Devastating Earthquake Strikes Chile

By ALEXEI BARRIONUEVO and LIZ ROBBINS
RIO DE JANEIRO — A deadly, 8.8-magnitude earthquake struck central Chile early Saturday, collapsing buildings, shattering major bridges and highways across a long swath of the country, and sending tsunami warnings along the entire Pacific basin.

Chile’s TVN cable news channel reported 122 deaths less than 12 hours after the quake struck. The death toll was expected to rise, particularly around Concepción, Chile’s second-largest metropolitan area, which is roughly 70 miles from the quake’s center.

There, cars were overturned, rubble fell into the cracked streets and a 15-story building collapsed, wire services and Chilean news media reported. In the capital of Santiago, about five hours to the north and about 200 miles from the epicenter, frightened residents felt the city shake for nearly 90 seconds. Car alarms pierced the air during the night and early morning hours.

But while there were long lines at supermarkets and gas stations, the capital city, according to residents there, was mostly calm by the late afternoon Saturday. That was a far different picture from the devastation that rocked Concepcion, five hours away. More than two dozen significant aftershocks struck the country and President Michelle Bachelet declared a “state of catastrophe.” She said later in the day that officials were not yet able to determine the extent of the damage and the death toll.

Major seaports and airports, including the main airport in Santiago, were reported out of operation across the central region, Chilean officials said.

The Associated Press quoted Mrs. Bachelet as saying that a huge wave had swept into a populated area in the Robinson Crusoe Island, 410 miles off the Chilean coast, but there were no immediate reports of major damage there. Those reports bore out early fears that a major tsunami was on its way across the Pacific, and the first hemisphere-wide tsunami warning since 1964 was issued all along the basin, according to monitors in Hawaii.

In Hawaii, officials were preparing to evacuate low-lying tourism areas and scheduled a statewide tsunami alert hours ahead of the tsunami swell’s expected arrival around 11:05 a.m.

President Obama spoke briefly outside the White House on Saturday afternoon, expressing concern for the country and saying the United States would offer aid in rescue and recovery efforts.

“Early indications are that hundreds of lives have been lost in Chile and the damage has been severe,” Mr. Obama said. He told Mrs. Bachelet that the United States was ready to help.

“We will be there for her should the Chilean people need assistance.”

The earthquake struck at 3:34 a.m. in central Chile, centered roughly 200 miles southwest of Santiago, at a depth of 22 miles, the United States Geological Survey reported.

Phone lines were down in Concepción as of 7:30 a.m., and communications out of the area remained spotty for hours after the earthquake. The quake was vastly more powerful than the magnitude 7.0 earthquake that caused widespread damage in Haiti on Jan. 12, killing at least 230,000, earthquake experts reported on CNN International.

The United States Geological Survey and witnesses reported more than two dozen significant aftershocks.

“We have had a huge earthquake,” Mrs. Bachelet said from an emergency response center in an appeal for Chileans to remain calm. “We’re doing everything we can with all the resources we have.”

Mrs. Bachelet said that the government had sent three emergency response teams to coastal areas. “Without a doubt, with a quake of this kind, of this size, of this magnitude, we can’t rule out that there are other deaths and probably injuries,” Mrs. Bachelet told reporters.

Users of Facebook and Twitter reported that the quake was felt in many places across the continent, including Argentina and Brazil. The quake struck at the end of the Chilean summer vacation, with hundreds of thousands of people expected to be traveling back home this weekend.

Thousands of tourists and musicians were attending a renowned music festival in Vina del Mar, about 80 miles northwest of Santiago, when the quake razed 100-year-old buildings and sent people running into the street.

Cesar Isella, 71, a popular singer from Argentina, won a top prize in the competition and had called his son, Fernando, back in Buenos Aires one hour before the quake struck. Fernando Isella said in an interview that it took him several hours to be able to reach his father, who was fine, but shaken.

“My father described Vina del Mar as ‘total chaos.’ ”While Chileans frantically tried to reach missing relatives and contend with their newly upturned lives, other nations along the Pacific rim prepared for what might be coming.

The NOAA Pacific Tsunami Warning Center issued a warning for Chile and Peru, and a less-urgent tsunami watch for Ecuador, Colombia, Panama, Costa Rica and Antarctica. State Department officials said that Secretary of State Hillary Rodham Clinton, who had been planning a trip to South America beginning on Monday, was seeking to make contact with Mrs. Bachelet, with whom she has long had warm personal relations.

The officials said United States emergency response teams were on alert but waiting for specific assistance requests from Chile before deploying.

Evacuation alarms sounded at 6 a.m. Saturday in vulnerable coastal areas in Hawaii, as the region prepares for what federal officials say could be a dangerous, but most likely not catastrophic, tsunami to hit the islands in the aftermath of the earthquake.

Statewide television news was reporting that the southeast areas of all the islands would likely be the most affected, which include the heavy tourist zones of Waikiki, and Poipu on Kauai. News reports said that a corridor to the airport on Oahu was being established, and that visitors should go to at least the third floor of their hotels

Brian R. Shiro, a geophysicist at NOAA Pacific Tsunami Warning Center in Ewa Beach, Hawaii, said that computer models showed that the effect would be greatest in spots like Hilo Bay on Hawaii Island and Kahului Harbor in Maui.

In those areas, the tsunami waves could reach as high as 6 to 10 feet, Mr. Shiro said. Elsewhere in Hawaii, the waves will likely be only about two to three feet.

“We are taking it very seriously,” Mr. Shiro said. “But this is not a big one.”

The most powerful earthquake ever recorded was in Chile, when a quake the magnitude of 9.5 rocked the country and triggered a series of deadly tsunamis that killed people as far away as Hawaii and Japan.

But that earthquake in Chile, which killed more than 1,000 people in the country and left more than two million homeless at the time, prepared officials and residents in the region for future devastating effects. Shortly after a 7.8-magnitude earthquake struck in Valparaiso, Chile, in 1985, the country established strict building codes, according to

Andre Filiatrault, the director of the Multi-Disciplinary Center for Earthquake Research at the State University of New York-Buffalo.

“Chile is not a stranger to earthquakes,” he said Saturday in a telephone interview. He said the government code was called the Earthquake Resistant Design of Buildings, and engineers have been very active in world earthquake conferences.

“There is a lot of reinforced concrete in Chile, which is normal in Latin America,” Prof Filiatrault said. This was in direct contrast to Haiti’s building codes and infrastructure, which was unprepared for the Jan. 12 earthquake, he added.

“If you are considering this magnitude is 8.8 — which is close to 100 times greater than the Haitian quake, I would be very surprised if the death tolls come close,” Prof. Filiatrault said.

“The only issue in this, like any earthquakes, are the older buildings and residential construction that might not have been designed according to these codes.”

Alexei Barrionuevo reported from Rio de Janeiro, and Liz Robbins from New York. Reporting was contributed by Eric Lipton and Ginger Thompson from Washington, Charles Newbery from Buenos Aires, and Charlie Roessler from Kauai, Hawaii.

