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Session 21:        The Nature of Human Communities                               Time:  1 hour                                  

Objectives:

At the conclusion of this session, the students should be able to:

Objective 21.1

Describe the social meaning of community

Objective 21.2

Develop a realistic understanding of the nature of most 





communities

Objective 21.3 

Conceptualize communities as networks of interacting groups 




and organizations with conflicting goals

Objective 21.4 

Apply an understanding of human communities to emergency 




management and disaster response

_______________________________________________________________________

Scope:

Provides an overview of the nature of human communities as a precursor to subsequent sessions when students will conduct community vulnerability assessments. After defining the important characteristics of communities from an emergency management point of view, common fallacies are discussed, and an ecological perspective offered, emphasizing the key role of government. The relationship between strong communities, sustainability, and quality of life are emphasized.

Suggested Readings:

Instructor readings: 
1. Natural Hazards Research and Applications Center. Holistic Disaster Recovery: Ideas for Building Local Sustainability After a Natural Disaster. Chapter 1. Fairfax, VA: Public Entity Risk Institute. Available at: www.riskinstitute.org.

2. Peacock, Walter Gillis with Kathleen Ragsdale. 1997. “Social Systems, Ecological Networks and Disaster: Toward a Socio-Political Ecology of Disasters. Pp. 20-35 in Walter Gillis Peacock, Betty Hearn Morrow, and Hugh Gladwin. Hurricane Andrew: Ethnicity, Gender and the Sociology of Disasters. Miami: International Hurricane Center.

3. Wisner, Ben. 1993. “Disaster Vulnerability: Scale, Power, and Daily Life” 30(1):127-140. GeoJournal. 

Student readings:

1. Esnard, A. M. 2001. “Taking Stock of Quality of Life During Post-Disaster Recovery.” Natural Hazards Observer XXV (6): 10-11.

2. Geis, Donald. 2000. “By Design: The Disaster Resistant and Quality-of-Life Community.” Natural Hazards Review. 1(3): 151-160

3. Kunerth, Jeff. 2001. “Many Move to Orlando, but Few Call it Home: The Search for Community in Central Florida.” Orlando Sentinel. February 3. A1,A10.

Supplemental readings:
1. Bates, Frederick L. and Carlo Pelanda. 1994. "An Ecological Approach to Disasters." Pp. 149‑59 in Disasters, Collective Behavior, and Social Organization, edited by Russell R. Dynes and Kathleen J. Tierney. Newark: University of Delaware Press.

2. Pulwarty, Roger and William E. Riebsame. 1997. “The Political Ecology of Vulnerability to Hurricane-Related Hazards.” Pp 185-214 in Roger Pulwarty and Henry Diaz (Eds.), Hurricanes: Climate and Socioeconomic Impacts. Berlin, NY: Springer. 

______________________________________________________________________

General Requirements:  Briefly review session objectives [Slide 2]

Copy and distribute Handout 21.
Objective 21.1   Describe the social meaning of community

Remarks: 

I.
What is a community? [Slide 3]

A.
What are we talking about?

1. A population?

2. A neighborhood?

3. A region?

4. A government or political unit?

B.  
In terms of emergencies and disasters, we are referring to a specific locality, so assume: [Slide 4]

1.  Geographic proximity 

2.    Common natural environment

  3.  Subject to same general hazards

C.
A community is sometimes conceptualized as having three spheres: a social sphere, an economic sphere, and an environmental sphere

1. The social sphere consists of all the interactions among people

2. The economic sphere consists of all the activities based on producing and exchanging goods and services (also has important social dimensions)

3. The environmental sphere is the natural and physical setting

D.
These spheres are interrelated in ways that affect a community’s ability to maintain itself over time. The extent to which these spheres overlap or interconnect in effective ways indicates a degree of sustainability.
II.
It is the social sphere that most people think of when they use the term community

A. We think of things like
1. Common interests

2. Shared values

3. Cooperation

4. Mutual support 

     B.
Institutions and organizations make up a community’s social structure    

               [Slide 5]

1. Political institutions: governments and their agencies

2. Economic institutions

3. Educational institutions

4. Churches and religious organizations

5. Social groups and organizations 

6. Families

III. 
What do people mean when they speak of belonging to a community? [Slide 6]


A. 
Usually referring to a sense of community, a social community

B.
Likely means different things to different people

C.
Some answers from children when asked: (Kunerth 2002)

1. “Where I can be accepted for what I believe and who I am.”

2. “A community is family. My family.”

3. “…knowing almost everyone on the street and having fun together.”

4. “Being able to leave my bike out and not have someone steal it.”

D.
Some answers from adults: (Kunerth 2002)

1. “A sense of belonging means you don’t feel amiss.”

2. “…common experiences, shared experiences.”

E.  What is implied?

1.
Emotional connections, not just instrumental (or task-specific) ones

2.
Social cohesion –being an integral part of a larger social group

3. Social support, including comfort and security

4. “Common sense of identity” (Peacock and Ragsdale reading)

5. “Community is about a sense of place, a feeling of belonging. It’s about shared beliefs and common bonds.” (Kunerth 2001, p. A10)

6. Others?


IV.
What are the criteria for a strong social community?

A.
Some things that are thought to correlate with the likelihood that residents of a given area will have a strong sense of community include: [Slide 7]

1. Stable population

2. High home ownership rate

3. Many residents work in the same area

4. Common spaces for socializing

5. Civic-minded churches and local associations

6. Shared concern for neighborhood children

7. Safety and security

B. 
For discussion: 

1.
High level of home ownership implies a certain level of income. 

Is this generally true? 

2.
Is it possible for a neighborhood of renters to have a strong sense of community? 

3.
 How can large gaps between the haves and have-nots of a community affect living there?

4.
Is it possible for a community of commuters (who work elsewhere) to develop a strong social community?

5.
Does a community need to be made up of people who are similar in order to be strong?  

6.
Does diversity make it more difficult to have a strong sense of community?

7.  
Does the size of the community matter?

C.
A strong social community is likely to have:

1. Well-established institutions and organizations

2. Strong social networks of interaction among them

3. Relative social equity 

4. Mutual respect among groups 

5. Government that represents its diversity

6. Strong leadership for common goals

______________________________________________________________________ 

Objective 21.2   Develop a realistic understanding of the nature of most 

                            communities

I.
Are these realistic expectations? Are there communities like that? What are some common misconceptions when we think about communities? (Slide 8)

A.
A “romantic fallacy” that communities are places where people are bound together in ties of caring and cooperation and will put the common good above individualism

1.
Stems from a idyllic vision of rural communities of the past

2.
Elements of this notion are captured in the “therapeutic community” phenomenon that often occurs in the immediate aftermath of a disaster as strangers and neighbors come to the aid of each other.

3.
This does occur in many cases, but unfortunately the period tends to be short-lived, ending when the difficult tasks of reconstruction and recovery are tackled.

B.
An “organizational fallacy” that communities are well organized around common goals and have a central authority structure that acts on behalf of the entire community

1.
Government and/or business leaders often serve as “boards of directors” in the aftermath, acting as experts regarding what the community needs, making decisions based on their common set of beliefs and interests.

2.
The degree to which they can actually speak for the community will depend largely on the extent to which the needs and interests of diverse groups have been heard and the extent to which they themselves reflect the community’s social composition.

C.
Many communities today more closer resemble the negative image of urban cities – crowded, cold, chaotic

 II.
What are some impediments to people today feeling part of a social community? [Slide 9]


A.
Population mobility



Source: U.S. Census, Geographical Mobility Report, May 2001.

1. Americans move on the average once every 5 years

2. In some states it is much higher (Florida = every 3.7 years)

3. 2.5% of the U.S. population lived in another state one year ago

B.
Rapid population growth
C.
Increasing diversity


1.
Immigrants account for most of the nation’s growth

2.
Racial/ethnic/class/age barriers separate people

3.
Growing gap between the rich and poor

D.
Rapid pace of life in the post-industrial economy

E. Inadequate land use planning

1.

Suburban sprawl – As one woman said, “I live in the suburbs. I don’t live in a community.” (Kunerth 2002)

2.
Lack of common use areas such as parks, bike paths

3.
Regional shopping centers replacing neighborhood stores

4.
Business and economic interests prevailing over larger community interests in development decisions

F. Others?
____________________________________________________________________

Objective 21.3   Conceptualize communities as networks of interacting groups and 

                            organizations with conflicting goals

Remarks:

I.
How does a community function? Is it one unit?  One network?  Many units? Many networks?

A. 
Different perspectives or approaches can be used for conceptualizing community, depending upon one’s focus and theoretical framework
1.
Urban planners tend to think in terms of shared space

2.
Anthropologists define community in terms of kinship and shared culture

3.
Functionalist sociologists in terms of overlapping and interdependent roles in a variety of institutions that maintain an overall ordered state

4.
Social psychologists in terms of bonds of affinity and choice.

B.  One useful framework in the disaster-context advocated by Peacock et al. (1997) is a socio-political ecology perspective that conceptualizes a human community as an ecological network of social systems (that is itself part of a larger ecological field that includes the environment) [Handout 21 and Slide l0].

 1.
This perspective focuses on interactions among the networks of social systems.

2. 
It is consistent with a critical perspective that asks who has the power within the community

3.
It examines issues of:

· Social inequality

· Heterogeneity and complexity

· Coordination

· Competition

II. 
What are some assumptions inherent in this concept of community as an ecological network of social systems? (Peacock with Ragsdale 1997) [Slide 11]

A. Basic assumptions about communities:

1. Composed of many groups and organizations 

2. Increasingly heterogeneous and diverse 

3. Each group or organization has its own sets of goals

4. Many are competing, such as businesses push for short-term growth, government for growth in tax base, residents for better schools or service

5. Competition for scarce resources at all levels often leads to conflict

6. Conflict is the norm

7. Inequalities in power and resources are a major issue

8. Common goals tend to be abstract such as “pursuit of happiness”

9. Cooperation is rare, and requires effort and planning

B.
The degree of government control, in part, determines the extent to which a community approximates a single system  [Slide 12]

C. 
Government plays a key role in:

1.
Coordination

2.
Conflict resolution

3.
Protecting the interests of all parties

4.
Planning for the common good

__________________________________________________________________

Objective 21.4   Apply an understanding of human communities to emergency 

                            management and disaster response

Remarks:

I. 
Why is the concept of community of importance to emergency managers?

A. 
The nature of a community has everything to do with a hazard becoming a disaster (Slide 13)

1. Remember the old adage: If a tree fell in the forest, would it make a sound if no one was there to hear it? 

2. When a hazard strikes an unpopulated area, there is no disaster. 

3. It is the nature of the human community it impacts that can turn it into a disaster 

Note:   Relate this back to models of disaster previously discussed from Blaikie et al. 1994)

B.
In the aftermath of the impact of a major hazard in the US: [Slide 14]

1. Government (especially federal) is expected to assume leadership in trying to bring interests together

2. Non-governmental agencies (NGOs) often bring competing private and public interests together 

3. Business interests are likely to carry a lot of weight

4. It is vital to get community institutions functioning again as quickly as possible

5. Household recovery, for the most part, is left to the market, that is, individual households are expected to use their personal resources (insurance, savings, etc.) to rebuild their homes and lives

6. The recovery of each individual household is dependent upon its:

· Economic resources

· Human resources, such as education, knowledge, personal skills

· Social resources, including kin and social networks

7. There will be some minimal level of need-based assistance (federal loans, grants, and non-governmental agency assistance) for those with insufficient resources  to recover on their own 

8. Recovery is likely to be uneven, with some never recovering completely

C.
Understanding a community’s social structure, including the dynamics among its various groups and organizations is crucial to being able to effectively work to improve its emergency and disaster response

  D.  Mitigation depends upon strong communities as much as strong buildings

II. What then defines a disaster-resistant community (DRC)? (Geis 2000; 

      Esnard  2001) [Slide 15]

A. Strong communities are characterized by:  


1. Solid economic base

2. Social and economic equity

3. Proactive initiatives to help the most vulnerable

4. Strong community institutions, including families

5. Good coordination among associations and organizations

6. Effective leadership

7. Effective government, including coordination across jurisdictions

8. Community awareness about hazards and mitigation

9. Good land use planning

III.
What is the link between disaster resistant communities and sustainability? [Slide 16]

A.
The relationship between good land use planning and disaster resistance is one that is starting to get more attention. In fact, according to many, it is the key to disaster resistance and links hazard mitigation to sustainable communities

1. 
As Geis (2000) writes: 

“…”’natural disasters’ are not natural at all, 
but rather human-made disasters – the results less of the extreme natural event itself, than of the inappropriate way we have designed and build our communities and buildings in the hazard prone areas where they occur.” ”It is a means to assist communities minimize their vulnerability to natural hazards by maximizing the application of the principles and techniques of mitigation to their development and/or redevelopment decision-making process.” It is “…an optimal set of goals to work toward…” 

IV.
How does this relate to the emergency manager’s role?

A.
Emergency managers should have a voice in land use and building construction issues

B.  
More specific to their job, emergency managers should provide leadership and mechanisms for promoting disaster-resistant communities that include: [Slide 17]
1. Disaster plans that include planning for recovery

2. Neighborhood networks organized around hazard risks

3. Strong community organizations with disaster-related missions

4. Coordinating mechanism for these agencies (such as Volunteer Organizations Active in Disasters)

5. Policies and practices to facilitate family and kinship assistance

6. Identification and targeting of most vulnerable segments of the community

7. Women and minorities included at every level

C.
The good news is that people want to live in communities, in the social sense, as evidenced by the opening remarks from children and adults

D.
Disaster-Resistant Communities Are Good Places To Live:  It’s A Quality-Of-Life Issue. [Slide 18]

______________________________________________________________________

Supplementary Considerations:

Objective 21.1

People also inhabit non-spatial social communities, for example, the social connections that can occur through an internet chat room, or the long-distance networks immigrants and migrant workers often have with their home countries. These connections can be important sources of social (and economic) support in time of disaster. However, for the general purposes of emergency and disaster management, i.e. this course, propinquity or geographical proximity is a more useful way to define a community.

Student Assignments:  none

Study Questions:

1. 
How would a community you grew up in fare, using the criteria discussed in class

2.
How would you define a strong community? Describe it in detail.

3.
What are some current trends in US communities and how do they affect the development of a sense of community?

4. 
Describe how the socio-political ecology perspective of community and how it can be useful for emergency managers?

5.  What can emergency managers do to build strong communities?

Final Exam Questions:

1. 
Explain how disaster resistance is largely a social construction. Give specifics, including your description of a strong community.

2.  According to the socio-political ecology perspective which of the following is true:


a. 
Communities tend to be made up of people with common interests and goals

b.  
It can be anticipated that those who live and work in the same community will work together toward rebuilding it after a disaster

c.  
It takes leadership and planning to coordinate and handle inherent conflicts

d. 
Private market mechanisms can be relied upon for household recovery.
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SESSION 21 HANDOUT 

Community Issues From A Socio-Political Ecology Viewpoint

One useful perspective advocated by Peacock et al. (1997) is a socio-political ecology perspective that conceptualizes a human community as an ecological network of social systems (that is itself part of a larger ecological field that includes the environment). This perspective focuses on interactions among the networks of social systems and is consistent with a critical perspective that examines who has the power within the community. This perspective recognizes several issues associated with human communities, including social inequality, heterogeneity and complexity, coordination, and competition that need to be understood in order to work toward effective hazard mitigation at the community level.

Social Inequality

It is important to study the effects of political and socio-economic inequality – whether associated with race, gender, class, age, or some other attribute – on all phases of disaster processes. The consequences of various types of social differences for the modes and results of recovery have begun to receive attention, but many related issues have yet to be fully identified, conceptualized, and studied. This is particularly the case with the role and consequences of gender in disaster events, from household preparation and evacuation to long-term recovery efforts.

Inequality issues associated with political participation, representation, and power in populations impacted by disasters have not received the attention they warrant….Research conducted in the West [as opposed to developing countries] sometimes fails to consider the importance of these factors by assuming democracy and political participation to be the rule.

Heterogeneity and Complexity

The complexity of a community’s network has consequences for the level and nature of disaster response. No community is able to mobilize sufficient internal resources to respond to a major event, but smaller, less developed areas will be especially in need of supra-local resources. 

The social ecology of communities is modified after a disaster as new groups emerge or move into the area and the establishment of new linkages among groups. The ecological network's complexity is altered, particularly among its sub-networks of voluntary and service organizations. 

Coordination

When examining coordination issues, the network interactions of all forms of organizational coordinating structures--not just governmental ones--must be considered. The relations among organizations playing critical roles in disaster preparedness and emergency response are only now beginning to be studied. For example, shifts in interactions as organizations move from an emergency mode to long-term recovery activities call for new roles and demand a new set of sub-networks to oversee coordination.

In the United States a host of new private, non-profit organizations have been created with the blessing and even at the behest of government to coordinate rebuilding and recovery efforts. Examples are organizations such as Rebuild L.A. established following the 1991 Los Angeles riots and Florida’s We Will Rebuild that was set into motion immediately following Hurricane Andrew. These organizations coordinated recovery efforts, not simply by pooling and channeling private funds and public monies to recovery and reconstruction activities, but also because their membership was drawn from the highest echelons of local and national businesses. As such, they wielded extraordinary direct and indirect influence through funding rebuilding efforts, shaping policy and coordinating the activities of key businesses, financial institutions, and government.

Government agencies are expected to play critical roles in coordinating disaster response. Yet, local, national, and regional governments are, to varying degrees, in competition and conflict. Hence, mechanisms for intergovernmental coordination are critical. 

An additional issue concerns the coordination between the government and non-profit organizations. Government agencies tend to be oriented toward dealing with the for-profit sector and, as a result, may fail to facilitate the licensing, regulatory mechanisms, and support for the voluntary groups that have become such an important part of community rebuilding efforts. In Dade County a host of these organizations, most with religious affiliation, launched extensive programs to help poor households repair and rebuild. Their work was severely impacted, particularly in the early months after Andrew, by the failure of local and state government to recognize their importance and develop policies to facilitate their work. These voluntary groups typically lack political influence and at each new disaster site are faced with public agencies unfamiliar with their needs. Research is needed on how the work of non-profit organizations active after disasters can be better coordinated and facilitated. 

Competition and its Mitigation

In a free market system, competition is often lauded as being the driving force behind continued economic development and innovation. However, it is actually constrained competition, in which open and violent conflict is kept in check, that is important. In the crisis situation following major natural disasters, unconstrained competition can have a dramatic negative impact on community recovery. In the aftermath of Hurricane Andrew, thousands of poor households lacked sufficient resources to procure for-profit contractors, builders, or service providers. Recognizing the desperate situation, a host of religious and secular non-profit organizations sought to provide reconstruction and repair services. However, as mentioned above, their efforts were initially thwarted by Dade County regulations which made it very difficult for voluntary construction workers and contractors to work in the area. For-profit contractors and developers saw non-profits as competitors and exerted political pressure to block regulatory reforms intended to facilitate the licensing of temporary voluntary labor. As a result, precious time elapsed before sufficient public pressure forced new legislation to support the voluntary agencies. A more clear understanding of these issues which occur over and over again when non-profits enter new communities is needed and policies developed to address the problem.

Competition among local non-profits and national voluntary organizations can also be a major impediment to the effective use of limited human and economic resources. The development of formal and informal coordinating groups [such as Unmet Needs Committees and Interfaith Coalitions] can lessen conflict, negotiate competition, and facilitate coordination.

Excerpts from Peacock, Walter Gillis with Kathleen Ragsdale. 1997. “Social Systems, Ecological Networks and Disaster: Toward a Socio-Political Ecology of Disasters. Pp. 20-35 in W. G. Peacock, B.H. Morrow, and H. Gladwin. Hurricane Andrew: Ethnicity, Gender and the Sociology of Disasters. Miami: International Hurricane Center.
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