Module 2-1  Defining Disaster
Time
20 minutes

Objectives
For students to develop an awareness that:

· there are numerous ways in which various academics and practitioners have defined disasters
· the definition of disaster can affect the way in which an HRV analysis is considered and implemented
For students to identify:

· a working definition of disasters for this course
Background

In defining “disaster,” it is useful to consider this term within the context of four categories: (1) lexicology, (2) origin/cause, (3) characteristics, and (4) capacity to respond.
Course Content
Begin by asking students seated in small groups to complete the Handout 2-1.  

Lexicology

In many cases, words such as “emergency” and “planning” have been used interchangeably with words such as “disaster” and “management,” respectively. According to the Oxford Canadian Dictionary (1998) an “incident” is considered to be a minor situation; an “emergency” a more serious situation; a “disaster” a yet more serious situation; and a “catastrophe” the most serious situation of all. We have incident command systems
 to deal with large-scale events (such as the Northridge earthquake) and emergency response teams to deal with two-car pile-ups, not to mention both Public Safety and Emergency Preparedness Canada and, in the United States, the Federal Emergency Management Agency, consensus as to the precise definition of “emergency” as opposed to “disaster” is unlikely to occur in the near future.  

Origin/Cause

Many disaster planners still think of disasters in terms of their origin (e.g., natural as opposed to technological), while most researchers seldom view them as agent-specific.  Perhaps because of the difficulty of including all of the potential causes of a disaster within a succinct definition, and because of multi-hazards (i.e., situations within which one hazard [e.g., an earthquake] causes another [e.g., a landslide]), it is extremely difficult to define disaster in terms of cause.  
Characteristics

Many of those who choose not to define a disaster by its origin/cause define it according to its characteristics.  These may include: (1) length of forewarning, (2) magnitude of impact, (3) scope of impact, and (4) duration of impact. Disaster researchers generally agree that a disaster affects people and that it is often catalogued in terms of the number of dead and injured. However, others have expanded the definition to reflect major losses to both population and physical structures – losses that disrupt the social structure and essential functioning of a community. 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.

In the developed world, the impact of disasters is often more readily evident in their psycho-social and politico-economic impacts than in their mortality rates.  But, because the impact of a disaster can be both unexpected and extremely varied, it is extremely difficult to include all potential impacts within any single definition.

Drabek (1986, 46-47), state that disasters have six characteristics that differentiate them from emergencies: (1) degree of uncertainty, (2) urgency, (3) development of an emergency consensus, (4) expansion of the citizenship role, (5) convergence (i.e., the sudden influx of people and material upon a disaster scene), and (6) de-emphasis of contractual and impersonal relationships.

As technology has improved, many disasters that, twenty or even ten years ago, would have been unexpected events can now be forecast with some accuracy. For example, Hurricane Andrew was forecast ahead of time and thousands of people were able to evacuate prior to its arrival, but 9/11 had no warning. Uncertainty and duration may bear little relationship to amount of damage.
Capacity to Respond
The issue of the local government’s capacity to respond is crucial to many Canadian and American definitions of disaster.  Drabek (1986, xix) differentiates between emergencies and disasters according to the number of agencies required to adequately respond to the situation: generally, the greater the number of agencies required, the greater the disaster.  However, Drabek’s model is limited in that it is urban-based, tailored to first responders, and does not lend itself to minor incidents -- incidents that may require a number of different players but that may still be negligible in terms of effect (e.g., minor oil spills).

Working Definition

The following is offered as a comprehensive working definition of disaster: A disaster is a non-routine 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. 


This definition of disaster does the following:

(1) It eliminates from consideration such routine emergencies as house or apartment fires, and motor vehicle accidents. Disasters are unusual events, complex and difficult to respond to, and their impacts may last for generations. By defining them as non-routine it excludes events that even though they might involve death and destruction, can be handled by simple operating procedures.

(2) It takes into consideration the capacity of the local area to respond to an incident. This is important because, in most cases, large communities, simply because of the number of their available resources, are more capable of handling very serious situations than are small communities. 

(3) It takes into consideration the importance of maintaining the social, ecological, economic, and political stability of the affected area. This is important because, clearly, when people are killed and homes are destroyed, those who survive will suffer long-lasting emotional and psychological effects. Property damage results in both direct (e.g., property loss) and indirect (e.g., job loss) economic consequences. Oil spills and tsunamis can destroy shellfish habitat and other areas of ecological significance. Incoming personnel from higher levels of government and national and international agencies may disrupt local decision-making processes, and terrorist operations may increase political instability. 
Questions to ask students:
Choose a recent disaster.  How does the definition apply to that disaster?  What was affected in the local community?  Would this event have been classified as a disaster no matter where it had occurred?
Handouts

The correct responses are:

	2
	
Calamity

	4
	
Crisis

	6
	
Accident

	5
	
Emergency

	1
	
Catastrophe

	7
	
Incident

	3
	
Disaster


However, as will be discussed there are many other interpretations.

Suggested Readings

Students

Gilbert, Claude.  (1995a).  “Studying Disaster:  A Review of the Main Conceptual Tools.”  International Journal of Mass Emergencies and Disasters 13 (3): 231-40.

Faculty
Dombrowsky, Wolf R. (1995).  “Again and Again: Is a Disaster What We Call a ‘Disaster?’”  International Journal of Mass Emergencies and Disasters 13 (3): 241-54.

Drabek, Thomas E. (1986).  Human System Responses to Disaster:  An Inventory of Sociological Findings.  New York: Springer-Verlag.  

---.  (1995b). “Reply to Hewitt.”  International Journal of Mass Emergencies and Disasters 13 (3): 341-46.

Handmer, John, and Dennis Parker.  (1991). “Hazard Management in Britain: Another Disastrous Decade?” Area 24 (2): 113-22.

Hewitt, Kenneth.  (1995).  “Excluded Perspective in the Social Construction of Disaster.”  International Journal of Mass Emergencies and Disasters 13 (3): 317-40.

---, (ed.).  (1983).  Interpretations of Calamity.  London:  Allen and Unwin.

Kreps, Gary A.  (1995).  “Disaster as Systemic Event and Social Catalyst:  A Clarification of Subject Matter.”  International Journal of Mass Emergencies and Disasters 13 (3): 255-84.

Kuban, Ron. (1996).  “Disasters, Crises and Their Consequences”.  In The Canadian Fire Officer’s Guide to Emergency Management.  Ron Kuban (ed.),  21-52.  Calgary, Alberta:  Pendragon Publishing Ltd.

Rosenthal, Uriel, M.T. Charles, and P. Hart.  (1989).  “The World of Crises and Crisis Management.” In Coping with Crises:  The Management of Disasters, Riots and Terrorism, ed., Uriel Rosenthal, M.T. Charles, and P. Hart, 3-33.  Springfield, IL:  Thomas.

� An Incident Command System (ICS) is an organizational structure used to determine overall command and planning during disaster response (Kuban 1996).  


� Drabeck would define as impersonal the relationship between response agencies (such as the police and firefighters) and/or the relationship between state agencies and local agencies.
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