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Session No. 6

Course Title:  Theory, Principles and Fundamentals of Hazards, Disasters, and U.S. 

                         Emergency Management 

Session Title:  Defining Disaster

Time:  1 Hour

Objectives:

6.1
What is a disaster? Explore various definitions of the term “disaster,” as well as the elements of such definitions.

6.2    Briefly explore relevance and implications of disaster definitions.

_________________________________________________________________________

Scope:

The professor introduces this session with a discussion of why definitions can be important and how the definition of disaster can vary, depending upon the academic discipline and/or purposes of the user.  The students explore selected efforts to define disasters both quantitatively and by their characteristics.  The focus then turns to a variety of current “working definitions” and how various agencies or entities have expanded or modified them.  The professor presents a range of views on the relevance of disaster definitions and the need for a minimum consensus.  Finally, the implications for emergency managers are illustrated through example.  The professor concludes by relating points from this session to the upcoming topic, an overview of U.S. hazards and disasters.

The professor may make use of the Appendix to this session, Select Emergency Management-Related Terms And Definitions to aid in discussion and clarification of the varied definitions arrived at from dissimilar approaches to understanding what is meant by “disaster” today.

Suggested Student Homework Reading Assignment:

Erikson, Kai T.  Chapter 6, “Individual Trauma:  State of Shock,” pp. 156–185, and Chapter

7,  “Collective Trauma:  Loss of Communality,” pp. 186–245, in Everything In Its Path:  Destruction of Community in the Buffalo Creek Flood.  New York:  Touchstone Books (Simon & Schuster), 1976.

Fischer, Henry W.  “The Sociology of Disaster:  Definitions, Research Questions, & 


Measurements – Continuation of the Discussion in a Post-September 11 Environment.”  International Journal of Mass Emergencies and Disasters, Vol. 21, No. 1, pp. 91-107, March 2003.

Pearce, Laurie.  2000.  Chapter 2, pp. 2–5, in An Integrated Approach for Community
Hazard Impact, Risk and Vulnerability Analysis:  HIRV.  Doctoral Dissertation, University of British Columbia.

Porfiriev, Boris N.  1995.  “Disaster and Disaster Areas:  Methodological Issues of

Definition and Delineation.”  International Journal of Mass Emergencies and Disasters, Vol. 13, No. 3, November 1995, pp. 285–292.

Quarantelli, Enrico L.  1987.  “What Should We Study?  Questions and Suggestions for

Researchers About The Concept of Disasters.”  International Journal of Mass Emergencies and Disasters, Vol. 5, No. 1, March 1987, pp. 7–28.

___

Additional Recommended Instructor Readings:

Erikson, Kai.  Section 4 of Chapter 4, pp. 151-157, and Epilogue, pp. 226-242, in A New 

Species of Trouble:  The Human Experience of Modern Disasters.  New York and London:  W.W. Norton & Co., 1989.

Quarantelli, E.L. (Ed.).  What Is A Disaster? – Perspectives on the Question.  London and


New York:  Routledge.  1998.

Tierney, Kathleen J., Michael K. Lindell, and Ronald W. Perry.  Chapter One,


“Conceptualizing Disasters and Their Impacts.”  pp. 1–25 in Facing the Unexpected:  Disaster Preparedness and Response in the United States.  Washington, DC:  Joseph Henry Press, 2001.

___________________________________________________________________________

General Requirements:

PowerPoint slides have been prepared to support this session.  The session is not dependent upon the utilization of these visual aids.  They are provided as a tool that the instructor is free to use as PowerPoints or overhead transparencies.   Students should be referred to the Appendix, Select Emergency Management-Related Terms and Definitions.

Objective 6.1:  What is a disaster?  Explore various definitions of the term “disaster,” as well as the elements of such definitions.

Note:  A discussion surrounding the wide range of definitions of disasters and the elements 

that could be pulled from them to constitute your own working definition of disaster could 

easily and profitably take an entire 3-hour class session.  You will need to make up your 

own mind as to the amount of time to devote to this subject.

One way to proceed is to early on ask the students whether disasters are objective or subjective phenomena.  Those who think “objective” could be asked to provide examples of the objective criteria to use in defining a disaster.  Using the information provided below, you can point out just how difficult it is to define disasters objectively.

Another approach is to seek to come up with a consensus listing of the elements that 

would be included in a comprehensive definition of disaster.

· Regardless of the particular theory of disaster one works from, one still needs to define what it is one speaks of when using the term, “disaster.”

(Visual Aid 1)
· As noted in the previous session, definitions can be important: 

· They can define how we look at an event or a hazard and 
· what to do about it, if anything.
· Depending on the academic discipline and/or purposes of the user (e.g. disaster planning) the term, “disaster” may have different connotations and meanings.

· Boris N. Porfiriev of the International Foundation for Science, Culture and Education, in his analysis of the Russian Federation’s guide, the “Assessment Criteria For Revealing Environmental Emergency Situations and Delineating Environmental Disaster Zones,” points out:


“. . . despite many years of intensive research, there still exists a wide gamut of interpretations of the basic question of “what is a disaster,” and the need for clarification of its conceptualization and definition repeatedly emphasized by a few respected scholars, remains an acute problem.”

· There have been attempts to define disaster quantitatively.
(Visual Aid 2)
· For example, disasters include all events that cause:

· At least 100 human deaths, or

· At least 100 human injuries, or

· At least US $1 million economic damages.

(Visual Aid 3)
· Or, the “Bradford Disaster Scale” incorporates a logarithmic fatality scale starting with a minimum of ten deaths: 

Thus, 
· 32 deaths would be expressed as a magnitude 1.5 disaster.

· 95 fatalities:  magnitude 1.98 

· 166 fatalities:  magnitude 2.22

· 1000 deaths:  magnitude 3.0

· 25,000 deaths:  magnitude 4.38 

· The destruction of the planet would register 10.

(
Such approaches, though, have critics:

“From an emergency planning point-of-view, the non-fatality effects [of disaster] are clearly essential and indeed primary considerations.  It is injuries, disruption and physical damage that generate the greatest burden on an emergency response”  (Horlick-Jones and Peters 1991, 146)

(Visual Aid 4)
“It is clear…that disasters are characterized by a range of factors of which fatalities is only one.  The Bradford Disaster Scale should, perhaps, be more accurately termed the ‘Bradford Fatality Scale’.  Multiple fatalities will almost certainly be regarded as ‘disasters’.  However, they are not a necessary condition for an event to be perceived as a disaster.”  (Horlick-Jones and Peters 1991, 146)


“Implicit in the approach adopted by Keller et al is the notion that the concept of disaster can become an objectively measured phenomenon….This paper argues that disasters are subjective.  They arise from the behaviour of complex systems and are perceived by people in a particular context at a particular time.”  (Horlick-Jones and Peters 1991, 147)


“Disasters are also a function of the wealth of the region and the nature of its social fabric.”  (Horlick-Jones and Peters 1991, 147)

(Visual Aid 5)
“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 California’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 difference 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).

(Visual Aid 6)

“…a train derailment that injures 15 people may be overwhelming for a smaller city or county but easily handled by a larger city or county with greater access to resources.”  (Carroll 2001, 466; citing Crichlow (1997))

(Visual Aid 7)
(
Even if the threshold criteria are changed, as Glickman et al.
did in their 1992 study when the fatality threshold was 25, significant events can be dropped:  In the case of Hurricane Iniki, the impact upon the island of Kauai on September 11, 1992 amounted to $1.8 billion in estimated losses and 100 injuries, but “only” 7 deaths.

(Visual Aid 8)
(
Some researchers choose to define disasters according to their characteristics:

(1) Length of forewarning.

(2) Magnitude of impact

(3) Geographical scope of impact

(4) Duration of impact

(5) Speed of onset
 

(
Quarantelli suggests that disasters be thought of as certain kinds of “social crisis occasions.”

(Visual Aid 9)

“Let us define disasters in terms of social characteristics of responses in crisis occasions that are part of social change.”

(
From another perspective, sociologists Steve Kroll-Smith and Valerie J. Gunter in Quarantelli argue for “the necessity for dissensus” in defining disaster and for the importance of the interpretive voice:

(Visual Aid 10)

“Ordinary people will tell sociologists what disasters are if we listen to them.”

· Kai Erickson speaks to this point as well in recounting his experience talking with 


survivors of the Buffalo Creek dam failure disaster in West Virginia in 1972:


“I felt for a moment as though I was in the company of people so wounded in spirit that they almost constituted a different culture, as though the language we shared in common was simply not sufficient to overcome the enormous gap in experience that separated us. I got over that feeling before long, but the sense of being in the presence of deep and numbing pain remained…” (Erikson 1989, 13)

· Out of this and subsequent experiences, he suggests that the condition of trauma be 


added as a necessary element in defining disaster:


“…instead of classifying a condition as trauma because it was induced by a disaster, we would classify an event as disaster if it had the property of bringing about traumatic reactions.  According to the terms of this rule, any event or condition that could be shown to produce trauma on a large scale would have earned a place on the current roster of ‘disasters’.”  (Erickson 1989, 20)

· Erikson goes on to describe the symptoms of trauma thusly:

“…a numbness of spirit, a susceptibility to anxiety and rage and depression, a sense of helplessness, an inability to concentrate, a loss of various motor skills, a heightened apprehension about the physical and social environment, a preoccupation with death, a retreat into dependency, and a general loss of ego functions.  One can find those symptoms wherever people feel left out of things, abandoned, separated from the life around them.”  (Erikson 1989, 21)

· Such human reactions to disaster are not unique.  In a relatively recent 10-year retrospective of the 1992 Hurricane Andrew disaster, a team of Florida International University disaster researchers found many examples of lingering serious disaster trauma.  One case involved a boy who was seven years old at the time of Andrew and was so traumatized by this hurricane that as a 17-year-old he still refuses to go further from his house than five blocks.  (Pittman 2002)

· Now that we’ve looked at how some of the researchers have suggested that we define disaster—quantitatively and/or characteristically—we can examine several working definitions and the criteria on which they are based.
(Visual Aid 11)
· The Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) defines disaster as follows:

An occurrence that has resulted in property damage, deaths, and/or 

injuries to a community.  (FEMA, 1990)

· Basic requirements for an event to be considered a disaster according to this definition would be :

(1) An occurrence (or event) transpires.

(2) Damage to property or people takes place.

(3) A community scale—as opposed to an individual scale—applies.

· FEMA also uses a statutory definition provided by the U.S. Congress:

(Visual Aid 12)

“Major Disaster: Any natural catastrophe (including any hurricane, tornado, storm, high water, wind-driven water, tidal wave, tsunami, earthquake, volcanic eruption, landslide, mudslide, snowstorm, or drought) or, regardless of cause, any fire, flood, or explosion, in any part of the United States, which, in the determination of the President, causes damage of sufficient severity and magnitude to warrant major disaster assistance under the Stafford Act to supplement the efforts and available resources of States, local governments, and disaster relief organizations in alleviating the damage, loss, hardship, or suffering caused thereby.” (Robert T. Stafford Act 102; 44 CFR 206.2 and 206.36)

Note:  You may wish to tell the students that the implications of this “Stafford Act” definition will be revisited in the next part of this session.
· Now consider a United Nations definition of disaster:
(Visual Aid 13)
“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, 1992).

· This definition adds an additional criteria and an expansion of loss:

(1) The event must exceed the ability of a society (community) to respond.

(2)
Environmental values are explicitly added to human and property values.
· Now consider this definition:
(Visual Aid 14)
“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.)

· Three modifications are proffered by this definition:
(1) “Event” has been modified by stating that “events” need to stem from a specified source -- natural hazards.

(2) “Events” must be viewed as exceptional.

(3) The context of human value has been expanded from death or injury to livelihood disruption.

· Another view:

(Visual Aid 15)
“Disasters are, by their nature low probability—high consequence events…”

· Two other criteria or elements have now been proposed:

(1)
The event or occurrence needs to be one of low probability of occurrence.

(2) The event needs to have high consequence.

· Laurie Pearce (2000) states that in general, researchers agree that a disaster affects people and often is catalogued in terms of the number of people dead or injured, pointing out that others, however, include losses to population and physical structures that disrupt the social structure and essential functioning of a community (Fritz 1961, Dynes 1970, Gilbert 1995a).


However—


“The problem with focusing on community disruption as a way of defining disaster is reflected in situations such as that of Lauda Flight 004, which, carrying 213 passengers, crashed in a remote jungle site in Thailand in 1991.”

“Similarly, in situations in which no human lives are lost (such as the 1989 Exxon Valdez oil spill), definitions based on impact on humans become less relevant (at least in regard to direct impact).

(
Pearce asserts that any adequate definition of disaster must reflect:
(1)
A given locality’s capacity to respond.

(2)
The fact that what has occurred is unusual.

(3)
The fact that the impacts of what has occurred are of social, economic, political, and ecological significance.

(Visual Aid 16)
(
Thus, Pearce has arrived at the following “comprehensive working definition” of disaster:


“A disaster is a nonroutine event that exceeds the capacity of the affected area to respond to it in such a way as to save lives; to preserve property; and to maintain the social, ecological, economic, and political stability of the affected region.”

Note:  You may wish to engage the students into a discussion of these various viewpoints on the elements of a definition of disaster and then ask:  Does it matter?
Objective 6.2:  Briefly explore relevance and implications of disaster definitions.

One might have gathered from the discussion of previous hazard and disaster subjects that there is a range of views on this subject:

(
Kroll-Smith and Gunter write that “a common definition requires a common community,” which is obviously not the case within the disaster research and emergency/crisis management communities. (Kroll-Smith and Gunter 1998, 163.)

(
Porfiriev, not terribly concerned with the lack of consensus, writes:

“[A]ll ‘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.” (Profiriev 1995, 289.)

(
Kroll-Smith and Gunter (1998, 164) maintain that:

“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.”

(
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 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 that 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.)

· Nonetheless, Quarantelli sees the need for minimum consensus:
(Visual Aid 17)

“. . . 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. . .”  (1995, 225.)
· Quarantelli (1987, 22–24)  leaves us with the following considerations in seeking to 


determine 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.”
· As Emergency Management continues to evolve, part of its transformation from an avocation to a profession is the formation of a consensus on key terms and definitions.

· This problem is recognized by many emergency management practitioners.  The Emergency Information Infrastructure Partnership (EIIP) Internet discussion group notes that the need for “a standard disaster terminology or nomenclature” is a need that has been “voiced over and over again.”  (Sebring 2000, 3)

Note:  You may want to refer again to the “Stafford Act” definition of “Major Disaster,” cited earlier.  You could redisplay Visual Aid 12 to underscore the following point.
· Without at least a working definition, virtually any unusual event can be used as a pretext for pressing for federal disaster aid.

Examples of this are more than abundant.  Just one example is the March 2002 request from the Georgia Emergency Management Agency to FEMA to subsidize the State of Georgia’s expenses in finding and dealing with “hundreds” of human corpses which had been secretly disposed of in an area proximate to a crematory in Lafayette Georgia rather than cremated – GEMA estimating that the cost to the State to be on the order of $9.4 million.

· Recall that FEMA does have a working definition provided by the U.S. Congress in the Stafford Act.  The fact that a codified definition exists seemingly would preclude such events, and yet the agency nonetheless still receives requests and demands for disaster relief for a very wide range of events and occurrences.

Note:  You may wish to use these final points as a tie-in to the upcoming session, which is an overview of U.S. hazards and disasters.  Understanding how disasters are defined (and by whom) will be key in managing the challenges of the ever-widening, potentially politically fraught, and usually very costly, range of events with which an emergency manager may be expected to deal.
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