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FROM TRAGEDY, HOPE

Gyumri ! Spitak Vanadzor

ynudph @ whunwy Jwlwénn Armenia, located in the mountainous Caucasus region, is one of the most seismically active
countries in the world. Challenges such as poverty, an aging population, rapid urbanization,
changing climatic conditions, and other factors exacerbate Armenia’s vulnerability to shocks
from natural disasters. This puts resilience at the heart of sustainable and inclusive development.
A devastating example of Armenia’s vulnerability to natural shocks happened more than 30
years ago on December 7, 1988. Known as the Spitak earthquake, the catastrophe razed

R Yerevan cities, claimed thousands of lives, and captured global attention.
Gpliwl

Much has changed in Armenia since then - the disaster catalyzed stronger disaster risk
management efforts, from renewed seismic building codes to the modernization of
preparedness measures and strengthening of disaster response capacity. Importantly, it also
revealed the determination and strength of the Armenian people.

Though this tragedy is now more than three decades past, its legacy can still be felt throughout
the region. We at the World Bank Group are proud to support Armenia as it continues to
deepen its climate and disaster resilience. It is our hope that the ongoing efforts undertaken
by the government, local communities, and international partners will ensure a safer and
more prosperous future - a fitting tribute to all those who suffered from this calamity, and
persevered.

Magnitude 6.8 earthquake, December 7, 1988
Snypwpwnd, 6,8 dwagluhwninny. ntywntdptph 7, 1988

SEBASTIAN MOLINEUS
World Bank Regional Director for the South Caucasus




THE SPITAK EARTHQUAKE
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At 11:41 on the morning of December 7, 1988, the ground began to shake in Armenia. A
ruptured fault line, 40 kilometers south of the Caucasus Mountains and 5 kilometers deep,
sent a magnitude 6.8 earthquake sweeping through Spitak and surrounding cities, rocking
homes and infrastructure for nearly 20 agonizing seconds. Less than five minutes later, a
magnitude 5.8 aftershock rumbled through the region.' Then, as suddenly as it began, the
shaking stopped.

The aftermath of the Spitak Earthquake would see the highest number of earthquake-
related fatalities that decade worldwide," but also an unprecedented international relief
effort that would help to usher in a new era of disaster resilience in the country and across
the region. The catastrophe revealed the strength and resilience of the Armenian people,
who observed the 30th anniversary of the earthquake last year.

The following photographs were selected as the winners of a recent photo contest
launched to commemorate those affected by the disaster and highlight Armenia’s ongoing
efforts to build a safer and more prosperous future for its citizens.
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Boy in the Window by Razmik Zackaryan
‘Old and new ones live side by side in Spitak. Here you will find many

devastated houses, but the presence of the old does not prevent the

new life and the generation from living.”




A REGION IN RUINS
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The 1988 earthquake devastated the cities of Spitak, Leninakan (Gyumri), and Kirovakan
(Vanadzor), along with many other communities in the area. Building failures were common
across the densely populated region, with many collapsing completely. More than 25,000
people lost their lives to the disaster, and up to 130,000 others were injured. Half a million
people were rendered homeless by the earthquake—a crisis exacerbated by freezing
winter temperatures.i Tragically, many hospitals were among the wreckage, claiming the
lives of many of the country’s doctors and destroying much of its medical equipment.
Several of the region’s key roadways failed, constraining relief evacuation and search and
rescue efforts.”
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Nalband Village (Spitak Earthquake Epicenter) by Monica Hovhannesyan

“Thirty years have passed, but people have learned to live, hide their fears and

wounds.




A GLOBAL RESPONSE

The magnitude and severity of the devastation caused by the Spitak Earthquake catalyzed
an unprecedented international effort. More than 100 countries from around the
world committed assistance, supplies, and funding in the days and weeks following the
catastrophe.

Many countries in Europe, and even as far away as Latin America and Asia, sent cargo
aircraft loaded with medical and rescue equipment, as well as trained personnel to assist
with emergency operations. International organizations like the Red Cross and World
Vision also contributed to the relief effort, and a substantial portion of the Armenian
diaspora mobilized from around the world to donate resources, time, and talent to assist
affected communities and help rebuild.

The situation prompted an official request for aid from the Kremlin to the United States,
despite persistent Cold War tensions—a historic collaboration that emphasized the scale
of the disaster.

Dear God by Edmond Terakopian Stp Uunywé, |ntuwllwpp’ Endnln SEpwynwjwuh

‘A woman prays for the souls of those who died in an Armenian church in «Gnypwpwndhg 10 lnwph wug 9ndpne hwyywywlu GytnGgnud Yhul
Gyumri, 10 years on from the earthquake.” wnnpnid £ gnhywdlutph hnghuGph hwdwp»:




THE ROAD TO RECOVERY
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More than US$ 8 billion was set aside for recovery and reconstruction efforts in the
region.*' The total devastation of Spitak, together with major destruction in neighboring
cities, meant that most affected buildings had to be rebuilt entirely. Teams of construction
workers focused first on housing for the half million residents left without shelter, then
began to rebuild the region’s industry and infrastructure.

Hospitals and schools were priorities for the recovery effort, as were the many industrial
enterprises that had been forced to halt operations. This reconstruction was guided by
new standards in building codes that better addressed the region’s high seismic risk—an
important step in avoiding future disasters.

The scale of the devastation, along with challenging political and logistical hurdles, made
reconstruction difficult and slow.i Yet, the lessons learned from both the event and the
aftermath would help transform the country’s approach to disaster risk management in
the years to come.
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Creating in Domik by Lusine Sargsyan
“30 years after the earthquake took everything from him, the famous painter
Samvel Galstyan decided to paint a cottage where he lived and worked for 30

years in his yard.
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BUILDING RESILIENCE
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The Spitak Earthquake served as a catalyst for important reforms and policies to
make Armenia more resilient to natural disasters. From establishing disaster risk
management agencies and developing a national strategy for reducing disaster
risk, to working with international institutions to scale up resilience across sectors,
Armenia’s move toward a more proactive approach to disaster risk management
has made its communities safer.

In the three decades since the 1988 earthquake, for example, the National
Assembly has passed legislation to improve risk reduction and emergency
management systems. The government reorganized its emergency management
system, creating a Ministry of Emergency Situations (MoES) and establishing a
cabinet-level minister responsible for disaster response. In 2017, the government
released its Disaster Risk Management National Strategy, with key targets to
make the country even safer.

Strong international partnerships have been critical to Armenia’s efforts to
build resilience. In 2015, the Government of Armenia partnered with the World
Bank and the Global Facility for Disaster Reduction and Recovery (GFDRR) to
improve disaster risk information by conducting a national probabilistic seismic
hazard assessment. This effort enhanced seismic zoning maps and informed the
revision of the country’s national building code. Working alongside development
partners, the country is committed to aligning its resilience goals with the Sendai
Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction, along with other important international
agreements.
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Mother Church by Jerry Fer Damian

“Etchmiadzin Cathedral, located in the city of Vagharshapat, Armenia,

resiliency of Armenian people and their religious dedication.”

demonstrates the
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Establishment of Disaster Risk
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911 Emergency Call Services
established

A SAFER ARMENIA
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A CHALLENGING FUTURE
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While major investments in disaster risk management have made Armenia far more
resilient today than it was in 1988, challenges remain due to aging infrastructure and the
evolving nature of risk in the region.

Urbanization and changing climactic conditions have exacerbated disaster-related
economic losses in Armenia in the last few decades, putting the country’s sustainable
socioeconomic progress at risk. For the nearly 35% of the Armenian workforce who work
in agriculture, the increasing severity and frequency of extreme weather events could
destabilize livelihoods and push thousands into poverty. Such risks are already taking their
toll on the country’s hard-won development gains. From 1994-2014, Armenia lost well
over US$ 1.5 billion to natural hazards like floods, earthquakes, and drought. i

To strengthen the country’s resilience to such catastrophes, the Government of Armenia
and the World Bank are working together to improve disaster risk information, enhance
risk reduction, strengthen preparedness, and improve understanding of fiscal disaster
risks. Working in close cooperation with other development partners—such as United
Nations agencies, international financial institutions, bilateral agencies, and civil society
organizations—operating in the country, the World Bank is helping Armenia move toward
a safer and more resilient future.
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The Power of Hardships by Armen Hovsepyan
“Aida is 27 years old and was born 3 years later the 1988 earthquake. Her love

towards the city is rooted in her soul thus giving birth to another life who will

be born in Gyumri and empower others.”
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The images showcased here are submissions to the World Bank/GFDRR
“Building Disaster Resilience Across Armenia” photo contest, held 30 years
after the 1988 Spitak Earthquake, and in tribute to the resilience of the
Armenian people affected by this devastating event.

The Global Facility for Disaster Reduction and Recovery (GFDRR) is a
global partnership that helps developing countries better understand
and reduce their vulnerability to natural hazards and climate change.
GFDRR is a grant-funding mechanism, managed by the World Bank, that
supports disaster risk management projects worldwide. Working on the
ground with over 400 local, national, regional, and international partners,
GFDRR provides knowledge, funding, and technical assistance.
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