Letters to the Editor

Teaching Is an Essential Component of Hazard Mitigation

Editor: 

The Natural Hazards Observer, in its March 1996 issue, contains an invited comment by Walter G. Peacock of Florida International University entitled "Disasters, Development, and Mitigation: Taking a Proactive Stance." Professor Peacock's message is clear, logical, factual, and, above all, refreshingly and unexpectedly powerful, coming, as it does, from the world of academia where obscure research or esoteric writings are expected, by some popular belief, to be the norm. 

I agree with the conclusions reached by Professor Peacock. Development, or the lack of development, can and must be managed to reduce the potential for damage from recurring hazard events in vulnerable communities. Implicit in the article is the need for total community involvement as a key element of the proposed proactive stance. 

The active 1995 hurricane season provided an invaluable background for a graduate level class I taught in the Department of Construction Management at Florida International University during the fall of 1995. The class, entitled "Topics in Hazard Mitigation," followed an interactive "learn by doing" format, deriving practical real-life examples from hurricanes Marilyn, Opal, and Gerry as they brought destruction and suffering to many communities. 

One of the many rewards of teaching this class was the tremendous wealth of accumulated practical knowledge my students brought with them to be shared with the group. Additionally, most of these students, having shared the experience of living through Hurricane Andrew and its aftermath, found in the class a forum to express their ideas and learn how to practice hazard mitigation in their professional lives. 

As much as I was a teacher of hazard mitigation, I also learned important lessons from this class. I'd like to share two of these: 

1. The empirical knowledge and real-life disaster experience of design professionals, building industry managers, code enforcement and other public officials, and of industrialists and business people involved in the protection of buildings and facilities, offers very fertile ground for the promotion of hazard mitigation ideas and practices. 

2. Teaching at the university and college level is a practical way of transferring a wealth of knowledge to those who can do the most for hazard mitigation, by applying what they learn in the daily practice of their professions. Teaching can complement research activities and become a catalyst for the implementation of hazard mitigation measures and the protection of vulnerable communities. 

With these lessons in mind, I'd like to propose the following: 

1. Education, that is the teaching of hazard mitigation and other emergency management-related topics, should be made an integral component of the proactive stance recommended by Professor Peacock. 

2. Universities and other institutions of higher learning should and must take the lead in developing, implementing, and promoting educational programs that can become effective tools in the practice of hazard mitigation. 

In summary, and borrowing from Professor Peacock's article, proactive mitigation also means teaching mitigation. 

Florida International University has already started its contribution by offering the Topics in Hazard Mitigation course, by planning seminars and workshops, and by its association with the International Center for Hurricane Damage and Mitigation Research, as well as with the National Hurricane Center. 

Twenty-seven other universities and colleges throughout the United States already offer degrees, certificates or continuing education programs in different areas of emergency management and hazard mitigation. Some of these also have important research programs and extended education and communication efforts underway.* 

The Federal Emergency Management Agency [FEMA] has undertaken a "Higher Education Project" to encourage and support the efforts of universities and colleges in the area of emergency management and hazard mitigation. Additionally, FEMA's Emergency Management Institute (EMI), at Emmitsburg, Maryland, has had a comprehensive, and always expanding, educational program in place for some time. 

Universities and colleges, hand in hand with FEMA and EMI, and with professional associations such as the American Institute of Architects (AIA), the American Society of Civil Engineers (ASCE), and others, must proactively develop teaching and research programs in these fields. Local and state governments must support these efforts with appropriate budgetary allocations. The manufacturing industry, and especially the insurance industry, must also be on board supporting these programs. 

Let's move forth and teach. An investment in teaching will result in benefits, especially in the form of more protected communities and reduced future damages due to hazards, that will exceed by far any costs associated with this effort. The personal and institutional rewards will also be significant. 

Ricardo A. Alvarez, FEMA Hazard Mitigation Officer, Adjunct Professor, Florida International University 

*For a list of colleges and universities offering courses in disaster management, see the Natural Hazards Center's World Wide Web home page: Home.html.
