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Understanding Poverty

Far too often overly simplistic characterizations are used to assign socioeconomic standing to individuals and families. Rich, poor, and middleclass are words frequently used to classify people. Such generalizations fail to show the varying shades of grey within each group, and prevent us from truly understanding what causes someone to fall into a particular category. 

This presentation focused on the impoverished population and discussed what actually makes a person or community “poor”, and how disasters complicate or exacerbate the already fragile social standings. We are also introduced to the idea of social vulnerabilities, and how a community can fall from prosperity to poverty in the wake of a disaster. Understand poverty, and its underlying causes, is important when considering emergency preparedness and response plans so that communities can be prepared for the physical consequences as well as the cultural and economic fallout. Poverty and disasters are intertwined in a web of poorly constructed ideologies and chaotic circumstance rooted in structural failure. It is argued that there are underlying patterns that can be sourced out from the chaos, thus increasing situational awareness. In order to create fully functional emergency management plans, we must understand the history, causes, and emerging trends of social vulnerability and poverty.

Disasters and Their Impacts on the Poor

Poor people around the world suffer the greatest disaster losses and have the most limited access to public and private recovery assets, both in developing societies as well as wealthy industrialized nations like the United States. The impact Hurricane Katrina had on the people of New Orleans, and the continued problems facing recovery efforts, has much to teach us about the effects of disasters on the poor. Why didn’t people evacuate, why couldn’t people evacuate, and why are conditions still so difficult? But such disaster do not necessarily create the problems, they bring the underlying issues to the surface and into the public conscience. New Orleans may be the most high profile case, but there are several other areas of the country where a large scale disaster could have similar adverse effects. Even communities not currently in poverty could be plunged into such conditions should the mechanisms that sustain its wealth be compromised by a disaster. Communities within the New Madrid Fault Zone could see an earthquake severely damage the factories employing a large percentage of the population, leaving thousands without the means to sustain their way of life. Such social vulnerabilities need to be considered when creating emergency management plans. 

Assumptions During Disasters

Many assumptions are made when planning for disasters pertaining to the manner in which people will behave or the resources they have. When an order is given to evacuate, it is assumed that most people will be able to transport themselves to a safe location until the danger has passed. Considerations are given to those who may need assistance with transportation, and shelters are provided for those with no other options, but little is realized about the financial impact such an event can have on those living at or close to the poverty level. If a family is just getting by financially, they may not want to invest the money in three days away from home unless the threat is immediate. This may cause people to put themselves in harm’s way and ultimately run the risk of creating a greater problem for first responders and recovery groups. 

Beyond the financial limitations, impoverished people may not have access to public information systems such as television and the internet so receiving updates, warnings, and notifications may be difficult. 

In order to improve emergency response planning for all people, a shift must be made in the manner in which we perceive the poor. An understanding of what causes poverty will lead to a better system of identifying high risk people and areas. The integration of such systems into emergency management practices could greatly and positively impact our ability to plan for, respond to, and recover from disasters.

Fusion Centers for Managing Poverty Data

Managing the volume of data associated with poverty and the impoverished so that it can be most effectively used is a daunting task. Collecting and converting aggregate data into useful information to be distributed to organizations in a position to act on it would require a commitment to the cause and a means by which to collect and store such information. Creating a dedicated fusion center for just such a purpose would increase our ability to collect, manage, and distribute that data. Fusion centers are information and resource hubs used to manage data and streamline operations. Traditionally used by law enforcement agencies to track criminals and criminal trends, fusion centers could be used by social service groups, health departments, transportations agencies, as well as fire and EMS to improve upon emergency management functions. Data can also be used to preempt complicated social problems by identifying tipping points, increasing social and situational awareness, and keeping local emergency operation centers informed of the status of their communities. When used correctly, fusion centers can aid in mitigating potential negative effects of disasters on populations.

While the idea of using fusion centers for emergency management applications has many upsides, opponents of the idea express concerns about the privacy of personal information within such centers. With no clear line of authority, and no guidelines to insure proper use of sensitive information, fusion centers could create a public trust issue, limiting the amount of useful data they could collect. 

Changing Perceptions, Improving Poverty in Disasters

The biggest issue to overcome when dealing with poverty in disasters is the public perception of the poor, and the manner in which emergency management organizations approach them. Many of the poor tend to slip through the cracks in the system and are forgotten about. It is not enough to deal with the situations when they arise, and be reactive to poverty in disasters, but instead emergency management professionals must be made aware of the causes of poverty and act to address them before the disaster strikes. 
