Module 1-1  Why Should We Be Concerned About Disasters?

Time
20 minutes

Objectives
For students to develop an awareness that:

· the impacts of disasters are serious and thus it is important to identify the potential hazards, their probability, and current vulnerabilities.
· most disasters that result in large numbers of deaths and economic losses are natural hazards and occur in developing countries

· most disasters resulting in large insurable losses occur in developed countries

· economic losses continue to grow and are linked to vulnerabilities – we are living and working in areas which are increasingly vulnerable to the impacts of disasters

Background

Why should we be concerned about disasters?  The reality is that while we have always had disasters, there is increasing evidence that the impacts of disasters are escalating.  There are various reasons – in some cases (e.g., terrorism) the numbers of events are increasing, in other cases vulnerabilities are increasing.  How does this translate into social and economic impacts?  
Course Content
In small groups, have students review the attached spreadsheet.  Both worksheets include information on the forty most devastating disasters of the last 40 years; however, one worksheet identifies the disasters which caused the most deaths and/or missing persons; while the second identifies those that resulted in the highest insurable losses.  
Questions to ask students:
What kinds of hazardous events are having the most serious impacts?

· Answer: natural events such earthquakes, hurricanes, storms

What differences do you notice between the two worksheets?

· Answer: most of the disasters resulting in large numbers of deaths are in developing countries while most of the disasters resulting in high economic costs are in developing countries.  Note: that in many developing countries persons don’t purchase insurance.

· only one disaster appears on both worksheets, the 1995 Kobe earthquake.

What differences do you notice re: timelines?

· Answer: most of the events which resulted in high death rates occurred in the 70s (notably the exception is the 2004 South-East Asia), while most of the events with high insurable losses are more recent.  Economic impacts are mounting.
Why do you think that economic losses are increasing?

· Answer: we are building in areas which are increasingly vulnerable to the impacts of a disaster – building along the waterfront where homes are likely to be destroyed by storm surges, homes and infrastructure susceptible to effects of earthquakes, etc…

Handouts
Handout 1-1 Adapted from Swiss Re (Insurance Company)
· The 40 worst catastrophes in terms of victims 1970 - 2004
· The 40 most costly insurance losses 1970 - 2004

Free download available from: <http://www.swissre.com/>
Suggested Readings

Students

Mileti, Dennis S.  (1999). Disaster by Design.  Washington, DC:  Joseph Henry Press 
· the Summary p. 1 to 15

· Chapter 3 Losses, Costs, and Impacts p. 65 to 104
Free download available from: http://www.nap.edu/books/0309063604/html/
Pan American Health Organization.  (Accessed January 2006). Was 2005 the year of natural disasters? <http://www.paho.org/English/DD/PIN/pr060109.htm>
Faculty
United Nations International Strategy for Disaster Reduction – Disaster Statistics
Free download available from 
<http://www.unisdr.org/disaster-statistics/introduction.htm>
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