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Mountains of rubble and
twisted metal. Death on

an unimaginable scale. Grief.
Rage. Relief at having survived.

What's left behind after a
natural disaster so powerful that
it rends the foundations of a
society? What lingers over a
decade later, even as the rest of
the world moves on?

Similarities between the
calamity unfolding this week in
Turkiye and Syria and the triple
disaster that hit northern Japan
in 2011 may offer a glimpse of
what the region could face in
the years ahead. They're linked
by the sheer enormity of the
collective psychological trauma,
of the loss of life and of the
material destruction.

The combined toll of Mon-
day's 7.8 magnitude earthquake
rose past 20,000 deaths as re-
gional governments announced
the discovery of new bodies

Thursday. That has already
eclipsed the more than 18,400
who died in the disaster in
Japan.

That magnitude 9.0 earth-
quake struck at 2:46 p.M.,
March 11, 2011. Not long after,
cameras along the Japanese
coast captured the wall of water
that hit the Tohoku region.
The quake was one of the
biggest on record, and the
tsunami it caused washed away
cars, homes, office buildings
and thousands of people, and

caused a meltdown at the
Fukushima Daiichi nuclear
power plant.

Huge boats were dropped
miles away from the ocean in
the towering jumbled debris of
what had once been cities, cars
toppled on their sides like play-
things among the ruined streets
and obliterated buildings.

Many wondered if the area
would ever return to what it was
before. A big lesson from Japan
is that a disaster of this size
doesn't ever really have a con-

clusion. Despite speeches about
rebuilding, the Tohoku quake
has left a deep gash in the
national consciousness and the
landscapes of people's lives.

Take the death toll.
Deaths directly attribut-

able to the quake in Turkiye will
level off in coming weeks, but
it's unlikely to be the end.

Japan, for instance, has
recognised thousands of other
people who died later from
stress-related heart attacks, or
because of poor living condi-
tions.

And despite hundreds of
billions of dollars spent in Japan
on reconstruction, some things
won't ever come back — includ-
ing a sense of place. Before the
quake, Tohoku was filled with
small cities and villages, sur-
rounded by farms, the ports
filled with fleets of fishing
boats. It's one of the wildest,
most beautiful coastlines in
Japan.
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Rescuers pulled several peo-
ple alive from the shattered

remnants of buildings on Friday,
some who survived more than
100 hours trapped under
crushed concrete in the bitter
cold after a catastrophic earth-
quake slammed Turkey and
Syria, killing more than 22,000.

The survivors included six
relatives who huddled in a small
pocket under the rubble, a
teenager who drank his own
urine to slake his thirst, and a 4-
year-old boy offered a jelly bean
to calm him down as he was
shimmied out.

But the flurry of dramatic
rescues — some broadcast live
on Turkish television — could
not obscure the overwhelming
devastation of what Turkey’s
president called one of the great-
est disasters in his nation's his-
tory. Entire neighborhoods of
high-rise buildings have been
reduced to twisted metal, pul-
verized concrete and exposed
wires, and the magnitude 7.8
quake has already killed more
people than Japan’s Fukushima
earthquake and tsunami, with
many more bodies undoubted-
ly yet to be recovered and count-
ed.

Four days after the earth-

quake hammered a sprawling
border region that is home to
more than 13.5 million people,
relatives wept and chanted as
rescuers pulled 17-year-old
Adnan Muhammed Korkut
from a basement in Turkey's
Gaziantep, near the quake’s epi-
center. He had been trapped
there for 94 hours, forced to
drink his own urine to survive.

“Thank God you arrived,”
he said, embracing his mother
and others who leaned down to
kiss and hug him as he was being
loaded into an ambulance.

For one of the rescuers,
identified only as Yasemin,
Adnan’s survival hit home hard.

“I have a son just like you,”
she told him after giving him a
warm hug. “I swear to you, I
have not slept for four days. ... I
was trying to get you out.”

In Adiyaman, meanwhile,
rescue crews pulled 4-year-old
Yagiz Komsu from the debris of
his home, 105 hours after the
quake struck. They later man-
aged to rescue his mother, Ayfer
Komsu, who survived with a
fractured rib, according the
HaberTurk television, which
broadcast the rescue live. The
crowd was asked not to cheer or
applaud to avoid scaring the
child, who was given a jelly bean,
the station reported.
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Turkey has for years tempted
fate by not enforcing mod-

ern construction codes while
allowing — and in some cases,
encouraging — a real estate
boom in earthquake-prone
areas, experts say.

The lax enforcement, which
experts in geology and engi-
neering have long warned about,
is gaining renewed scrutiny in
the aftermath of this week's
devastating earthquakes, which
flattened thousands of buildings
and killed more than 20,000
people across Turkey and Syria.

“This is a disaster caused by
shoddy construction, not by an
earthquake,” said David Alexan-
der, a professor of emergency
planning at University College
London. It is common knowl-
edge that many buildings in the
areas pummeled by this week’s
two massive earthquakes were
built with inferior materials and

methods, and often did not
comply with government stan-
dards, said Eyup Muhcu, presi-
dent of the Chamber of
Architects of Turkey.

He said that includes many
old buildings, but also apart-
ments erected in recent years —
nearly two decades after the
country brought its building
codes up to modern standards.
“The building stock in the area
was weak and not sturdy, despite
the reality of earthquakes,”
Muhcu said.

The problem was largely
ignored, experts said, because
addressing it would be expen-
sive, unpopular and restrain a
key engine of the country's eco-
nomic growth.

To be sure, the back-to-back
earthquakes that demolished or
damaged at least 12,000 build-
ings were extremely powerful —
their force magnified by the fact
that they occurred at shallow
depths. The first 7.8 magnitude

quake occurred at 4:17 a.m.,
making it even more difficult for
people to escape their buildings
as the earth shook violently. And
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan
has acknowledged “shortcom-
ings” in the country's response.

But experts said there is a
mountain of evidence — and
rubble — pointing to a harsh
reality about what made the

quakes so deadly: Even though
Turkey has, on paper, construc-
tion codes that meet current
earthquake-engineering stan-
dards, they are too rarely
enforced, explaining why thou-
sands of buildings crumbled.

In a country crisscrossed by
geological fault lines, people are
on edge about when and where
the next earthquake might hit —

particularly in Istanbul, a city of
more than 15 million that is vul-
nerable to quakes.

Since the disaster, Erdogan's
minister of justice said it will
investigate the destroyed build-
ings. “Those who have been
negligent, at fault and responsi-
ble for the destruction following
the earthquake will answer to
justice,” Bekir Bozdag said
Thursday.

But several experts said any
serious investigation into the
root of weak enforcement of
building codes must include a
hard look at the policies of
Erdogan, as well as regional and
local officials, who oversaw —
and promoted — a construction
boom that helped drive eco-
nomic growth.

Shortly before Turkey's last
presidential and parliamentary
election in 2018, the government
unveiled a sweeping program to
grant amnesty to companies
and individuals responsible for

certain violations of the coun-
try's building codes. By paying
a fine, violators could avoid
having to bring their buildings
up to code. Such amnesties
have been used by previous
governments ahead of elections
as well.

As part of that amnesty
program, the government age-
ncy responsible for enforcing
building codes acknowledged
that more than half of all build-
ings in Turkey — accounting for
some 13 million apartments—
were not in compliance with
current standards.

The types of violations cited
in that report by the Ministry of
Environment and Urbanization
were wide-ranging, including
homes built without permits,
buildings that added extra floors
or expanded balconies without
authorization, and the existence
of so-called squatter homes
inhabited by low-income fami-
lies.
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Russia used strategic bombers,
cruise missiles and killer drones

in a wave of attacks across Ukraine
early Friday, while Moscow's mili-
tary push that Kyiv says has been
brewing for days appeared to pick
up pace in eastern areas ahead of the
one-year anniversary of its invasion.

Russian forces launched 71
cruise missiles, 35 S-300 missiles
and seven Shahed drones since late
Thursday, Ukraine’s military chief,
Gen. Valerii Zaluzhnyi said.

Ukrainian forces downed 61
cruise missiles and five drones, he
said. The cruise missiles were
launched by Russian Tu-95 strate-
gic bombers and from Russian
navy ships in the Black Sea, Zalu-
zhnyi said, while the S-300 missiles
were launched from the Belgorod
region just inside Russia and the
occupied part of Ukraine’s Zapori-
zhzhia region.

Ukraine’s Prime Minister Denys

Shmyhal said Moscow once again
targeted the power supply in “anoth-
er attempt to destroy the Ukrainian
energy system and deprive Ukrai-
nians of light, heat, water.”

“We have sustained damage to
high-voltage infrastructure and
generation in the western, central
and eastern regions, which may
cause power outages,” he said.

Ukrainian President Volod-
ymyr Zelenskyy, who has campaig-
ned for more Western support,
said: “This is terror that can and
must be stopped.”

The Kremlin's forces focused on
Ukraine’s industrial east, especially
the Luhansk and Donetsk provinces
that make up the industrial Donbas
region where recent fighting has
been most intense, the Ukrainian
military said. Moscow-backed sep-
aratists have been fighting
Ukrainian forces there since 2014.

But the barrage went further,
also taking aim at the capital, Kyiv,
and Lviv, near Ukraine's Western

border with Poland. It also struck
critical infrastructure in Kharkiv,
Ukraine's second-largest city in the
northeast. Seven people were
wounded there, two of them seri-
ously, regional Governor Oleh
Syniehubov said.

Air raid sirens went off across
much of the country.

Kyiv believes Moscow is plan-
ning a ground assault in the east,

where the Kremlin is striving to
secure areas it has illegally annexed
and where it claims its rule is wel-
comed.

In the Donetsk region, local
Ukrainian officials reported that the
Russian military deployed addi-
tional troops and launched offensive
operations. “There is a daily esca-
lation and Russian attacks are
becoming active throughout the

region," Gov. Pavlo Kyrylenko said.
In Luhansk province, the

Russian army is trying to punch
through Ukrainian defenses,
according to regional Gov. Serhii
Haidai.

“The situation is deteriorating,
the enemy is constantly attacking,
the Russians are bringing in a large
amount of heavy equipment and air-
craft,” Haidai said.

There has been little change in
battlefield positions for weeks.

Also Friday, Moldova’s Ministry
of Defense said that a missile was
detected traversing its airspace near
the border with Ukraine. Moldova’s
foreign ministry said in a statement
that the Russian ambassador in
Chisinau has been summoned for
talks over the “unacceptable viola-
tion”.

The ministry said that the mis-
sile was detected in its airspace at
around 10 a.m. and flew over two
border villages before heading
toward Ukraine.
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As Ukraine pushes
for Russian athletes

to be barred from next
year's Paris Olympics
and threats of a boycott
mount, officials from
30 countries were holding a summit on Friday to dis-
cuss how to respond. The International Olympic
Committee argues it would be discriminatory to
exclude Russia and ally Belarus entirely. With quali-
fying in many sports already under way, the IOC wants
athletes from those countries to compete in a neu-
tral capacity without national symbols.

Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelenskyy, who
has previously said any neutral flag for Russia would
be “stained with blood”, is due to address the online
summit by video link. Zelenskyy made surprise vis-
its to Britain and France on Wednesday, pushing for
fighter jets to battle Russian invaders in a dramatic
speech to the British Parliament.

Friday's meeting was taking place on a day of
intense missile and drone strikes by Russian forces
against Ukraine. “President Zelenskyy told the UK in
Parliament this week of the suffering still being felt
by many Ukrainians. As he did so the IOC was con-
tinuing to ignore the international allies stepping up
their efforts for peace and disregard how the
Olympics will give (Russian President Vladimir) Putin
the perfect platform to promote Russia and legitimise
his illegal war,” British Culture Secretary Lucy Frazer,
who is chairing the meeting, said in a statement on
Thursday.
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