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Note from the Editor  
By Gloria Liu 

 

At our current rate of development, a precarious future 

awaits us with open arms. As an increasing number of 

governments around the world recognize the truth 

behind this deadly premonition, efforts have been made 

to stymie this rate of decline. That the Economic and 

Social Council would meet this year to discuss 

sustainable development and a great amount of talk is 

now circulating around the expiring Kyoto Protocol is 

a testament to this recognition. Yet, the effects of 

human negligence are not all tangibly manifested in 

crises like the food and oil crisis; rather, this 

negligence has been heralded as contributing to the 

frequency of natural disasters. This monthôs Ecology 

Enquirer examines government responses to both 

natural disasters like the Cyclone Nargis in Myanmar 

and human-induced disasters like garbage build-up in 

Naples. Our examination offers case studies from all 

regions of the world in an attempt to offer a global 

comparative perspective to facilitate comprehensive 

analyses. Human negligence has induced a volatile 

threat and governments bear witness to this truth in the 

increasing number of disasters and crises arising on 

their agendas, therefore, in compiling this edition, we 

hope to offer some insight on our contemporary 

plagues and the efficacy or inefficacy of certain 

approaches.  

 From Tangshan to Sichuan: 
Earthquake PTSD Relief in 
China  
By Emmy Chow, Greta Liao, Kent To and Lillian Tsang 

 
 

 

In 1976, the second most lethal earthquake in 

history, with a magnitude of 7.8 on the Richter 

scale, quietly flattened a sleeping Tangshan on the 

night of July 28
th
. The catastrophe diverted some 

officialsô attention from their political instability in 

the ñYear of Curseò. However, relief work was 

criticized as insincere and inadequate. Rescue 

efforts were conducted secretly behind the world 

curtain when the Chinese government turned its 

back against international aid from the United 

Nations. The exact death toll, estimated from 

242,000 to 650,000 still remains uncertain. 

 

 

 

 

Gloria is a rising senior at Wellesley College and as 

an International Relations major she recognizes the 

importance of looking at government responses to 

sustainable development issues. Hence, she chose to 

compile this particular issue to fulfill that purpose. 
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Complete Destruction of the City of 

Tangshan by the July 28, 1976 Earthquake 

 (Photo source: China Earthquake 

Administration) 

 

 

 

 
Lu Guilan, rescued by soldiers 

after being trapped for 13 days. 
(Wang Wenlan, 1976). 

 

Thirty-two 

years later, on 

May 12
th
, 

another deadly 

earthquake with 

the same 

magnitude hit 

Wenchuan, 

Sichuan. 

Hundreds of 

thousands of 

buildings, 

especially 

schools, were leveled, claiming more than 

69,000 lives. The Chinese government, in 

this case, was highly praised by the 

international community for its immediate 

response. Two months later, the direction of 

the aftermath relief gradually cast its light 

on reconstruction and psychological 

assessment. This article attempts to assess 

the progress of government relief in 

addressing Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder 

(PTSD) victims from Tangshan to Sichuan. 

 

PTSD 

Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), a 

psychiatric condition that can arise from any 

traumatic and catastrophic life experience, 

has been attracting increasing recognition 

and concerns in the scope of natural disaster 

relief. Normally it does not appear during 

the catastrophe; instead, it gradually 

emerges as the trauma endures. The most 

vulnerable groups to PTSD include victims 

and survivors from disasters as well as 

rescuers.  

  

The findings on the long-term impact of the 

Tangshan Earthquake on humanôs physical 

and mental health show that after 32 years, 

PTSD has cast a shadow on the rest of the 

victims and survivorsô lives after the 

earthquake and contributed to their suffering 

from neurosis, anxiety and fear. The chance 

of getting such a disorder among the 

Tangshan population is approximately 3-5 

times higher than normal. Those who have 

experienced the trauma are more vulnerable 

to high blood pressure and cerebral vascular 

diseases. Many of them are suffering from 

insomnia, emotional instability, and tension. 

For instance, a man witnessed with shock 

his wifeôs death from the Sichuan 

Earthquake as a building suddenly collapsed 

and buried his wife. He could not accept the 

fact and kept blaming himself. This manôs 

case indicates what is termed ñsurvivor 

syndromeò or survivor guilt. 

 

Overall situation in China 

China at that time was still closed under the 

Cultural Revolution when the Tangshan 

earthquake hit. Infrastructure was 

underdeveloped and loose. Therefore, the 

government's response was slow, ineffective 

and unwilling as reflected in the flow of 

information and the reluctance to foreign 

help. Furthermore, the flow of information 

was almost stagnant at the government level. 

It took 12 hours for the central authorities in 

Beijing to learn that Tangshan, the epicenter, 

was completely leveled. It was discovered 

only when a Tangshan coal miner, Li Yulin, 

drove an ambulance for six hours along dirt 

roads to reach Beijing to reveal the 

information.
1
 The 

common people were 

almost ignorant about the 

situation. Hu Chengxi 

from Mianyang in 

central China's Sichuan 

province talked about his 

parents' experience: 

ñduring the Tangshan 

earthquake, 

telecommunications 

weren't as developed as nowadays -- even 

television wasn't very popular -- so my 

parents could only get news from the radio. 

They don't have many relatives or friends in 

Tangshan, so at first they did not understand 

the severity of the situation there. But they 

were naturally shocked by the number of 

casualties.ò
1
 All communications were cut 
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