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The Politics of Industrial and Technological Disasters
Crashes, Accidents, and Hazardous Materials 
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1984 Bhopal Natural Gas Disaster
Considered the world’s worst industrial disaster, the exposure of over 
500,000 people to methyl isocyanate gas and other chemicals killed at least 
3,500 people and possibly thousands more. Tens of thousands were injured.

Link



Airline Fatalities
Number of aviation fatalities worldwide.



Roadway Fatalities
Number of automobile fatalities worldwide.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Road_traffic_accidents_world_map_-_Death_-_WHO2004.svg



Transportation Disasters

http://www.project.org/info.php?recordID=144

Number of accidents in the United States by means of transport. 



Nukes Around the World
The Danger of Seismic Hazards and Nuclear Materials

MAP OF NUCLEAR REACTORS, DUMP SITES< AND/OR 
OTHER NUCLEAR MATERIALS AROUND THE WORLD



Worst Oil Spills
The 2010 BP Deepwater Horizon spill that killed 11 workers and spewed 5 
million barrels of oil over 87 days was not even in the top 10 largest spills.

Link

MAP OF HAZARDOUS MATERIAL AND?OR SPILLS AROUND THE WORLD

http://www.popularmechanics.com/science/energy/coal-oil-gas/biggest-oil-spills-in-history#slide-1



The Politics of Pestilence
The Causes and Consequences of Disease



•  Frequency: Infectious disease 
caused around 25% of the 55m 
deaths worldwide in 2011, 
compared to 66% from non-
communicable.

•  Types:  Lower respiratory 
infections, diarrhea, and HIV/
AIDS are among the deadliest 
infectious diseases.

•  Lethality: Many infectious 
diseases are treatable with 
modern medicine, but mortality 
rates vary greatly. 

Disease as a Hazard
Non-contagious disease is the world’s deadliest killer, due to longer living 
and modern lifestyles. But contagious diseases are also often easily 
preventable, and are responsible for 1-in-4 deaths around the world.



•  Social & Economic Factors: 
People’s vulnerability to disease is 
often a result of socioeconomic 
factors.

•  Politics of Social Welfare: The role 
of government in providing for 
social welfare is often highly 
politicized.

•  Biases Vs. Disease: In some 
contexts and cultures, disease can 
provoke serious social stigma.

•  Doomsday Scenarios: Disease can 
threaten government functions or 
even the survival of a society.

Why Is Disease a Political Concern?
While disease is clearly a matter of public health policy, there are also 
political considerations related to the spreading of disease.
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Geographic Distribution of Diabetes



http://www.cdc.gov/dhdsp/maps/national_maps/hd_all.htm





http://apps.carleton.edu/MindBodySpirit/lifestyles/assets/US_obesity.jpg



http://apps.carleton.edu/MindBodySpirit/lifestyles/assets/US_obesity.jpg



http://apps.carleton.edu/MindBodySpirit/lifestyles/assets/US_obesity.jpg



Age-adjusted rates* of avoidable death from heart disease, stroke, and hypertensive disease† among 
non-Hispanic blacks and non-Hispanic whites, by sex — United States, 2001–2010

Does Race Matter? Only If You Want to Live



Disease and Development
The top 10 causes of death kill about half of the population each year. There is an 
unequal distribution of deadly diseases throughout the world, with an uneven 
allocation of communicable and non-communicable disease.



http://www.healthmetricsandevaluation.org/gbd/visualizations/gbd-heatmap

How to Read A Heat Map
Institute for 
Health Metrics 



Case Study: Epidemiological Transition in 
Mexico 

Mortality Distribution 1950-2025 
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Case Study: Epidemiological Transition in 
Mexico  

Selected causes of death 
Mexico, 1955-2005 

Source: INEGI/Sec Salud. Mortality Database 
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http://newsimg.bbc.co.uk/media/images/44342000/gif/
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Major Pandemics
Great Disease Outbreaks from the Ancients to the Present



Early Pandemics
Named for Byzantine emperor Justinian, the Plague of Justinian in 541 A.D. was the 
first well documented pandemic. 10,000 Constantinople residents reportedly died 
each day and nearly half of Europe's population (100m) died over 200 years.



The Black Death
The Bubonic Plague killed an estimated 25m people from 1347 to 1351, but the 
disease sparked recurring epidemics until the 17th century and some estimates 
range as high as 200m deaths. Transmitted by Chinese fleas.





The Black Death
Transmitted by Chinese fleas carried on rats, the plague is widely believed to have 
made its way from Asia to Europe via trade routes on the Silk Road, but alternative 
explanations question the source of the disease & mode of transmission. 
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The Black Death
Transmitted by Chinese fleas carried on rats, the plague is widely believed to have 
made its way from Asia to Europe via trade routes on the Silk Road, but alternative 
explanations question the source of the disease & mode of transmission. 

Plague Doctor



Bubonic Plague
Plague symptoms include swollen lymph nodes creating a “bubo” in the neck 
upper thighs, or armpits. Gangrene caused by the abnormal coagulation of blood in 
the extremities can leave hands and feet with a blackened appearance. 



The Modern Plague
During the last major outbreak of plague, which was centered in China in 1855 and 
lasted until 1959, researchers in Hong Kong  discovered the Yersinia pestis bacteria 
that causes the virus in 1894. Researchers later linked the disease to rodents.  

http://www.nature.com/nrmicro/journal/v7/n11/images/nrmicro2219-f1.jpg



The Plague Today
Plague still exists, with one to a few thousand human cases and scores of deaths 
per year, mostly in Africa, though disease is readily treatable with antibiotics. There 
were outbreaks in Congo in 2006, killing 50, and Madagascar in 2013, killing 32.



The Spanish Flu



Disease and War
War and Disease: For most of 
modern history, war brought 
diseases associated with 
tainted water supplies, large 
mobilizations of people, 
septic battlefield conditions 
for treatment.
WWI Was Supposed to Be 
Different: Modern medicine 
and organizational capacity 
made WWI the first major 
exception in the relationship 
between war and disease. 
Until 1919.



Spanish Flu Epidemic
Toward the end of WWI, an outbreak of H1N1 influenza (“La Grippe”) infected  as 
many as 1-in-3 people (about 500m) and killed 50m worldwide (5% of the world’s 
population), and killed more people than the war itself (8-16m). 



Spanish Flu Epidemic
WWI helped spread the virus outbreak by concentrating soldiers a military bases 
and relocating them across the United States and overseas. While the outbreak was 
likely started in the United States, censorship minimized coverage.

Military camp



Spanish Flu Epidemic
WWI also helped spread the virus outbreak by concentrating soldiers a military 
bases and relocating them across the United States and overseas. While the 
outbreak was likely started in the United States, censorship minimized coverage.

Military camp



Spanish Flu Epidemic
While the young and elderly are usually vulnerable to flu, the 1918 outbreak 
disproportionately affected healthy adults by triggering an extreme immune system 
response. 

I had a little bird,
Its name was Enza.

I opened the window,
And in-flu-enza.



From a Letter from a Physician to a 
Colleague During the Flu Epidemic 

“These men start with what appears to be 
an ordinary attack of LaGrippe or Influenza, 
and …rapidly develop the most viscous 
type of Pneumonia that has ever been seen. 
Two hours after… they have the Mahogany 
spots over the cheek bones, and a few 
hours later you can begin to see the 
Cyanosis extending from their ears and 
spreading all over the face, until it is hard 
to distinguish the coloured men from the 
white. It is only a matter of a few hours 
then until death comes, and it is simply a 
struggle for air until they suffocate. It is 
horrible. One can stand it to see one, two or 
twenty men die, but to see these poor 
devils dropping like flies sort of gets on 
your nerves.” 



Disease vs. Disease?
What are some possible explanations for these divergent trends 
comparing influenza and venereal disease?



Spanish Flu Epidemic
The origins of Spanish flu are unknown, but it may have started in China in 1917 & 
spread to Europe by Chinese laborers brought to Britain and France to assist in the 
war effort. The outbreak occurred in stages late in the war and mutated over time.



Public Health Measures
At the start of the outbreak, the medical profession was only beginning to 
understand infectious disease and had few remedies. Masks were widely 
used, but provided very little if any protection against the influenza virus. 



Spanish Flu and the Treaty of Versailles 
In The Great Influenza, the author notes that President Wilson contracted 
the flu amid negotiations over German reparations, which he felt needed to 
be moderated. In his absence, the treaty took on exceedingly harsh terms.



HIV/AIDS



•  Frequency: Over 7,000 
people are newly 
infected with HIV and 
4,000 people die from 
AIDS every day.

•  Myths: Misconceptions 
about how the disease 
is acquired leads to 
both proliferation and 
stigma.

HIV/AIDS
First identified in 1981, AIDS caused over 36 million deaths within 30 years, 
and in 2012 there were over 35 million living with AIDS worldwide.



HIV/AIDS: Deadliest Infectious Disease
Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV) depletes immune system, while Acquired 
Immune Deficiency Syndrome (AIDS) refers to most advanced stages of HIV (e.g.,  
severe infections, cancers, etc.). Majority of cases in low/mid income countries.

2+ million 
cases are 

adolescents, 
over 3.3 million 

are children.
2.3m 
cases 
added, 
1.6m 
died in 
2012 

alone.

WHO 

35.3 
million 

cases worldwide 
in 2012 36 

million dead 
so far

20% of HIV 
deaths in 
2012 were 

due to 
tuberculosis



HIV/AIDS Worldwide



HIV/AIDS in Africa
Humin Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV) depletes the immune system, while Acquired 
Immune Deficiency Syndrome (AIDS) refers to the most advanced stages of HIV 
infection, defined by the occurrence of infections or related cancers.



HIV/AIDS in Asia & the Pacific
Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV) depletes the immune system, while Acquired 
Immune Deficiency Syndrome (AIDS) refers to the most advanced stages of HIV 
infection (e.g.,  severe infections, cancers, etc.).

http://www.aidsdatahub.org



Knowledge and Myths About HIV/AIDS



Public Knowledge About HIV/AIDS
In the graph on the left, these 6 countries had the least overall knowledge about 
the three key ways HIV can be contracted. People in China and Indonesia were the 
worst-informed out of those questioned - although even in the US more than 15% 
wrongly thought it possible to contract HIV by sharing personal items.



Public Knowledge About HIV/AIDS
“AIDS is of great concern in some hard-hit countries such as Tanzania & Nigeria. 
But in S. Africa, which has the most cases in the world, many were more worried 
about crime. In China, Russia & the Ukraine, where the UN warns of fast-rising 
infection rates, few ranked AIDS high on the list.”—BBC Global Survey (2003)



Public Knowledge About HIV/AIDS
In contrast to the 1980s, most people today have heard of AIDS, even in China. 
However, “in eight countries more than a quarter did not know it can kill.” In Brazil, 
which is considered relatively successful in stemming the spread of HIV, 60% of 
those interviewed did not consider it life-threatening.”



Making Progress on HIV/AIDS 
Behavioral changes (less promiscuity and safer sex practices), reduced maternal 
transmission rates, and drug treatment programs for carriers have helped to 
reduce the spread of infection in Africa and South Asia.
http://www.economist.com/node/17572252

http://www.economist.com/node/17572252



HIV/AIDS
Still, public health efforts remain a matter of policy and politics. In 
December 2012, activists protested U.S. budget cuts to reduce funding to 
combat the disease.



Combatting Infectious Disease
A Word About Public Health and Public Policy Measures



Monitoring Infectious Disease
The World Health Organization plays a key role in monitoring the outbreak and 
spreading of infectious disease. 



Preventing Infectious Disease
In the 19th century, doctors believed that dirt caused disease, which led to the push 
for better sewage, water, and sanitation systems. 

http://www.unep.org/dewa/vitalwater/
jpg/0215-0-sanitation-tot-EN.jpg



Only As Strong As the Weakest Links

http://www.economist.com/node/17572252

“The health security of the United States is only as strong as the health security of 
all nations around the world. We are all connected by the food we eat, water we 
drink and also the air we breathe.”—CDC Director Tom Frieden, January 2014



Concluding Observations
The Politics of Pestilence, Pandemics, and Disease

Picture of Disease



•  Communicable Diseases: We are 
currently living amid deadly 
pandemics that medical science 
and practices have helped keep at 
bay, but others looming in the 
future could bring devastating 
consequences. 

•  Preparing for the Next Plague: 
Disaster planners are increasingly 
on guard against pandemic 
disease outbreaks. Prevention and 
effective planning are the best 
medicine. 

Concluding Observations




