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Annex 1: Background

The earthquake was centered in Spitak in the north of Armenia, and had a devastating effect on Spitak, Vanadzor and Gumri, as well as in surrounding rural areas.  At that time, Vanadzor and Gumri were the second and third largest urban centers in Armenia, after the capital, Yerevan.   The earthquake not only destroyed or damaged a significant amount of the residential housing stock, but also destroyed or damaged a large part of the industrial base as well as supporting services, such as schools, hospitals and other community support centers.  

The Soviet Union mobilized its republics to respond to the disaster, and international assistance was provided as well.  Following the pattern historically used to respond to disasters in other parts of the Soviet Union, Soviet republics began constructing new housing developments, with each republic responsible for a certain area of the development site.  New construction was focused mainly on Gumri, Vanadzor and Spitak, and was generally located outside of the traditional urban areas.  

With the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, Armenia’s concurrent conflict with Azerbaijan over Nagorno Karabakh (a mainly Armenian enclave within Azerbaijan) and resulting economic blockades by Azerbaijan and Turkey which were imposed in 1991 and 1993 respectively, many of the new housing construction projects were halted before they were completed.  As a result, approximately 150 buildings (up to 10,000 units) remain unfinished, with most of the unfinished multi-unit buildings concentrated in a new area on the outskirts of Gumri. 

Some of those affected by the earthquake were rehoused in the completed newly constructed buildings.  However, there were (and are still today) continual issues to varying degrees in each of the three main urban areas with the provision of adequate transportation, shopping and other services for these newly built areas, which affect households’ willingness to live there.  Some households that were assigned apartments in these new buildings do not occupy the apartments, preferring to live in the former urban center (sometimes even in a temporary shelter) rather than in the newly built area outside of town.  As an example, in one new building outside of Spitak, only 3 of 50 apartments are reported to be occupied.

Households may still live in temporary shelters provided right after the earthquake (generally metal railroad cars), in condemned or damaged buildings, in schools, kindergartens, museums or other public structures, or in government hostels.  Households living in these conditions generally have access to electricity, water and sanitation services, either within or physically close to where they live.  With the reduction of the donor-supported winter kerosene distribution program, some households have found it difficult to heat their dwellings in the winter.  Redevelopment in the area affected by the earthquake (mainly the northern regions of Lori and Shirak) is constrained by the location of these temporary structures and by the residential occupation of formerly public assets (such as schools, kindergartens, parks and museums). 

Up until recently, the city of Gumri had not destroyed a temporary shelter for six years, even when the shelters should have been vacated due to the rehousing of residents.  This has created a situation where part of a family is living in the domic or using it for other purposes, while the rest of the family is living in the new apartment. Although the GOA would consider the needs of a household that had received a reinforced apartment to have been met in accordance with GOA policy, because domics have not been systematically destroyed when households are provided with permanent housing, the magnitude of shelter needs may appear greater than they really are.  This situation seems to be more prevalent in areas where there are reinforced buildings, although the lack of systematic and well-documented information makes it difficult to be conclusive. 

Certain other incentives may exist for a family to retain its claim to living in a domic, even when they have been provided with permanent shelter.  One incentive may be to receive a higher PAROS score. PAROS is a database constructed from a weighted formula that takes into account shelter conditions, geographic location, social category, household size and income, and is used to determine which families should receive the monthly GOA family benefit payment, as well as to distribute humanitarian assistance.  Those living in temporary shelters are considered more vulnerable, and therefore receive a higher score, than those living in permanent shelter.  

Given the time that has passed since the earthquake as well as the general economic situation in Armenia, living in a domic is not necessarily linked to being affected by the earthquake. There are a number of households living in domics who are refugees from the conflict in Nagorno Karabakh, or who are living there for economic reasons, having sold their permanent shelter elsewhere in Armenia.  Domics also now serve for income generation, with some being used for car repair, as small shops or to provide other services. 

The majority of housing stock in Armenia was privatized between 1993 and 1998, resulting in privatization of approximately 80% of the housing stock nationwide.  The percentage of residential units in Gumri and other urban areas in the earthquake zone that have been privatized may be significantly lower than in other areas of the country.  GOA statistics show only 47% of the housing stock in Gumri as having been privatized.  Under USAID’s current pilot housing certificate program (described below), there have been cases where buyers were not able to complete a sales agreement because the unit they wished to buy had not been privatized. There is not a clear process in place to privatize units now that the nationwide privatization program has been completed.   

Those living in temporary shelters were not included in the initial privatization process.  If the housing unit they lived in before the earthquake is in a building scheduled for reinforcement, the assumption is that they will move back into that unit when it is ready for occupancy, and the unit could then be privatized.  Frequently, however, households have changed to such a degree that their former apartment is no longer suitable, either because the family has grown and become two or more separate households, or because the family has gotten smaller because of emigration, internal relocation or other factors.  

At the current time, official Government of Armenia policy towards those affected by the earthquake does not adequately recognize these kinds of natural adjustments in family size. Under the Government of Armenia policy, which has been changed and refined numerous times since the earthquake, all those who suffered the loss of their home in the 1988 earthquake and have not been compensated in some way are still entitled to compensation, generally in the form of shelter. Under GOA policy, households are only entitled to the same size shelter (in terms of number of rooms) that they lost in 1988. Adjustments are made to the compensation amount if the household has decreased in size; adjustments may be made by up to one room if the family has increased in size. 

Government funding in recent years has been focused on reinforcing Category III buildings (on a scale of damage from I to V, with Category III buildings being damaged, but uninhabitable and capable of being reinforced), so that they can be put into use again.  Current international donor funding has focused primarily on new housing construction, supported mainly by the American Red Cross, the Lincy Foundation and the Huntsman Foundation.  


Estimated Population
Total Number of Households
Number of temporary shelters related to earthquake
% of households in temporary shelter

Shirak Region

  Gumri
203,000
54,704
14,500
27%

  Akhurian
46,336
12,325
1,819
15%

  Artik
56,629
13,757
179
1%

  Maralik
22,573
5,586
177
3%

  Ashotsk
9,709
2,523
163
6%

  Amasia
7,330
2,175
46
2%

  Subtotal:
345,577
91,070
16,884




Lori Region

   Vanadzor
119,112
35,200
5,114
15%

   Vanadzor region
25,300
19,800
1,810
9%

   Spitak
18,477
5,670
2,525
45%

   Spitak region
29,488
9,330
2,769
30%

   Tumanian
57,398
16,092
103
1%

   Stepanavan
19,820
5,731
1,517
26%

   Stepanavan region
16,438
5,012
239
5%

   Tashir
34,961
9,217
42
0%

  Subtotal:
320,994
106,052
14,119


