6
1
06/07/00

WHAT ARE HAZARDS AND DISASTERS

20 September, 1999 Draft

· Objectives

· Importance of Understanding Hazards

· What is to be Included and Excluded

· Lack of Consensus and To What Extent Does It Matter

· Evolutionary Highlights

· Characteristics or Elements of Hazards and Disasters

· “Hazard” is Relative

· Other Terms

· Implications of Definitions and Words

· Technical Versus Vulnerability Approaches to Studying Hazards

· References

Sources to Consult:

Quarantelli. 1984. Organizational Behavior in Disasters and Implications for Disaster Planning.  Emmitsburg, MD:  FEMA, National Emergency Training Center.

OBECTIVES:  To provide an understanding of:

The range of meanings of terms such as hazard, disaster, emergency and accident, and that there is no general consensus on the definitions for the terms “hazards” and “disasters”.

The range of perspectives (technocratic, vulnerability) one can take in looking at hazards, accidents, disasters and countermeasures.

The scientific, social, political and economic contexts of terms such as hazards and disasters.

IMPORTANCE OF UNDERSTANDING HAZARDS:

(1)  “Natural disasters are among humanity’s most expensive, deadliest, and feared events” (Birkland 1997, 47).

(2)  The U.S. has more severe weather and flooding than any other nation in the world.

(3)  “…the natural environment is becoming more hazardous in a number of complex ways that defy immediate or easy reversal of the process” (Burton et al. 1993, 28).

In an average year “the United States can expect some 10,000 violent thunderstorms, 5,000 floods, more than 800 tornadoes and several hurricanes,” resulting in 300-500 deaths due to severe weather and billions in economic damage.
  

(4) The effectiveness of a system depends upon how well those who are part of that system understand 

· The functions that must be carried out
· Their own roles and responsibilities in smoothly executing those functions.  
Certainly this is true of emergency management:

The potential for human suffering and devastation in a disaster makes it still more critical for emergency managers and related personnel to understand fully

· The nature of potential hazards – their causes and characteristics.

· What can be done about these hazards through the application of emergency management principles and programs, and 

· Their role and responsibilities in the system of emergency management.  

As Dr. Dennis Mileti of the Natural Hazards Research and Applications Information Center in Boulder, Colorado has written:

To understand future disaster vulnerability, we must understand where we have been.  We conservatively estimate that, in the U.S. between January 1, 1975, and December 31, 1994, natural hazards have killed over 24,000 people (about 23 per week) and injured about 100,000 (about 385 per month).  We also estimate that the U.S. sustained about $500 billion in damage during this period, or about one-half billion dollars a week.  Of these losses, more than 80% were weather-related, and about 10% were caused by earthquakes and volcanoes.  Yet only 17% of losses were insured.

If systems are to be effectively and efficiently designed to mitigate, prepare for, respond to and recover from these kinds of hazards and losses, the hazards must first be properly understood.

WHAT IS TO BE INCLUDED AND EXCLUDED?

But what is it that must be properly understood.  Exactly what is it that is hazardous?  What is a disaster?  As Quarantelli asks:

“Are conflict situations such as the ethnic clashes in Yugoslavia or Rwanda, terrorist attacks, and riots, the same kind of social crises as those generated by natural and technological happenings such as earthquakes and chemical explosions?”  (1998, iv)

One can extend this by considering the following:

Acid rain

Automobile Accidents (multiple vehicles with multiple casualties)

Biogenetic engineering mishaps

Challenger explosion

Civil disturbances/riots

Crime waves

Economic depressions

Epidemics

Food and water contamination/poisoning (deliberate, accidental, large-scale)

Global warming

Hostage takings

Internet failure

Land contamination

Ozone depletion

Plant closings

Terrorism

TMI

War/military actions

EVOLUTION OF DISASTER DEFINITION:

Disaster as Act of God:
“Apparently the word etymologically entered the English language from a word in French (desastre), which in turn was a derivation from two Latin words (dis, astro), which combined meant, roughly, formed on a star.  So, in its early usage, the word disaster had reference to unfavorable or negative effects, usually of a personal nature, resulting from a star or a planet….In time, the word disaster was applied more to major physical disturbances such as earthquakes and floods, or what came to be traditionally known as Acts of God.  With the spread of more secular and non-religious ideologies, nature was increasingly substituted for the supernatural and the term natural disaster came to the fore” (Quarantelli 1987, 8)

Disaster as physical agent:

“The earliest workers in the area, including myself, with little conscious thought and accepting common sense views, initially accepted as a prototype model the notion that disasters were an outside attack upon social systems that ‘broke down’ in the face of such an assault from outside” (Quarantelli 1998b, 266).

Or

“The traditional view of natural hazards has ascribed all or almost all responsibility for them to the processes of the geophysical world.  This approach has meant that the root cause of large-scale death and destruction has been attributed to the extremes of nature rather than encompassing the human world” (Tobin and Montz 1997, 8)

Examples:  

“…Burton and Kates (1964)
, defined natural hazards as those elements of the physical environment harmful to man and caused by forces extraneous to him” (Tobin and Montz 1997, 8).

“A disaster is usually defined as an event that has a large impact on society” (Tobin and Montz 1997, 6).

Disaster as social construct (within logical positivism approach):

Dombrowsky writes that Carr (1932) was “the first in the field to try to understand disasters in terms of social action” (1998, 24):

“Not every windstorm, earth-tremor, or rush of water is a catastrophe.  A catastrophe is known by its works; that is, to say, by the occurrence of disaster.  So long as the ship rides out the storm, so long as the city resists the earth-shocks, so long as the levees hold, there is no disaster.  It is the collapse of the cultural protections that constitutes the disaster proper” (Carr 1932, 211).

“Carr’s conclusion signifies that disasters are the result of human activities, not of natural or supranatural forces.  Disasters are simply the collapse of cultural protections; thus, they are principally man-made.  Deductively, mankind is responsible for the consequences of his actions as well as of his omissions” (Dombrowsky 1998, 24-25). 

Gilbert (1998, 13) states that Quarantelli first brought about a change in thinking about disasters, by removing the focus from the event to its intersection with society and its effects.

“At the conceptual level, Quarantelli triggered the emergence of new modes of approaching disasters, based on an analysis of communities, and not only of destructive external agents….

As a partial result of this shift in the conceptual approach to disaster, destructive agents are no longer seen as a cause, but as a precipitant for crisis and disaster behavior directly related to the social context.”

Tobin and Montz write that:  

“Hewitt (1983) castigated hazards researchers for the overwhelming attention devoted to geophysical processes and neglect of societal forces.  He stressed three points.  First, natural hazards are neither explained by nor uniquely dependent upon the geophysical process that may initiate damage; this is not to say that geophysical processes do not play a role, but that too much causality has been attributed to them.  Second, human awareness of and response to natural hazards are not dependent solely on geophysical conditions.  Hewitt saw hazards as more dependent on the concerns, pressures, goals, and risks of society, not least the effectiveness of measures to reduce calamity; these factors, he said, reflect the values and institutions of the society.  Third, the causes, features, and consequences of natural disasters are not explained by conditions or behavior peculiar to calamitous events; these can be explained by everyday forces.  The important parameters are social order, its everyday relations to the habitat, and larger historical circumstances that help shape society.  Thus disasters result more from social than geophysical processes, and hazardousness varies as much (or more) as a result of social as of geophysical processes” (1997, 11-12).

Disaster as prism highlighting societal injustices – postmodernism:

· Some vulnerability approaches

· Looking at disaster subjectively through the eyes of victims.

· Viewing as amoral scientific (traditional) approaches.

Example:  “…the explanation of disaster causality is only possible by understanding the ways in which social systems themselves generate unequal exposure to risk by making some groups of people, some individuals, and some societies more prone to hazards than others…disasters are not ‘natural’ (not even sudden ones) because hazards affect people differently within societies, and may have very different impacts on different societies…Inequalities in risk (and opportunity) are largely a function of the principal systems of power operating in all societies, which are normally analyzed in terms of class, gender and ethnicity” (Cannon 1994, 14).

See, also P. Blaikie, T. Cannon, I. Davis and Ben Wisner.  1994.  Natural Hazards, People’s Vulnerability, and Disasters.  NY:  Routledge.

Natural versus Man-made Dichotomy:

In addition to the evolution of the focus from physical events to social systems when considering hazards and disasters, there is another evolution taking place – a dropping of the distinction between natural and man-made (or technological) hazards and disasters.

Those who focus first of all on the event tend to adhere to this dichotomy.

Those who focus first on societal reactions tend to hold that there are no significant reasons to treat causes fundamentally differently.

LACK OF CONSENSUS (AND DOES IT MATTER):

One can understand that there are important reasons for being clear about what a hazard or a disaster is – organizations that concern themselves with these phenomena must decide what it is they will deal with and what it is that they will not deal with.

Nonetheless, there is no consensus either in the U.S. or abroad on the definition of disaster.

Views range from a more traditional approach that focuses on the physical hazard as the disaster event to what has been called a “postmodernist framework” wherein “…behavioral aspects of disasters can only be understood by looking at them subjectively, particularly from the viewpoint of victims” (Quarantelli 1998a, iv).

Some disaster researchers view this with something approaching alarm:

“If workers in the area do not even agree on whether a ‘disaster’ is fundamentally a social construction or a physical happening, clearly the field has intellectual problems” (Quarantelli 1998a, 3).

“…studies in the sociology of knowledge suggest that after a certain period of pioneering work, a developing field will flounder unless there emerges some rough consensus about its central concept(s)” (Quarantelli 1998a, 2).

And, certainly the term “disaster” is one of the central concepts in hazards management.

As Quarantelli has written elsewhere:

“…to be concerned about what is meant by the term ‘disaster’ is not to engage in some useless or pointless academic exercise.  It is instead to focus in a fundamental way on what should be considered important and significant in what we find to be the characteristics of the phenomena, the conditions that lead to them, and the consequences that result” (Quarantelli 1995, 225)

“…to be concerned about what is meant by the term ‘disaster’ is not to engage in some useless or pointless academic exercise.  It is instead to focus in a fundamental way on what should be considered important and significant in what we find to be the characteristics of the phenomena, the conditions that lead to them, and the consequences that result.  In short, unless we clarify and obtain minimum consensus on the defining features per se, we will continue to talk past one another on the characteristics, conditions and consequences of disasters” (Quarantelli 1998a, 4).

Others are not bothered by this lack of consensus and argue that it should not be too surprising nor too alarming:

“…anthropologists cannot agree on a definition of culture…Political scientists continue to debate the meaning of power…Psychologists cannot agree on a common definition of memory…And, finally, sociologists continue their cacophonous debates about what is a community…alienation…and, of course, disaster” (Kroll-Smith and Gunter 1998, 163).

Others write that “a common definition requires a common community” which is obviously not the case (Kroll-Smith and Gunter 1998, 163).  

Porfiriev, not terribly concerned with the lack of consensus, writes that “all ‘deviations’ from encyclopedic explanation of disaster reflect the professional backgrounds of the researchers, the specific tasks or goals of concrete studies, as well as the indistinct terminology of individuals, rather than in a discrepancy in the very meaning of disaster.  Some scholars starting to answer to the question of ‘what a disaster is,’ further simply substitute or confuse it with other questions like ‘what a disaster does,’ or ‘how does society act under conditions of disaster,’ that should of course be considered as relevant, but still definitely not addressing the original question” (Porfiriev 1995, 289).

Also, “A definition is a way of seeing, a strategy for looking.  And every way of seeing, as common wisdom reminds us, is also a way of not seeing” (Kroll-Smith and Gunter 1998, 164).

Rosenthal applauds the fact that “a strictly fabricated consolidated definition of disaster” has not been constructed:

“One could say that this testifies to the gradual development of a mature body of knowledge that by now does not need to prove itself through extensive jargon and technical vocabulary” (Rosenthal 1998b, 226)

To which Quarantelli responds:

“Any jargon, whether in baseball, chess, popular music, or science, makes for precision rather than the reverse, as common sense might imply.  As such, in the good sense of the term, we need more specialized jargon in disaster research.  Our continuing dependence on the jargon inherent in everyday or popular speech continues to blind us to other more useful ways of looking at ‘disasters’” (Quarantelli 1998b. 246).

Which is not to say that Quarantelli is looking for one universal definition of disaster:

“We should accept and recognize that there cannot be one all purpose term with a single referent which can meet all needs—legal, operational, scientific or what have you—and be equally useful for all users.  What is important is not consensus on one definition—an impossible goal—but clarity of the term and its referent on the part of various users” (Quarantelli 1987, 22).

CHARACTERISTICS, CRITERIA, ELEMENTS OF HAZARDS AND DISASTERS:

Just as there is no agreed upon definition of disaster, there is no agreement on the characteristics of hazards and disasters or the thresholds which distinguish an event from a disaster.

(The instructor may wish to consult the Appendix for this session for  additional definitions.  The instructor may also wish to ask the class first for their definitions of selected terms.  It might be beneficial to prepare overheads on, or handouts of, selected definitions as a student aid.)

Quarantelli (1987, 22-24) provides his view of what to look for in a definition of disaster:

· “…the concept of disaster is not a matter of empirical determination, but a logical and definitional matter.

· “The word disaster should be thought of as a sensitizing concept…As such, it should give us general guidance.”

· “The definition of disaster should be exclusively in social terms.”

· “In defining disasters, we should stop confusing antecedent conditions and subsequent consequences with the characteristics of a disaster.”

· “In characterizing disasters, we should conceptualize them as part of social change rather than social problems.”

· “In characterizing disasters, it would be better to think of them more as occasions than events.”

· “…disasters should be thought of as certain kinds of  social crisis occasions.”

· “Finally, we see most useful the conceptualization of disasters as involving collectivities in which there is consensus on attempting to cope with crises.”

Some Definitions

Hazards, including both natural and technological hazards, are conditions which may threaten human life and property.

Hazard:  “Hazard refers to an extreme natural event that poses risks to human settlements”  (Deyle et al. 1998, 121).

Hazard:  A condition with the potential for harm to the community or environment. (Many use the terms “hazard” and “disaster agent” interchangeably.  Hence, they will refer to “the hurricane hazard” or even more broadly to “natural hazards” which includes hurricanes, tornadoes, earthquakes and other natural phenomena that have the potential for harm.  The hazard is the potential, the disaster is the actual event.  (Drabek)

Hazard:  Hazard is best viewed as a naturally occurring or human-induced process or event with the potential to create loss, i.e. a general source of danger.  Risk is the actual exposure of something of human value to a hazard and is often regarded as the combination of probability and loss.  Thus, we may define hazard (or cause) as ‘a potential threat to humans and their welfare’ and risk (or consequence) as ‘the probability of a specific hazard occurrence’.  The distinction was illustrated by Okrent (1980)
 who considered two people crossing an ocean, one in a liner and the other in a rowing boat.  The main hazard (deep water and large waves) is the same in both cases but the risk (probability of drowning) is very much greater for the person in the rowing boat.  Thus while an earthquake hazard can exist in an uninhabited region, an earthquake risk can occur only in an area where people and their possessions exist.  People, and what they value, are the essential point of reference for all risk assessment and for all disasters” (Smith 1996, 5)

Hazard:  A threatening event, or the probability of occurrence of a potentially damaging phenomenon within a given time period and area.  (UN Glossary, p. 4)

Hazards:  Some, including not a few emergency managers, view hazards such as earthquakes as 

“technical problems suitable for a combination of engineering, planning, and specialized managerial solutions, and people, if they are mentioned at all, are seen largely as impediments to carrying out the technocratic solutions, because they fail to see the risks they face (e.g. Mileti and Fitzpatrick 1993)
….However, by concentrating on the physical risks, projected extreme events, and worst case scenarios, much is ignored” (Bolin with Stanford 1998, 20).

Hazards, Environmental:  “…the threat potential posed to man or nature by events originating in, or transmitted by, the natural or built environment.”

Keith Smith’s (1997, 14-15) commentary on this definition:

“This definition can include both long-term environmental deterioration (acidification of soils, build-up of atmospheric carbon dioxide) and all the social hazards, both involuntary and communal (crime, terrorism, warfare), as well as voluntary and personal hazards (drug abuse, mountain climbing).  These hazards have such different origins and impacts that a more focused definition is required.”

Hazards, Environmental:  “…events which directly threaten human life and property by means of acute physical or chemical trauma….Any manageable definition of environmental hazards will be both arbitrary and contentious.  But, despite their diverse sources, most disasters have a number of common features:

1. The origin of the damaging process or event is clear and produces characteristic threats to human life or well-being, e.g. a flood causes death by drowning.

2. The warning time is normally short, i.e. the hazards are often known as rapid-onset events.  This means that they can be unexpected even though they occur within a known hazard zone, such as the floodplain of a small river basin.

3. Most of the direct losses, whether to life or property, are suffered fairly shortly after the event, i.e., within days or weeks.

4. The exposure to hazard, or assumed risk, is largely involuntary, normally due to the location of people in a hazardous area, e.g. the unplanned expansion of some Third World cities onto unstable hillslopes.

5. The resulting disaster occurs with an intensity that justifies an emergency response, i.e. the provision of specialist aid to the victims.  The scale of response can vary from local to international” (Smith 1996, 15-16).

Hazards, Environmental:  “…extreme geophysical events, biological processes and major technological accidents, characterized by concentrated releases of energy or materials, which pose a largely unexpected threat to human life and can cause significant damage to goods and the environment” (Smith 1996, 16).

“Hazard” is Relative:

Regardless of the definition one may prefer, Mitchell and Cutter (1997, 8) remind us that it is all relative:

“…a ‘hazard’ isn’t always a hazard and is definitely not always perceived as one.  A hazard to some is to others a business opportunity, a spiritual moment, a joyful experience, a culturally significant if not defining moment, a down-played or even denied reality, ‘no big deal’ at all, or just a common everyday kind of event.  On the other hand, what is ‘normal’ or even necessary to some is loaded with the most dreadful fears for another.  Wildfires are a case in point; while certain tree species need fires for their seeds to be liberated from protective cones to insure the species’ reproduction and survival, the owner of a multi-million dollar home destroyed by the same fire is likely to have a very different perspective.”

Disasters are the result of a hazard impacting a community.

Academic Definitions of Disaster:

Disaster:  A disaster proceeds from an event  “…when (1) it is extreme in magnitude, (2) the population is very great, or (3) the human-use system is particularly vulnerable” (Burton et al. 1993, 232).

Disaster:  “A disaster is…an event associated with the impact of a natural hazard, which leads to increased mortality, illness and/or injury, and destroys or disrupts livelihoods, affecting the people or an area such that they (and/or outsiders) perceive it as being exceptional and requiring external assistance for recovery” (Cannon 1994, 29, fn.2).

“Many people now accept that human activity itself has created the conditions for disaster events.  This is partly because of growing awareness that through negligence or inappropriate response, the workings of social systems have made a disaster out of a situation which otherwise might not have been so serious.  There has also been a growth in understanding that it is hazards that are natural, but that for a hazard to become a disaster it has to affect vulnerable people” (Cannon 1994, 16)

Disaster:  Any event “concentrated in time and space, in which a society of a relatively self-sufficient subdivision of society, undergoes severe danger and incurs such losses to its members and physical appurtenances that the social structure is disrupted and the fulfillment of all or some of the essential functions of the society is prevented” (Fritz 1961, 655).

Quarantelli commentary:  “How many events have disaster researchers looked at in which, quote, ‘the fulfillment of all or some of the essential functions of the society is prevented’?  Extremely few we would say.  Even Bhopal or Chernobyl might not fit that demanding criteria” (Quarantelli 1987, 19).

Disaster:  “Disasters are unmanaged phenomena.  They are the unexpected, the unprecedented.  They derive from natural processes of events that are highly uncertain.  Unawareness and unreadiness are said to typify the condition of their human victims” (Hewitt 1983, 10)

Disaster:  “Disasters are…rare events and, for most people, their only source of information is likely to be the media.  The media are therefore in a very powerful position to influence what events are regarded as disasters.  In this way, the various criteria of newsworthiness have become as important as measures of harm in characterizing disasters” (Horlick-Jones 1995, 310).

Disaster:  “Disasters are non-routine events in societies or their larger subdivisions (e.g. regions, communities) that involve social disruption and physical harm.  Among the key defining properties of such events are (1) length of forewarning, (2) magnitude of impact, (3) scope of impact, and (4) duration of impact” (Kreps 1998, 34).

Disaster:  “…consensus-type social crisis occasions wherein demands are exceeding resources and emergent responses may generate social change….the idea of social change is introduced to correct what is identified as a predisposition to focus on disasters as necessarily dysfunctional” (Summary of generic sociological perspective by Kroll-Smith and Couch 1991, 357).

Disaster:  “…a process/event involving the combination of a potentially destructive agent(s) from the natural, modified and/or constructed environment and a population in a socially and economically produced condition of vulnerability, resulting in a perceived disruption of the customary relative satisfactions of individual and social needs for physical survival, social order and meaning” (Oliver-Smith 1998, 186).

“A disaster is made inevitable by the historically produced pattern of vulnerability, evidenced in the location, infrastructure, sociopolitical structure, production patterns, and ideology, that characterize a society.  The society’s pattern of vulnerability is an essential element of a disaster” (Oliver-Smith 1998, 187).

Porfiriev’s commentary:  “The idea of vulnerability is a theory or theoretical approach to explaining the origin (causes) and development of disaster, and thus answering the question of  ‘why a disaster’ rather than ‘what disaster is’ and ‘what disaster does,’ that are often the principles used in the definition of disaster” (Porfiriev 1995, 292).

Disaster:  “…disasters are to be distinguished from other types of crises by the quality or condition of consensus (Quarantelli 1987, p. 24).  People agree…on such issues as the scope and severity of the crisis and thus coordinate their response efforts in a spirit of harmony.  Delimiting the field of disaster studies to consensus-type crises insures that ‘conflict situations, be they the result of war, terrorism, civil disorders, or other specifically human-generated and –maintained situations’ will not be confused with disasters (Quarantelli 1985, p.51).”  (In Kroll-Smith and Couch 1991, 357.)

“Conceptually, choosing consensus from the vast range of possible characteristics as a defining feature for disaster seems arbitrary.  It is also unclear empirically, as it would seem to preclude some historical occasions which Professor Quarantelli assents to calling a disaster, such as Three mile Island (1985, p. 53).  In TMI we have the case of a controversial technology causing an ongoing collective crisis fraught with dissension between corporate, governmental and environmental factions, and between community groups themselves, over how to define the situation and what to do about it…It is difficult to see how this can be called a consensus situation” (Kroll-Smith and Couch 1991, 358).

“If disasters are different from wars or civil disorders it is in part because they originate in nature or through the technological mismanagement of natural resources, and not because they are consensus-type crises” (Kroll-Smith and Couch 1991, 359).

Disaster:  “In the traditional view of disasters, two categories of conditions appear to be dominant.  Self-evidently, the scourge of God together with social or political negligence have traditionally served as the principle conditions of natural disasters.  Gradually, negligence has given way to more specific conditions such as deficiencies in mitigatory policies and preparatory measures”  (Rosenthal 1998a, 148-149

“…a great many official investigations as well as public opinion still cling to technical failure or human error as the number one cause of man-made disaster.  In determining the conditions of disaster, technical failures often take place as an appropriate substitute for the act of God, whereas human error reflects the inherent weaknesses of mankind… (Rosenthal 1998a, 149).

“…mediazation…[creates] a new category of disasters and crises which is characterized by extreme collective stress rather than fatal casualties or significant physical damage” (Rosenthal 1998a, 157).

Disaster:  “A serious disruption of the functioning of society, causing widespread human, material, or environmental losses which exceed the ability of affected society to cope using only its own resources” (UN Glossary, 1992.)

ORGANIZATIONAL DEFINITIONS OF DISASTER:
Disaster:  An event in which a community undergoes severe danger and incurs such losses to persons and/or property that the resources available within the community are exceeded.  (Unknown source)

Disaster:  An occurrence that has resulted in property damage, deaths, and/or injuries to a 

community.  (FEMA Terms and Definitions.)

Dombrowsky (1998, 20) On Organizational Definitions and Perspectives:

“The German Red Cross…defines disaster as an ‘extraordinary situation in which the everyday lives of people are suddenly interrupted and thus protection, nutrition, clothing, housing, medical and social aid or other vital necessities are requested” (Katastrophen-Vorschrift 1988:2).  The German law…defines ‘disaster’ almost in the same tenor by saying it involves ‘such severe interference of the public order and safety that an intervention of the centralized, coordinated disaster protection units is necessary’ (Seeck 1980:1).  German insurance companies define disaster as a situation involving damage and/or loss of lives beyond one million German marks and/or 1,000 persons killed."

“For the state, the breakdown of public order and safety is the key, not the phenomena itemized” (Dombrowsky).

“Most definers of ‘disasters’ act in the way that Prometheus used his bed…their definitions of disaster do not focus on the vital problems of the victims, but on the solutions they have at hand or can provide…the solution defines the problem…” (Dombrowsky 1998, 22)

Quantitative (Threshold) Definitions of Disaster:

Disaster:  All events which cause:

At least 100 human deaths, or

At least 100 human injuries, or

At least US $1 million economic damages (Sheehan and Hewitt 1969)

Commentary on Quantitative (Threshold) Approaches:

“While this has the appeal of some standardization, such thresholds are of little value for comparative studies in different social systems, and economic thresholds quickly become eroded by inflation” (Dynes 1998, 112).

“…to some communities, $1 million does not represent too great a hardship; in San Francisco, for example, a minor earthquake would rapidly lead to such losses, but in Calirornia’s overall economy they would not be significant.  By contrast, a tropical cyclone in Bangladesh might destroy considerable food reserves which in themselves would not amount to $1 million, but their loss would have very serious repercussions for local communities…place—or more precisely, the differences between wealthy and poor nations—helps to define the significance of hazardous events.  To ignore such differences is to over or underestimate the impact and severity of such events for the victims” (Tobin and Montz 1997, 17).

“Clearly, attempts to define disasters by the amount or harm they produced fail to capture the essential features of these events” (Horlick-Jones, 1995, 307)  [Notes cases with very few fatalities but significant political ramifications, “enormous public concern….serious challenge to trust in certain public institutions,” etc. (p. 306).]

Even if the threshold criteria is changed, as Glickman et al.
 did in their 1992 study when the fatality threshold was 25, significant events can be dropped from a disaster designation – such as Hurricane Iniki’s impact upon the island of Kauai on September 11, 1992, leading to $1.8 billion in estimated losses and 100 injuries attributed to the hurricane, but “only” 7 deaths.

Other problems with a threshold approach deal with the difficulty estimating economic and sometimes even human losses – are all lethal heart attacks suffered during an earthquake, tornado or hurricane in a community necessarily attributable to the hazard?

Other Definitions

Accident:  An accident is an unexpected or undesirable event, especially one causing injury to a small number of individuals and/or modest damage to physical structures, e.g. automobile wreck; lightning strike at an individual house.

Accident:  “Unintended damaging event, industrial mishap”  (Nimpuno, 1998).

Calamity:  A massive or extreme catastrophic disaster that extends over time and space, e. g. the Black Death. (Source unknown.)

Catastrophe:  “…a catastrophe not only disrupts society, but may cause a total breakdown in day-to-day functioning.  One aspect of catastrophes, is that most community functions disappear; there is no immediate leadership, hospitals may be damaged or destroyed, and the damage may be so great and so extensive that survivors have nowhere to turn for help (Quarantelli, 1994).
  In disaster situations, it is not unusual for survivors to seek help from friends and neighbors, but this cannot happen in catastrophes.  In a disaster, society continues to operate and it is common to see scheduled events continue…” (Tobin and Montz, 1997, 31).

Emergency:  An unexpected event which places life and/or property in danger and requires an immediate response through the use of routine community resources and procedures.  Each community may have several levels of emergency which they use to classify events depending on the extent of community resources involved.

Incident:  An event, accidentally or deliberately caused, which requires a response from one or more of the statutory emergency response agencies.  (Australian Glossary, 1996)

Tragedy:  “An intensely sad, calamitous, or fatal event or course of events; disaster.” (Funk & Wagnalls 1966.)

IMPLICATIONS OF DEFINITIONS AND WORDS:
Definitions can be important – they can define how we look at an event or a hazard and what to do about it, if anything.

Acts of God vs. Man-Made Disasters:

“When society seems to have formed a consensus that the event was an ‘act of God.’ Such as a natural disaster or freak accident, our attention turns to what we can do to help the victims.  But when the disaster is the result of human failings – poor design, operator error, ‘corporate greed,’ or ‘government neglect’ – our attention turns to the voluntary acceptance of responsibility for an event or to the more coercive process of fixing blame.  Boards of inquiry are formed, legislatures hold hearings, and reports are issued, all in hopes of ‘learning something from this incident’ to ensure that something similar does hot happen again or in the case of ‘unavoidable’ disasters, in hopes of improving our preparation for and response to disasters.” (Birkland, 1997, 2)

Accidents:

“The very language used to describe the [TMI] accident revealed the very diverse perceptions that enter such interpretations.  Was it an accident or an incident?  A catastrophe or a mishap?  A disaster or an event?  A technical failure of a simple mechanical breakdown?”  (Nelkin 1981, 135.)

Another disaster researcher, when looking at corporate disasters, found that the use of words such as “accident” or “tragedy” had implications that go to the heart of the matter of responsibility:

“…there was a prevalent belief that disasters – or accidents or tragedies, as they were more often labeled – could not be prevented.  This belief was strongly entrenched….this belief in the inevitability of accidents….was based on the complexity of technology, the complexity of organizational systems, the illimitable domain of human error or various combinations of all three.”  (Allinson 1993, 1,)

Similarly,

“The word ‘tragedy’ summons up in one’s mind the inevitability not only of this event but of other similar events in the past and more to follow.  Responsibility can be successfully abrogated with the application of the label ‘tragedy’….One needs to look no further into the cause or causes of this event because it has now been lifted outside of one’s power and into the domain of Greek drama and fate.  As a tragedy, it was fated to be and the only possible response is to accept it (and others of its kind) as part of the inescapable human situation.  The event may be mourned and one may sympathize briefly with the victims.  But one is freed (by thinking of it as a tragedy) from the need to examine the conceptual apparatus that led to this outcome.”  (Allinson 1993, 14.)

“Whenever an explanation of human error or human factors or, for example, pilot error is given to account for a disaster, the implication is that one human being or a small group of human beings were responsible for the disaster.  Since human error is ineliminable, the disaster was unpreventable and manifestly not management’s responsibility since management can never eliminate the occurrence of operator error.”  (Allinson 1993, 7.)

“Whenever there is a strong effort to fix blame on a certain individual or group…we have an instance of what we can call ‘scapegoating’.”  (Allinson 1993, 7.)  “Scapegoating is not a means of finding and assigning responsibility.  It is a means of avoiding finding and assigning true responsibility.  Wherever one finds the scapegoat mentality at work, responsibility has been abrogated, not shouldered.”  (Allinson 1993, 11.)

“…no cause operates in splendid isolation from other causes.  The belief in monocausality may lead one in the direction of either finding particular scapegoats on which to affix blame or singling out technical factors on which to place major blame.  A cause cannot operate singly:  it always operates as an ingredient in a network of connections.”  (Allinson 1993, 7.)

“Whenever a single cause for any event is sought in the human realm, it is thus very natural for one to look for who, as a singular agent, is responsible.  If the event in question is a disaster, then the first inclination is to look for whose fault it is.  Once blame can be assigned, the existence of the disaster will have been explained.  Finding the guilty party or parties solves the disaster ‘problem’.  Of course it does not.  What it does do, however, is to create the appearance of a solution, and this appearance of a solution cannot assist one in the prevention of further disasters.”  (Allinson 1993, 10.)

“…the word ‘accidental’ carries with it the connotations of both something that occurs by chance and something non-essential or incidental.”(Allinson 1993,15.)

“The thesis that ‘accidents will happen’ and that therefore nothing can be done to prevent their occurrence reaches its logical fulfilment in the thesis of Charles Perrow that accidents are so inevitable and therefore non-preventable that we are even justified in calling them ‘normal’.”  (Allinson 1993, 16.)

“The label ‘disaster’ rather than ‘accident’ carries with it not only the implication that…an event…was of extraordinary misfortune…but also the implication that it could (unlike most accidents) have been prevented….disasters are events which fall within our scope of concern to prevent and in principle are events which may be prevented, and that we have a consequent obligation to attempt to prevent them” (Allinson 1993, 168-169).

“The problem with Perrow’s ‘unavoidable accident’ thesis
 is not only that it is not well supported by solid reasoning in this case [the Mount Erebus Antarctica plane crash] but also that it becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy, influencing those who are persuaded of it not to attempt to search for the real causes and thus to attempt to prevent disasters, since once more nothing can be done to prevent disasters” (Allinson 1993, 231-232).

Disasters:

“In a seeming inversion of what was ‘obvious’ about natural disasters, a view has been developed by such geographers as Hewitt that seeks explanations of disaster primarily in the sociocultural and economic features of the societies that are variously affected by natural forces.  Their focus has been to develop an understanding of the social structures and material practices that made people more or less vulnerable to environmental hazards.  In this approach, the underlying causes of disaster are to be found not in nature, but in the organization of human societies (Varley 1994
)” (Bolin/Stanford 1998, 5).

Gilbert on Hewitt:  “I would say that his purposes may be …enunciated as follows:  the ordinary citizen’s opinion should be reintroduced into the analysis of disasters, instead of having it confiscated by the authorities – the administrative, political, as well as scientific authorities” (Gilbert 1998, 97)

Kreps on Hewitt:  “If I understand him correctly, Hewitt believes that the social construction of disaster is dominated by an agent-specific, mechanistic, impersonal, and essentially amoral research paradigm.  The…foundations of that paradigm, he argues, can be reduced to an unquestioned faith in science and rationalistic problem solving” (Kreps 1998b. 101).

Hewitt…argues that what is overlooked by those wedded to the…dominant paradigm are the unique histories and cultures of real people throughout the world who are in harm’s way.  What he believes should be done is to give these threatened people an active voice in things….the dominant paradigm that is so characteristic of Western societies must be transcended, if not rejected outright.  It should be replaced by an interpretive (as opposed to positivist) research paradigm that takes seriously the perspectives and actions of threatened populations more directly into account – a sort of grass-roots approach to building a more analytically rich and normative organizational sociology” (Kreps 1998b, 101-102).

Dynes on this debate:

“Hewitt suggests the authors are simultaneously theoretically naïve and morally insensitive” (Dynes 1998, 110).

“When events invoke moral and emotional reactions, conceptual discussions about them can often evoke charges of moral insensitivity and professional arrogance” (Dynes 1998, 109).

Bolin with Stanford:

“Disasters are easily characterized as unfortunate things that happen from time to time to people and their cities.  What is missing in this view is any understanding of the ways that political and economic forces create conditions that result in an earthquake having disastrous impacts for some people and communities….

“The disruptions of a disaster can unmask social inequalities and the injustices that accompany them…Too often…disasters become the basis for rebuilding social inequalities and perhaps deepening them, thus setting the stage for the next disaster.”  (Bolin with Stanford 1998, 2).

Gilbert adds a caution though – he argues that in defining disaster and treating it from a disaster research point of view, one should not do so “from a ‘moral’ or ‘ethical’ standpoint, but from a strictly sociological one” (Gilbert 1998, 96).

“Disasters, from a vulnerability perspective, are understood as bound up in the specific histories and socio-cultural practices of the affected people taken in the context of their political and economic systems”  (Boland/Stanford 1998, 8).

“A vulnerability approach [to hazards and disasters] directs attention back to people and the common everyday aspects of their lives that make them more or less likely to be caught up in a disaster” (Bolin/Stanford 1998, 20).

“Disasters and other environmental problems are too often treated, not as symptoms of more basic political and economic processes, but rather as accidents whose effects can be remedied by sufficient application of technical skill and knowledge” (Bolin/Stanford 1998, 231).

“…disasters are not ‘natural’ (not even sudden ones) because hazards affect people differently within societies…” (Cannon 1994,13).

“Many people now accept that human activity itself has created the conditions for disaster events.  This is partly because of growing awareness that through negligence or inappropriate response, the workings of social systems have made a disaster out of a situation which otherwise might not have been so serious” (Cannon 1994, 16).

In “graphic ways, disasters signal the failure of a society to adapt successfully to certain features of its natural and socially constructed environments in a sustainable fashion” (Oliver-Smith 1996. 303).

“A major natural disaster, in the sociological sense, can be thought of as a failure of the social systems constituting a community to adapt to an environmental event….It should also be viewed as the failure to develop and distribute, among other things, technology in the form of housing and community infrastructure capable of withstanding such an event” (Peacock/Ragsdale 1997, 24).

“…earthquakes are quite harmless until you decide to put millions of people and two trillion dollars in real estate atop scissile fault zones” (Riesner 1993, 501).

“…a disaster generally results from the interaction, in time and space, between the physical exposure to a hazardous process and a vulnerable human population” (Smith 1996, 22).

Technological Hazards/Disasters:
“Miller and Fowlkes (1984)
 have argued that the term ‘technological disaster’ renders such events too impersonal in origin.  They believe that such ‘accidents’ are due mainly to the excessive priority given to industrial profits and advocate the term ‘man-made disaster’ to indicate corporate responsibility” (Smith 1997, 14).

Technocratic
 (Behavioral) versus Vulnerability (Structural) Approaches to Studying Hazards:

As can be inferred from the discussion above, there are a number of ways to look at hazards.

In characterizing social research on hazards and disasters, Smith (1996)
 suggests that the literature can be divided into two general approaches, behavioral and structural ‘paradigms’ (cf. Hewitt 1997
; Varley 1994
).  The former conceives of disasters as events caused by physical hazard agents and views human behaviors primarily as responses to the impacts.  It emphasizes the application of science and technology, usually directed by government agencies and scientific experts, to restore order and control hazards.  Elements of this ‘dominant view’, as Hewitt (1997) refers to it, appear with some frequency in US disaster research, reflected in its ongoing concern with defining unique features of disasters and how they differ from other types of social phenomena (e.g. Kreps and Drabek 1996
; Quarantelli 1995
).  In contrast, the structural paradigm stresses various political and economic factors which unequally place people at risk to hazardous environments.  In this view, disasters are not discrete events but are part of the larger patterns and practices of societies viewed geographically and historically.  This structural approach encompasses much of the recent vulnerability work by anthropologists and social geographers (Blaikie et al. 1994
; Cannon 1994
), and traces its roots in the publication of Kenneth Hewitt’s edited volume, Interpretations of Calamity from the Perspective of Human Ecology in 1983.
  Structural approaches tie the study of disasters to more general work on society/environment issues and draw from conceptually richer theoretical traditions than those that view disasters as unusual events requiring their own specialized theory” (Bolin with Stanford 1998, 27-28).

“The value of a vulnerability approach lies in its openness to cultural specificity, social variability, diversity, contingency, and local agency” (Bolin with Stanford 1998, 20).

“It is the local struggles and strategies that can provide lessons for dealing with disaster across a range of societal contexts” (Bolin with Stanford 1998, 20).

“Too often disaster research proceeds with the ‘view from above’” (Bolin with Stanford 1998, 20).

A vulnerability approach provides an alternative “to the prevailing hazard-centered approach” (Bolin with Stanford 1998, 21).

The approach one takes to looking at hazards and disasters has implications.  Referring to the 1994 Northridge California earthquake, Bolin and Stanford write that:

“A key issue confronted by federal and state responders was dealing with a culturally and socioeconomically diverse ‘victim’ population within the constraints of a highly bureaucratized assistance system” (1998, 23).


“Much disaster policy still puts emphasis on the impact of nature, and this has led to the dominance of technical interventions focussed on predicting the hazard or modifying its impact” (Cannon 1994, 13)

“…explanation of disaster causality is only possible by understanding the ways in which social systems themselves generate unequal exposure to risk by making some groups of people, some individuals, and some societies more prone to hazards than others”  (Cannon 1994, 14). 

“In disasters associated with natural hazards, it is much more useful to understand how the political and economic processes in a society act in various ways to generate varying levels of exposure to risk among different people.  The economic system and class structure allocates income and access to resources, and this has an impact in terms of peoples’ ability to cope with hazards (their nutritional level, physical resilience and subsequent access to resources, all affecting their potential for recovery” (Cannon 1994, 18).

“As our understanding increases, we see greater complexity in natural hazards.  It is no longer merely a matter of building to specific standards or of disallowing development in hazardous areas.  While these can be effective measures, they are not likely to have much impact until such problems as poverty, land and income distribution, and equity issues are resolved.  Thus, when we see newspaper headlines like ‘Hurricane Kills 39’ or ‘Earthquake Leaves Thousands Homeless,’ we cannot lay the blame on the physical event, which is only the agent.  It is within the socioeconomic environment that we can usually find the causes of such disastrous effects” (Tobin and Montz 1997, 45).
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