the Richter scale -- have hampered search efforts and increased the instability of the ground
and the risk of landslides in areas where as many as seven more people are believed to have died.
While Costa Rica scrambles to move the displaced into replacement housing, it worries about an economic aftershock -- the potential loss of thousands of visitors in the
December-May tourist season. Tourism is vital to the economy, and Costa Rica's stunning natural beauty and stable politics make it a magnet for U.S. visitors.
The quake, which struck at 1:21 p.m. Jan. 8, was the deadliest to hit this tremor-prone nation since 1991, and one of the three most devastating of the last century. Four
hundred twenty-three homes were destroyed and 664 others damaged.
Costa Rican President Oscar Arias, already bracing for a tough year ahead, has estimated damage at $100 million. Repairing and rebuilding infrastructure and getting
agricultural crops and dairy farms back to producing could take anywhere from a few months to almost a year, some officials have said.
'A LOT OF MONEY'
Despite international donations totaling more than $600,000, and a recently approved World Bank loan for $65 million for general natural-disaster aid, Arias warned that the
country needs more. "Rebuilding what has been damaged will cost a lot of money," Arias said.
In the mountainous region, landslides blocked highways, and some sections were simply sloughed away in a rumble of earth. With rescue crews slow to reach the remote
communities where the damage was the worst, the magnitude of the disaster has unfolded gradually.
With each passing day, the intimate details of the human losses have emerged.
Rafael Herrera, whose body was retrieved by the Costa Rican Red Cross in a dramatic and dangerous rescue attempt after his car was crumpled in a landslide, loved to drive
the stretch of highway where he was killed. Two sisters, 4 and 7, who sold coconut fudge called cajeta to tourists, were buried together in a landslide. At least 10 people were
killed when a hillside collapsed onto the small restaurant where they were eating lunch.
Nearly 350 people had to be rescued by helicopters contracted by the government and lent by the United States and Colombia. The first flights, however, didn't get off the
ground until 16 hours after the earthquake, said Reinaldo Carballo, a spokesman for Costa Rica's National Emergency Commission.
The tremor's epicenter lay about six miles east of the Poás Volcano, Costa Rica's most visited national park and an active volcano. Seismologists, however, dismissed any
direct relation to volcanic activity and said the quake was caused by plate movement at a nearby fault line.
In the capital of San José, about 20 miles southeast of the epicenter, structural damage was minimal, but nearly 20 seconds of intense shaking made the disaster very real to
the economic and political heart of this nation. The rumble of heavy trucks and city buses passing close to an office or restaurant still triggers gasps and startled looks.
In the foothills of the Cordillera Volcánica Central Mountain Range, only a few miles from the epicenter, the quake destroyed the small village of Cinchona, population 500.
Roads were reduced to strings of rubble, and homes were flattened. The few houses still standing are too dangerous to return to, and the ground is too unstable to build on,
authorities have said.
TENT CAMPS
More than 2,800 people were forced into tent camps and temporary shelters set up in churches and schools, although that number has decreased as many found shelter with
relatives. At a tent camp set up in the soccer field of Poasito, a small village of about 200 residents on the outskirts of the hardest-hit region, more than 150 people depend on
donations of food and clothing. As in the other refugee areas, water and electricity services here have been restored, and teams of medics and psychologists with the Costa
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Rican Health Ministry check up on the evacuees' mental and physical well-being.
Entire families sleep on thin foam mattresses, lining up in groups of 20 for meals cooked in an open-air kitchen by the women who are sheltered there. The food comes mostly
from donations.
Costa Ricans, who pride themselves on their solidarity with the less fortunate, have churned out an overwhelming amount of food, clothing, supplies and volunteers, forcing
the government to form a special commission to coordinate and organize the aid.
At Poasito, the mood is tranquil, and the immediate needs are being met, said Manuel Román, 27, a volunteer coordinator.
"There is a lot of clothing, and more blankets, sleeping bags, jackets, gloves and scarves are being delivered," Román said. '
'FACING DEATH'
Stefani Paniagua, 24, lived in a house only a few minutes' walk from the camp, but now wonders where her family will go.
When the earthquake struck, she was with friends at a nearby river. Rocks tumbled from the hillside, she recounted, and the river's current stopped.
"I thought I was facing death," she said as she walked from the tent camp to her cracked and sagging home. The path smelled overwhelmingly of raw earth from the recent
landslides, and above her neighborhood loomed a grassy bluff, which officials told her was now filled with faults and fissures and could come sliding down with another serious
quake.
A crack wide enough to see through ran from top to bottom on one concrete wall, and continued across the tile floor to the other side of the house. Broken dishes, picture
frames, house plants and other debris littered the floor, cleared off the walls and tables by the quake.
Paniagua's home is perched on a hillside that could also give way, officials told her, while a neighbor's home, a few hundred feet down the road, was half buried by the red
earth of another landslide.
TOURISTS STRANDED
While Paniagua sleeps only a few minutes away, hundreds of others had to hike out of the disaster area, sometimes walking for hours along fractured and unstable mountain
highways. A group of 14 Dutch tourists, trapped at the La Paz Waterfall Gardens, a popular tourist destination near the epicenter, spent nine hours hitchhiking and walking to
reach a van sent by their travel agency.
They were among an estimated 300 tourists who spent the night along the highway and in the parking lot of the hotel adjacent to the waterfall, waiting for help to arrive.
Privately chartered helicopters were the first to reach the group, and began to airlift the injured as well as tourists, who paid between $300 and $700 each for a ride out.
"People were paying cash," said Laura Muijsers, one of the Dutch tourists. "The only ones that weren't paying were the injured."
With the exception of the La Paz waterfall, no major tourism attraction was seriously damaged by the earthquake. But as news of the disaster spread, some concerned
Americans posted comments online that they were canceling their trips.

MANUEL VEGA/AL DIA IN CINCHONA: Homes were destroyed by a landslide triggered by the 6.2-magnitude earthquake on Jan. 8. The death toll rose to at least 23.
KENT GILBERT/AP TEMPORARY CAMP: Mariellos Soto feeds her baby sister Marjorie in Fraijanes de Alajuela after being left homeless by the Jan. 8 earthquake.
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