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Towns still buried under mud

MACUTO, Venezuela -- The coastal hometown of
Nestor Jaspe is a modern-day Pompeii, buried in
neck-deep hardened mud and rocks from floods
last month, where he has returned for the first
time to survey his losses.

My taxi is under here," he says, pointing to a
dusty patch of earth that also covers a 20-seat
bus that once provided his livelihood. “It's a brand
new Daewoo," he laments. | bought it last year."

Four weeks after torrential rains stripped
mountainsides and unleashed floods that
screamed down hillsides of coastal Venezuela
with a lethal cargo of mud, tree trunks and
boulders, residents like Jaspe are coming back to
their ruined homes, toiling at recovery and
contemplating the massive damages.

| used to be middle class," said Luis Arlia, 38, a
computer shop owner who lost his uninsured home
and his shop. “"Not any more."
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Floods tore through the center of many coastal
cities and towns, destroying homes and
businesses.

A bus belonging to the locd Policelies
overturned in Macuto, Venezuela, where
devadtating floods tore through the city center.

Many devastated areas still have no electricity. Drinking
water is in short supply. And relief officials flying over the
afflicted coast, viewing the rubble in town after town,
appear astonished at the extent of damage.

1 don't think people outside of here understand the
magnitude of this disaster," said U.S. Air Force Col.
William E. Osborne, who heads a U.S. military relief
team. “Every river valley had a rock slide. So every
town got hit. It's from serious to catastrophic damage.”

It is still unclear how many people were buried in the
mud and landslides from Venezuela's worst disaster this
century. Estimates from the Venezuelan Red Cross and
authorities under President Hugo Chavez range from
15,000 to 50,000 people dead. Osborne said U.S.
officials believe there may have been at least 16,000
fatalities.



