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Five Days on the Ground in Haiti 

The earthquake which struck Haiti on the evening of 
January 12 is being billed as one of the world’s ten 
deadliest and it is feared that hundreds of thousands of 
people have been killed with millions more injured or left 
homeless. Trócaire has worked in Haiti for almost twenty 
years and, with partners already on the ground, has 
been involved in the emergency response since the 
earthquake hit. Working as part of the Caritas 
Internationalis network of agencies, the second largest 
aid network in the world, Trócaire is well placed and able 
to respond to the disaster. Michelle Hough of Trócaire is 
in Haiti and here she describes five days on the ground.  
 
Day One  
 
We arrive at Port-au-Prince airport after a 50 hour journey. It’s over 
30 degrees and very humid. People are everywhere. Planes are taking off and landing 
every ten minutes or so. Big pallets of water and food are being dragged across the 
tarmac. Aid workers are arriving along with TV crews and medical equipment. Now the 
airport has finally reopened people may finally start to get help. 
 
As we’re waiting to be picked up I start talking to a Haitian woman who had come back 
from America to see her mother just before the earthquake. She said that all around 
her house buildings collapsed during the tremors. There were families she knew where 
there was just one person left alive. Walking through the streets she’d seen bodies of 
dead children that no one had yet removed. 
 
The streets of Port-au-Prince are packed with people and rubble. People are wearing 
masks and handkerchiefs to cover their noses and mouths and those who haven’t 
have strong-smelling cream smeared under their noses. In areas where many people 
are still lying below the rubble, we’re told, the smell of the dead in the heat is 
overpowering. 
 
There are buildings that have collapsed next to buildings that are totally fine. 
Impromptu camps have been set up in many places where there is an open space. 
Even people whose houses haven’t collapsed sleep in camps or in the streets because 
they are afraid of the aftershocks. 
 
The Caritas Haiti centre, where our partner is based, is still standing. That’s where 
we’re staying. People are staying in tents in the courtyard even though there are rooms 
available. There’s no running water but we are brought buckets to use for washing. 
Many people across the city don’t even have drinking water, let alone the luxury of 
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having a wash. 
 
We meet with staff of Caritas Haiti to discuss the Trócaire/Caritas response to the 
crisis. As they tell us about how they’ve started giving people help with food and 
clothes, I start to realise how they themselves are victims of the disaster. Caritas staff 
have been sleeping outside since the earthquake. Many of them look exhausted.  
 
The woman who brings me sheets at the centre looks so careworn. I ask her if she’s 
ok. She gives me a sad smile and says she’s ok. I start to chat to her and then she tells 
me what’s wrong. “My husband was crushed in a building during the earthquake. He’s 
no longer with us. I have two children who are sleeping downstairs in a tent. My 
daughter turned six on 7th of January and now her father is dead.” 
  
 
Day Two  
 
There was shooting in the street last night, but that didn’t stop people singing. Every 
night around 11.30pm people who are sleeping in the street start to sing and pray. It’s 
one of the few signs of hope amid the shock and devastation.  
 
Today we drive through the city and see areas where house after house is completely 
flattened. We see a school that has collapsed. There are bodies still in the courtyard 
and most likely many more still under the rubble. In Haiti, schools have a morning shift 
and an afternoon shift. The earthquake happened at 4.53pm so half of the children in 
many schools were probably in their classrooms. 
 
The streets and streets of collapsed houses and rubble look like a post-apocalyptic 
landscape. Whenever you near a collapsed house the smell reminds you that there are 
people still lying there under the rubble. Most likely dead, but who knows if there are 
also people who are alive? The volunteer rescuers from Caritas Mexico tell us that they 
found three people alive today. 
 
We travel with a Caritas assessment team to Petit Goave, a small town 40 miles from 
Port-au-Prince in the afternoon. It takes us over two hours. In some places the road 
has massive holes and cracks. It’s tough going in a jeep, I can’t imagine how aid trucks 
will manage. 
 
Fr. Boniface Sena who runs the Caritas in Petit Goave says he’s been sleeping outside 
like everyone else. He says that people were so hungry that he had to give them all the 
bananas from the trees next to the presbytery. He also says people are drinking water 
that isn’t clean because their supplies are running low. 
 
We have to leave around 4.30pm as we don’t want to travel back to Port-au-Prince in 
the dark. The media has been talking a lot about insecurity, but this isn’t why we can’t 
travel in the dark. It’s for the safety of the people who block the roads as they set up 
makeshift shelters. 
 
As for insecurity, apart from the gunshots last night there has been no indication of 
violence. Looking at the faces of the people in Port-au-Prince, they are in shock and 
haven’t even begun to come to terms with what has happened. There are people who 
are camping out in  
front of their collapsed houses where their loved ones are still buried in the rubble. 
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When I return to the Caritas centre I talk to Fr. Antonio Sandoval, the Regional 
Coordinator of Caritas Latin America and Caribbean. He came on the assessment with 
us. He looks deeply saddened by what he’s seen. He says the longer the delays in 
getting food and water to people, the more people will become desperate and the more 
likely it is that there will be unrest. 
 
As I go to sleep listening to the people singing, I marvel at how people are being so 
brave and united after such tragedy.  
 
 
Day Three  
 
How hard can it be to get food, water and medicines to people? When you’re talking 
about three million people who have been without food and water for days, the answer 
is “very hard”. 
 
Today we follow a Trócaire/Caritas convoy from the border of the Dominican Republic. 
There are five trucks containing water, ready-to-eat food and hygiene kits. The journey 
goes smoothly and we unload quickly into the Caritas warehouse in a suburb. 
 
People have been out on the streets for days. Some manage to cook and eat with 
things they’ve salvaged but there are corners of the city where people don’t have 
access to water and food.  
 
We go to the Ministry of Mines where around 500 families are camping in the 
enclosure. We take food such as juice, nuts, sausages, corn and peanut butter, as well 
as drinking water and things to wash with. The people in the camp already have a little 
food but water’s another question. 
 
The frequent flyovers of cargo planes tell me that after the initial problems, aid is 
starting to arrive. Caritas has eighty containers of food in the port, twenty truck-loads of 
food, water and hygiene items arrived today and two more planes full of food, tents, 
mobile clinics and other essential items are due to arrive soon. 
 
Day Four  
 
BBC Radio Ulster interviewed me this morning and asked how this compared to other 
disasters I’d been to. The only earthquake I’ve worked on was the one in L’Aquila, Italy 
last year. When I arrived there last Easter Sunday, five days after the earthquake, the 
whole city was covered in blue tents where people were sleeping. People were 
receiving food and water wasn’t a problem. In Haiti they are sleeping in the streets and 
doctors are performing amputations without anesthetic. 
 
Haiti is the poorest country in the Western Hemisphere. Port-au-Prince is a far cry from 
the hills of Abruzzo. Even before the earthquake, Haiti had massive problems due to 
poverty, inequality and a basic lack of development. 
 
Now large parts of Port-au-Prince – a city of three million people – have crumbled.  
As I travel through the streets of Port-au-Prince where house after house has 
collapsed and pass by damaged schools which still probably have the bodies of 
children inside, I wonder how such a poor country will be able to undertake such an 
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enormous rebuilding project. 
 
At the moment aid has started arriving and countries are promising large donations to 
help Haitians. This will help them eat, it will help save lives and it will help give them 
shelter. But what will their lives be like in a year’s time? How much long term aid and 
development will really be invested in people’s lives? 
 
Bishop Pierre Dumas, president of Caritas Haiti, who lost his niece and brother-in-law 
in the earthquake, sees the earthquake as an opportunity to rebuild Haiti. 
 
“Now we have to build again to be able to live together. We have to do it in a way that 
does away with prejudice and discrimination and in a way that engenders trust. It must 
be done in a way that gives rise to solidarity and an open spirit,” he said. 
 
For the tens of thousands of people who have died and the millions who are suffering, 
let’s hope that world solidarity is shown for a long time to come. 
 
Day Five 
 
Today was a good day. Search and Rescue teams working with the Trócaire/Caritas 
joint response teams rescued two women from the rubble in Port-au-Prince! It seems 
like a miracle has occurred so many days after the earthquake struck. 
 
This morning, the team pulled Enu Zizi from the ruins of the Cathedral in Port-au-
Prince. The rescue took two hours. She had hurt her hips, was in a lot of pain and 
possibly has a broken leg, but amazingly she was not critically injured. The first thing 
she said to her rescuers was "I love you". 
 
We don’t know yet who the second woman is. She is about 60 years old. Sadly, the 
team also found the body of the Vicar General of Port-au-Prince Monsignor Charles 
Benoit. So the joy is also tinged with a reminder of the incredible sadness for those 
who have been killed here. 
 
Although the chances of finding people alive is increasingly remote, the team will 
continue to search for more survivors. Everyone has got a real energy boost from 
today’s rescues. We are excited that there is still hope for survivors no matter how 
remote it is. The rescue team say they have never saved somebody´s life after such a 
long time without food or water. However we are all worried about aftershocks which 
can still be felt frequently. 
  
The joint response team carried out a large aid distribution yesterday at Petain Ville 
club in Port-au-Prince. The seven trucks brought 1000 family food kits with large 
buckets, packages of water, plastic sheets and non-food items. 
 
Rose St-Preux, 32, was one of the people to receive Caritas aid today. She is 
homeless along with her family after the quake destroyed her house. "It’s very hard", 
she says. "We have nothing. We live on what a small shop owner managed to save 
from his destroyed shop. This Caritas distribution is the first aid we have got." 
 
Things are still incredibly hard here and the task to rebuild the country is immense but 
the Haitian people are very resilient. I just hope the world continues to support these 
people not just while the earthquake is in the headlines but for the years it will take to 
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bring hope to this devastated place. 
 
Funds donated to Trócaire will be channelled through the Caritas network for greatest 
speed and impact. Trócaire's support to the people of Haiti will continue long-term once 
the relief efforts are over. To make a donation call 1850 408 408 in ROI/0800 912 1200 
NI or donate on our site here. [1] 
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