
Update on Managing the Secondary Health Effects of Natural Disasters: 
 

In November of 2017, a 7.3 magnitude earthquake struck along the Iraq-Iran border, killing over 
400 people and injuring over 7,000. The main hospital in the hardest hit town, Sarpol-e Zahab, Iran, was 
heavily damaged. In addition to a now-damaged hospital, rescue and relief efforts were adversely affected 
by the loss of water and electric services, along with the complete darkness of the mountainous region. 
More than 70,000 people in Iran alone needed emergency shelter in the short period following the 
earthquake. The capitals of both countries, Baghdad and Tehran, could feel tremors from the quake, but 
most of the damage was inflicted upon rural communities in less populated provinces. 

This is yet another example of how frequent and unpredictable these devastating natural disaster 
can be. With hospitals damaged, power cut off, and terrain difficult to maneuver, how can aid be 
dispersed quickly to the victims of this earthquake? 

Additionally, since late September of 2017, when Hurricane Maria struck the American territory 
of Puerto Rico, much of the island has been without power, and this power outage has been disastrous to 
hospitals and health outcomes all over the island. According to the commonwealthfund.org, “Although 
the storm’s official death toll is 62, researchers found that 1,085 deaths in September and October are 
likely linked to the hurricane.” As of December 14, 2017, over a third of Puerto Rico’s hospitals lacked 
electricity, and many of these hospitals lacked clean water as well. An often overlooked result of natural 
disasters is mental health outcomes. Since Hurricane Maria, suicide attempts increased 30% in September 
and October compared to the same period of time in 2016, a fact that is likely linked to increased rates of 
acute mental trauma, PTSD, and financial stressors that have arisen as a result of this storm. 

Hurricane Maria has caused serious public health issues to arise in Puerto Rico. With these power 
outages, lack of clean water, and mental health issues, how can the World Health Organization help this 
struggling American territory in its time of intense need? 

 
 

https://www.npr.org/sections/thetwo-way/2017/11/13/563679751/strong-quake-hits-near-iran-iraq-
border-killing-scores  
http://www.commonwealthfund.org/publications/features/2017/puerto-rico-health-care-crisis  
http://www.nydailynews.com/opinion/puerto-rico-mental-health-crisis-article-1.3740562  
 

 


