TransAfrica Forum Stands in Solidarity with Afro-Peruvian Populations Impacted by the Earthquake
 
August 21, 2007
 

The Disaster
On Wednesday night, August 15, 2007, Peru’s coastal communities were devastated by a powerful 8.0 earthquake and a series of severe aftershocks. The epicenter of the quake was the coastal province of Ica, south of the capital Lima. Whole sections of cities like Pisco and Chincha have been leveled. Nearly 1,600 people have been injured, more than 500 people have been killed, and 100,000 people left homeless. And the numbers are expected to rise. 

Moreover, the earthquake has devastated already impoverished and severely underdeveloped communities. The coastal communities at the epicenter of the quake are the Afro-descendant populations of Peru—communities which daily grapple with disproportionate poverty, lack of infrastructure (such as access to safe drinking water and sanitation), marginalization, and disenfranchisement. One of the areas hit hardest by the earthquake is the city of El Carmen, which has been called the cradle of Afro-Peruvian culture and music. The earthquake destroyed more than 80 percent of El Carmen’s housing stock (houses first built during slavery). Other towns closest to the epicenter, such as Chincha Alta and Cañete, are also home to much of Peru’s Black population. Community leaders point out that Afro-descendant communities impacted by the earthquake are experiencing a high level of exclusion and racism and that government response has been slow and inefficient.

Because it is currently winter in Peru and the temperature continues to drop, the loss of homes is particularly devastating for its citizens. People are sleeping on the street with no protection, the wounded lay on hospital floors, the electricity supply is out, and the highway infrastructure is destroyed. Hospitals are understaffed and overwhelmed. 

 

The Historical Context
Official estimates report that Afro-Peruvians make up 5% of Peru’s population of 27 million, but experts and academics rate the number much higher at 10-15%. As last week’s earthquake showed, this population is still largely concentrated along the Pacific coasts of Peru, where enslaved Africans were first brought to work on sugar and cotton plantations. These coastal communities remain the center of Black Peru. 

Indeed, Afro-Peruvians have suffered the brunt of racial, gender, and cultural discrimination and social prejudice since slavery ended in 1854. Denied access to full citizenship and cultural rights, Afro-Peruvians are among the poorest groups in Peru and face strong social prejudice: they suffer from high rates of maternal mortality and illiteracy and lack of access to government sponsored initiatives, services, healthcare, and education. Their representation in structures of political and economic power such as business, government, and the military, remains virtually nonexistent. Blacks are relegated to low-paying sectors of the economy, and with the lack of opportunities to improve their social situations most Afro-Peruvians have been limited to rural farming, domestic labor, or service work. In many rural communities, neoliberal economic reforms and large agribusinesses have forced Afro-Peruvians off their land.

It is estimated that of the 520 million people living in Latin America and the Caribbean, there are more than 150 million people of African descent. Systematically throughout the region, as we have seen in Peru, these Afro-descendant populations suffer disproportionately from poverty, exclusion, and social barriers. When disaster hits, these communities are left on the margins—homeless, hungry, and without shelter. 

More importantly, these groups are rendered invisible and forgotten by government programs and services in times of calm, and particularly during times of disaster. 

 

The Need for International Solidarity 
TransAfrica Forum works with Afro-descendant groups, networks, and populations throughout Latin America—communities marginalized by past and current systems of racism and exploitation—by supporting their struggles for socioeconomic justice. These Afro-descendant groups and organizations have also supported the work of groups here in the United States. Two years ago—almost to the day—when Katrina devastated Louisiana, Alabama, and Mississippi, the Afro-Latino community in Venezuela and other parts of South America were vocal in supporting their fellow African Diasporic populations in the Gulf States. Alongside the grassroots solidarity of their citizens, Latin American and Caribbean states were among the first countries to respond with humanitarian aid: Venezuela pledged $1 million in aid, and Cuba offered more than 1,500 disaster-trained physicians (although both offers were rejected by the Bush Administration). 

It is now our time to stand up and return acts of solidarity with our sisters and brothers. Just as we saw with Katrina, Afro-descendants are among the populations most affected and most ignored. And while TransAfrica Forum stands in solidarity with all those impacted by this tragedy, it is important that we in the international community recognize the disproportionate impact on the Afro-descendants and the poor.

Mónica Carrillo Zegarra, the director of Centro de Estudios y Promocion Afroperuanos (LUNDU), an organization of Afro-Peruvian youth promoting recognition and respect for Peru’s African-descendant population, has appealed for assistance and support in the disaster relief. LUNDU’s own training and community center has been severely damaged by the quake. Please support and circulate her appeal below. 

Urgent Appeal for Support from Monica Carrillo Zegarra, the Director of Centro de Estudios y Promocion Afroperuanos (LUNDU)
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