
 

 

Tragedy and Solidarity 

By Dennis Sammut 

 

Hope of finding survivors from the massive earthquake that hit Turkiye and Syria a few days 

ago are fast fading. Over 30,000 people are already known to have died following a 7.8-

magnitude earthquake that struck southeast Turkiye and northwest Syria on 6 February. There 

is fear this figure could rise to 50,000. Tens of thousands were injured. Millions have been 

impacted by the consequences of the tragedy. 

This was the strongest earthquake to hit Turkiye since 1939. Its humanitarian consequences 

are enormous, and in the long term maybe also its political consequences. Much is being said 

already about whether the country could have done more to prepare for such an eventuality, 

which everyone knew one day will happen. But that is for later. For the moment all efforts 

have to be focused on the humanitarian effort: to ensure that there are no more people under 

the rubble that need to be rescued; and to cater for the hundreds of thousands, if not millions, 

who have been affected – some bereaved; others homeless; many with their lives completely 

destroyed by the consequences of the earthquake.  

Communities come together 

In such moments when major disaster occur, stories of human kindness and courage often 

shine out, restoring, even for the most cynical, faith in humanity and humane values.   

The response in Turkiye to the disaster has been inspiring. People from across all walks of life 

put aside their differences and engaged in trying to help those hit by the earthquake. There 

are thousands of stories of individual kindness, and in some cases, with regards to people 

involved in the rescue effort, also of heroism. This despite the fact that Turkiye is in the middle 

of a divisive election campaign, and regardless of differences between Turks and Kurds and 

other societal divisions. People understood the earthquake did not differentiate, and affected 

everyone. 

These tragedies sometimes also reflect an expression of solidarity by the global community of 

nations, which these days are rare to find in other contexts. The international response to the 

earthquake has been most heartening, and this despite the complex diplomatic and political 

context. This context partly explains why the response with regards to the two countries has 

been different. 

The world reaches out to Turkiye 

Turkiye is an important regional power, a NATO member, and a country with global outreach 

and ambition. Ten of its 81 provinces have been affected by the earthquake. It is therefore 

not surprising that the international response in support to Turkiye in its hour of need has 

been overwhelming. 

Turkiye is also a reasonably well organised country, and although the government has been 

criticised for being slow in grasping the enormity of the tragedy and to respond to it, it soon 



 

 

was able to mobilise considerable internal resources, and to put in place arrangements for 

international assistance to get to those places where it was most needed, including by opening 

up special humanitarian air corridors. This enabled more than one hundred countries to send 

assistance to Turkey in the last week.   

There was assistance from unexpected quarters too. Armenia, which for decades has had a 

tense relationship with Turkiye, was one of the first countries to respond. For the first time in 

thirty years the land border between the two countries was opened so that trucks carrying 

humanitarian aid could travel quickly to the disaster area. This was hugely symbolic. Apart 

from the humanitarian value of such actions, they are also seen as a significant and important 

confidence-building measure between the two countries, at a time when they are considering 

ways in which to normalise relations. The Turkish government has accepted this assistance 

with gratitude.  

The arrival of the Greek foreign minister to the disaster area was another example of putting 

politics apart in such grave moments.  

 

Syria’s isolation hinders the humanitarian effort 

In Syria, the situation was unfortunately less heartening. The Syrian regime is internationally 

isolated and has been sanctioned by the international community. The country remains 

gripped in civil war, with Damascus not having control over big chunks of the national territory. 

The infrastructure in the areas affected by the earthquake is very rudimentary, having already 

been degraded by years of war and neglect long before the earthquake struck. The 

humanitarian effort in Syria was therefore even more challenging. 

It was important that the United States immediately eased its sanctions on Syria to ensure 

humanitarian aid was not hindered. Other western countries followed. It took the regime of 

Bashar al Assad longer to agree on access to the areas out of its political jurisdiction and some 

accuse it of trying to play politics at a moment of national tragedy.  

But there is also hope that from the aftermath of the earthquake some easing in the 

humanitarian situation in Syria can be possible if all sides agree to put politics apart and let 

humanitarian assistance flow unhindered. 

GCC countries swift and generous response 

One of the positive stories from the tragedy of last week was the swift and generous response 

of GCC countries. Here the solidarity was not only coming from the governments, but 

individuals also contributed generously to relief funds that were established. Millions of 

dollars were raised in a few days from public donations in Saudi Arabia and elsewhere. In 

Dubai and Abu Dhabi thousands flocked to aid centres to help in the delivery of urgent 

assistance. The timely visit of UAE Foreign Minister, Abdallah bin Zayed, to the earthquake hit 

areas of Turkey and Syria highlighted the commitment of the Emirati leadership to the 

humanitarian effort. 

 



 

 

The importance of solidarity 

The earthquake in Turkey and Syria has reminded us once again of the importance of solidarity 

within and between nations. At a time when divisions within the international community are 

more acute than they have been for decades this solidarity cannot be taken fore granted.  

Natural disasters have a way of reminding human beings of their vulnerability in the face of 

nature. Earthquakes have hit the world since the beginning of time, and will continue to do 

so. But now new challenges are also on the horizon, including as a result of climate change. 

This not to mention the increasing risk of nuclear accidents which could have unprecedented 

consequences. No one single country is able to deal with these phenomena on its own, which 

is why a unified global response is necessary. The events of the last days have shown us that 

when disasters occur the world responds generously. But this also raises the question of how 

best to prepare for such eventualities both at the national and at the international level. 

The tragedy in Turkiye and Syria in the last days needs to focus minds of decisionmakers across 

the world on the need to work together on humanitarian issues – to prepare for different 

contingencies; to ensure that the resource that are required are mobilised; to be ready to 

deploy assistance in a speedy and efficient manner. But first and foremost, the present 

tragedy needs to remind us of the importance of solidarity in our dealings with each other, as 

individuals and as nations. In this context new thinking and new initiatives are needed to 

ensure the world is better prepared for disasters, be they natural or man-made. 
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