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Session 6: Organizational Inertia
Time:  1 hour
Objectives:  


Scope: 

With the background provided in previous classes, this class will introduce the role of governmental services in disaster situations.  Topics will include competing priorities for governmental services, funding constraints, disorganization of groups favoring disaster preparedness, and inconclusive cost-benefit data.  This class will set the stage for subsequent sessions which will place most of the responsibility for organizing and delivering disaster preparedness education squarely on the private sector.

References:

Instructor

1. Auf der Heide, E.  “The Apathy Factor” (pp. 12-32) and “Sources of Public Education Material” (pp. 297-301).  Disaster Response: Principles of Preparedness and Coordination.  St. Louis: CV Mosby Co., 1989.  

2. Abbott, P.  Natural Disasters.  Dubuque: W.C. Brown & Co., 1996:296-319.

Notes

Students

1. Auf der Heide, E.  “The Apathy Factor” (pp. 12-32) and “Sources of Public Education Material” (pp. 297-301).  Disaster Response: Principles of Preparedness and Coordination.  St. Louis: CV Mosby Co., 1989.  
Remarks:

Introduction

In our increasingly complex society, governmental services have become an integral, accepted part of life.  People rely heavily on the services of their local, State and federal governmental agencies.  As a result, many community groups and individuals might not take emergency preparedness actions themselves, because they assume that governmental services will be there to take care of them in a disaster.  

· U.S. standards

Virtually every town in the U.S. has some access to police, fire, and emergency medical services.  Even very small communities like Barneveld, Wisconsin, which we spoke about during the first week of this course, had a volunteer fire service in place.  The standard of living in this country is among the highest in the world.  People are accustomed to high-quality shelter, functioning electric and/or gas utilities, safe drinking water, and indoor plumbing.  

In the U.S., almost all people have telephones, televisions, and radios, and many have computers and facsimile machines.  On a daily basis, when something is disrupted, a simple call to the appropriate municipal agency or utility company generally brings a prompt response.  Consequently, many people assume that if a disaster should occur, there will be sufficient governmental agency responses to take care of any resulting problems.

Notes

6.1
Explain the relationship between public denial and 
governmental inertia
· Lack of public demand for governmental preparedness 

As a general rule, there exists a sense of disaster denial on the part of the public. (We will discuss this in depth in subsequent classes).  This denial, coupled with a general reliance on government to take care of the problems that might arise after a disaster, contribute to public apathy.  Since governments tend to respond to the demands of the public, this apathy is seen as an apparent lack of support for political action concerning disaster preparedness.

If the citizens are not pushing the preparedness agenda, governmental agencies will be less moved either to legislate or fund disaster preparedness programs.  And even when governmental action is taken, the resulting activities often are only perfunctory, such as drawing up a disaster response plan, or naming a disaster coordinator.  Disaster planning proceeds in a desultory fashion. 

· Well-organized special interest groups
Some special interest groups working to preserve landowners’ rights have fought to influence zoning rulings in order to build residential or commercial structures on land which was previously considered inappropriate or unsafe for development (Auf der Heide, E.  pp. 18-19).

Even without a disastrous occurrence, this scenario has occurred repeatedly in rapidly developing communities, with the resultant dissatisfaction of residents/voters who are condemned to live with the consequences of increased traffic congestion, local airport noise, closure of small businesses which cannot compete with large shopping malls, etc.  In the setting of a known disaster hazard, these types of land use decisions set the stage for an emergency, which can affect large numbers of people.

If governments do respond to public pressure, then efforts should be directed to apply that pressure to elected representatives.  This would enable, or at least encourage, government-generated preparedness plans.  

Notes

6.2
Describe decision-making priorities concerning 
property development in potential disaster zones

· Development in floodplains

Consider the example of development in floodplains.  It is no surprise that when streams fill faster than they can drain, they overflow their banks, inundating adjacent land.  The land that becomes covered by the excess water forms the new floor of the overflowing stream, the floodplain.  As Patrick Abbott writes in his text, “Natural Disasters”:


Suggested Student Activity

· Present the following fictionalized scenario:


Notes

· Then divide the class into three groups.  Ask one group to take the position of the developers, and solicit their ideas on how development in this area could safely be undertaken.  Ask the second group to consider points of  opposition to development, offering not only arguments against it, but alternative solutions to the plan.  The  third group, with perhaps three students, should be asked to assume the role of the municipal Building and Zoning Approval Board.

· Allow about ten minutes for the debate to unfold, and  then challenge the “Zoning Board” to render a decision. Be certain they provide justification for their decision, which must include some reference to their thoughts on the economic impact of the community.

· Concerned citizens’ group confronts development plan

1.
As the proposal works its way through the various steps of the approval process, a concerned citizens’ group learns of the development plan.  They must hastily put together some form of reaction.  

2. The citizens’ group cites a variety of reports concerning  risks of living in floodplains, but the developer has considerable financial resources and already has had discussions with governmental zoning officials concerning various hazard mitigation strategies.  

3.
The developer’s proposed limited mitigation plan building levees) is seen as a positive step against such a remote but real flood risk, as opposed to the argument based on fear of a flood threat that might (or might not) happen.

4.
Hearing more from the developer and less from a poorly organized concerned citizens’ community group, the land use restriction is removed, the property rezoned, and people soon work and reside in a floodplain.
Notes

Could this seemingly foolish development occur in a known floodplain?  Even if authorities knew of the possibility of flooding, would they permit its low probability to influence their decisions, which could cost lives and potentially millions of dollars in property losses?

· Limited government resources and competing priorities
Data show that large-scale disasters in the U.S. that have caused more than 1,000 deaths have only occurred six times in our country’s history.  (Auf der Heide, p. 19).  Since comprehensive disaster preparedness requires the ongoing expenditure of both funds and effort, when faced with finite resources and pressing demands of providing high quality municipal services (e.g. police, fire, and emergency ambulances), public education, public works projects, and community economic development, preparing for a disaster that might never occur occupies a very low priority on the  municipal government’s “to do” list.  

“When state and local decision-makers were asked to rate the importance of 18 problems that might require governmental attention, the highest ratings were given to inflation, welfare, unemployment, and crime.  The lowest ratings were given to floods, hurricanes, tornadoes, and earthquakes (Drabek, T.E.  Human System Responses to Disaster: An Inventory of Sociological Findings.  New York:  Springer-Verlag, 1986:385).

Disaster preparedness must include an element of evaluation, allowing for modifications if the particular community changes in population, geographically, or otherwise.  Sometimes, planning for disasters can fail if the plan does not take potential changes and growth into account over the long-term.

· Case Study: Rapid Creek, South Dakota

Rapid Creek flows through the Black Hills of South Dakota and courses through Rapid City.  In the early 1900’s, many people settled near the creek, residing in its floodplain.  The Pactola Dam was built about 10 miles upstream in 1952 due to concerns about possible flood risks to the city.  With this planning in place, Rapid City grew to nearly 50,000 by 1972, with the establishment of many houses, shopping centers, and other businesses.

Notes


6.3
Explain how the occurrence of a disaster can influence governmental action for future preparedness
· Researchers have reported that both individuals and governments are more responsive to making financial appropriations and taking prospective actions for disaster preparedness after the occurrence of a disaster.  

· Preparedness action and public living

After the 1972 Rapid City flood disaster, the government took preventive action.  The Rapid Creek floodplain was recognized for the ongoing threat that it was, and the portion of it that was inundated was declared off limits for building.  Instead, a five-mile long recreational area was built, including a golf course, areas for picnics, cycling and jogging, ponds and skating rinks.  These are all temporary use facilities, on which no one lives; an occasional flood won’t cause costly structural damage or kill hundreds of people.

Notes

· Sometimes a disaster can result in positive, proactive preparedness actions

It took a disaster to precipitate prevention activities, and in the case of Rapid City, well-founded actions were taken to prevent a recurrence of flood damage.  But researchers also have shown that such actions must be taken soon after the disaster occurs, because as the immediacy of the disaster wanes, so does its impact on effecting significant change.
Following this session, students will be able to:





6.1	Explain the relationship between public denial and governmental 


inertia.





6.2	Describe decision-making priorities concerning property development in potential disaster zones.





6.3	Explain how the occurrence of disaster can influence governmental action for future preparedness.











“Streams build floodplains by erosion and deposition, and streams reserve the right to reoccupy their floodplains whenever they see fit.  Humans who decide to build on a floodplain are gamblers.  They may win their gamble for many years, but the stream still rules the floodplain, and every so often it comes back to collect all bets.” 





Abbott, P. 1996:299-300.





Several hundred acres of land adjacent to a picturesque stream are owned by two landowners who have agreed that they could increase their value from the land if it were built up into a community with houses and shops.  





The landowners and their partner/developer present their case to the appropriate government agencies concerning the advantages of rezoning the floodplain and issuing construction permits for building homes and businesses on them.  Their arguments are both persuasive (“People need more housing in our area.  There hasn’t been a significant flood here in 90 years, but we’ll even build a levee just in case,”) and seductive (“Once developed, there will be greater property taxes collected, as well as business taxes from the shops which will service the new community.”).





This type of proactive discussion carries considerable weight with many municipal authorities, highlighting the rather immediate benefits of land development to both the economy and housing needs of the area.








On June 9, 1972, the weather conditions favored the development of thunderstorms.  This is not an uncommon occurrence in the Midwest during this time of year, when warm moist air from the Gulf of Mexico is confronted by colder air moving eastward from the Rocky Mountains.  On this particular day, the moisture-laden clouds stagnated over the Rapid City area.  The rains began around 6 p.m., and became heavy as the clouds failed to move eastward.  Ultimately, 15 inches of rain fell by midnight, clogging the spillway from the Pactola Dam with debris.  The water level behind the dam rose 12 additional feet.  The apparent flood protection afforded by the dam proved unfounded when the dam failed that night.  As the previously “managed” river reclaimed its floodplain, it caused $160 million in property damage and killed 238 people.





Abbott, P. 1996:303-304.
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