
Responding Effectively to Disasters
Preventing, Mitigating, Preparing, Surviving, and Recovering in Cases of Destruction



Class Overview
• Brief Review
• Today’s Readings
• Responses to Disaster
• Prevention, Preparedness, 
Relief, and Recovery
• Questions & Discussion
• Conclusion



Brief Review
A Short History of What We Discussed Last Class



Haiti: After the Earthquake
Writing About Suffering
1.  The Catastrophe
2.  Praxis & Policy: The Years Before the 

Quake 
3.  January 12 and the Aftermath
4.  A History of the Present Illness
5.  Into the Camps
6.  From Relief to Reconstruction
7.  Reconstruction in the Time of Cholera
8.  Looking Forward While Looking Back: 

Lessons from Rwanda
9.  Epilogue: January 12, 2011

Paul Farmer
Art, by Catherine Bertrand Farmer
Edwidge Danticat, “Lót Bó Dlo: The Other Side 
of the Water”
Michéle Montas-Dominique, “Sim Pa Rele (If I 
Don’t Shout”
Nancy Dorsinville, “Goudou Goudou”
Louise Ivers, “Humanitarian Aid, Impartiality, 
and Dirty Boots”
Evan Lyon, “Lopital Jeneral Struggles to 
Survive”
Dubique Kobel, “Doctors in Tents”
Naomi Rosenberg, “Those Who Survived”
Timothy T. Schwartz, “First We Need Taxis”
Jennie Weiss Block, “The Official”
Jéhane Sedky, “Building Back Better”

Other Voices



An “Acute on Chronic” Event
Acute: Earthquake and 

dozens of aftershocks 
(strongest since 1770)

Chronic: Centuries of 
oppression, 
exploitation, and bad 
governance

Paul Farmer was one of the 
founders of Partners in Health 



The Quake
•  Impact: At 4:53pm a 7.0 

quake in Port-Au-Prince, 
home to 2 million

•  Casualties: Killed an 
estimated 220,000 people 
and injured over 300,000

•  Damages: Over 288,000 
homes and 4,000 schools 
destroyed or damaged



A Look at Today’s Readings
A Brief Look at the Readings for Our Topic



Reducing Hazard Vulnerability: Towards a Common 
Approach Between Disaster Risk Reduction and 
Climate Adaptation
Disasters, 2006, 30(1): 39−48.

Frank Thomalla, Tom Downing, Erika Spanger-
Siegfried, Guoyi Han and Johan Rockström 

Disaster risk reduction, 
climate change adaptation, 
environmental management 
and poverty reduction 
approaches on the problem of 
reducing socio-economic 
vulnerability to natural 
hazards. Structuring a multi-
community dialogue and 
learning process.

Risk 
reduction

Climate 
change

Ecological 
policy

Poverty 
reduction

REDUCING HAZARD 
VULNERABILITY



Reducing Hazard Vulnerability: Towards a Common Approach Between Disaster 
Risk Reduction and Climate Adaptation

Disasters, 2006, 30(1): 39−48.
Frank Thomalla, Tom Downing, Erika Spanger-

Siegfried, Guoyi Han and Johan Rockström 
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Reducing Hazard Vulnerability: Towards a Common 
Approach Between Disaster Risk Reduction and 
Climate Adaptation
Disasters, 2006, 30(1): 39−48.

Frank Thomalla, Tom Downing, Erika Spanger-
Siegfried, Guoyi Han and Johan Rockström 

Thomalia, et al. claim the disaster 
risk and climate change 
communities lack adequate 
responses: “[T]here needs to be 
clear understanding of who is 
most vulnerable to the impacts 
and how the interactions between 
nature and society shape the 
underlying factors that contribute 
to vulnerability.” (44)

Risk 
reduction

Climate 
change

•  Both have failed to reduce vulnerability
•  Both have been working in isolation 
•  Both ignore vulnerability’s scale & core causes
•  Both have many analytical tools
•  Both using forward looking approaches
•  Both emphasize need to reduce vulnerability
•  Both promote sustainability & eco-resilience
•  Both need to be linked (mainstreamed)



Dueling Remedies: Prevention vs. Treatment
Whether treating an epidemic 
like AIDS or cholera, there is a 
tension between the emphasis 
that should be placed on 
prevention vs. treatment, and 
different constituencies may 
advocate allocating scarce 
resources to one over the other. 
Which is more cost effective? 
Which is the greater moral 
obligation?

Paul Farmer is the chairman of Harvard 
Medical School’s Department of Global 

Health and Social Medicine.



Responses to Disaster
A Short History of What We Discussed Last Class



The Problem of Vulnerability

Every year, millions of people are affected by 
unintentional and often unexpected catastrophic 
events

People are more vulnerable 
to catastrophic event when: 
1) there are physical and 
socioeconomic factors that 
increase their susceptibility 
to harm, and 2) when they 
fail to properly anticipate 
and act in accordance to the 
risk of a harm (which may 
have low probability, but 
large consequences). 



•  In most disasters, 
responses include those 
efforts that a 
government, 
community, or individual 
can take to prevent, 
prepare, relieve, and 
recover in cases of 
major catastrophic 
events.

Prevention, Preparation, Relief, & Recovery



What to Do In a Disaster?
•  Don’t panic
•  Assess damage / 

ongoing risks
•  Assume & assign roles
•  Establish command 

post in safe area
•  Evacuate victims and 

persons at risk
•  Care for injured & 

traumatized



Disaster Prevention
Anticipating, Resisting, and Mitigating the Possibility of a Catastrophic Event



Prevention Measures
•  Preventative measures 

seek to assess and control 
the frequency and 
occurrence of a hazard, 
and thereby reduce overall 
vulnerability. 

•   Effective prevention 
measures properly 
anticipate and work to 
mitigate the risks 
associated with potential 
hazards.



Disaster resistant is a term 
frequently applied to the 
construction of buildings and 
building materials that can 
withstand the physical effects 
of disaster. The concept of 
disaster resistance can also be 
applied to individuals and 
communities that are able to 
avoid or insulate themselves 
from the effects of major 
catastrophic events. 

The Concept of Resistance
There has been increased attention to the concept of “resistance,” or 
the set of attributes that help to minimize vulnerabilities.



•  Zoning & Building Codes: Proper 
placement, construction, and 
retrofitting of structures can help 
to prevent vulnerability to hazard.

•  Detection & Monitoring: Efforts to 
detect and track seismic activity 
can provide valuable information 
to reduce vulnerability. 

•  Warning and Instruction: Efforts 
to provide advance warning and 
public information on hazard 
avoidance can help to mitigate 
the effects.

Mitigation Efforts
Mitigation efforts seek to reduce the overall vulnerability to and damaged 
caused by an imminent or existing hazard. 



•  Warnings: Warnings can cut fatalities 
in half compared to no warning. In 
the 1990s, the NWS created a 
national Doppler radar network that 
has significantly reduced casualties.

•  Construction Codes: In 1994, HUD 
introduced new wind load 
requirements in coastal areas that 
helped reduce the vulnerability of 
mobile homes.

•  Shelters: Underground and above 
ground shelters can withstand the 
force of tornadoes and are key to 
reducing casualties.

Reducing Harm from Tornadoes 
According to Simmons & Sutter (2010), there are several factors that can 
help to reduce the damage from tornadoes. 

Kevin M. Simmons and Daniel Sutter, Economic 
and Societal Impacts of Tornadoes, (Boston; 
Chicago: American Meteorological Society; 
University of Chicago Press, 2010).



Building Technologies
The use of re-bar and other materials has been an important 
development in constructing disaster-resistant buildings.



Example: Earthbag Buildings in Haiti
Originally developed by architect Nader Khalili and Cal-Earth, constructing an Earthbag 
building involves layering long fabric or plastic tubes or bags filled with sand, clay, water 
and fibrous material like sticks, straw, and/or manure to create a domed compression 
structure that is resistant to earthquakes, hurricanes, floods and fire.









Disaster Preparedness & Mitigation Efforts
Planning for an Impending Catastrophic Event



Tips on Being Prepared
•  Having a plan for your 

family home and 
workplace.

•  Having a plan for 
commuting to and from 
home, work, and common 
locations.

•  Making preparations for 
the occurrence of a major 
catastrophic event.



Basic Supplies Recommended by FEMA
•  H20 & sanitation: one gallon of H20 

per person/day, water filter, wipes 
•  Food: 3 or more days of non-

perishable food, can opener
•  Shelter: Plastic sheeting, duct tape
•  Technology: Solar NOAA weather 

radio, whistle, sharpie, flashlight, 
matches, tool kit, garbage bags, 
plastic ties

•  Safety: First aid kit, dust mask, flares, 
whistle

•  Apparel: Rugged clothing, shoes, hat, 
& diapers



Disaster Relief
Rescue, Relocation, and Shelter in the Event of a Major Catastrophe

http://i2.cdn.turner.com/cnn/dam/assets/131114071626-08-haiyan-1114-horizontal-gallery.jpg



•  Amateur Rescue Teams: 
Persons on the scene of an 
event are the most likely to 
provide immediate assistance.

•  Trained Search Teams: In the 
days following an event, outside 
search teams can help rescue 
victims and identify the dead. 

•  Warning and Instruction: Efforts 
to provide advance warning and 
public information on hazard 
avoidance can help to mitigate 
the effects.

Rescue Efforts
In the aftermath of a major catastrophic event, finding and treating 
victims is the immediate priority. 



Post-Disaster Relief
In the immediate aftermath 
of a disaster, there is often 
a need for external 
assistance to help 
populations affected by the 
event to recover physically 
and mentally from the 
catastrophe. 

http://www.concordmonitor.comhttp://www.slate.com



When to Ask for Help?
Asking for outside assistance 
in the aftermath of a disaster 
can be polemical, particularly 
depending on the political 
situation. 
During the Chernobyl nuclear 
disaster, for example, the 
Soviet government refused to 
even recognize the crisis that 
was unfolding in the 
aftermath of a nuclear 
meltdown.



People Problem: Hurricane Katrina
An estimated 11K evacuees were relocated to the Houston Astrodome, a multi-purpose domed sports 
stadium, in 2005. While the facility was to be used through December, all evacuees were relocated by 
September 20 due to reports of horrible conditions and the encroaching of Hurricane Rita. 



Recovery Efforts
Dealing with The Physical & Emotional Damage of Disaster





Disaster Recovery
Recovery is the process by 
which communities are 
assisted in returning to 
functioning capacity after a 
disaster. Three main 
categories of activity are 
normally regarded as 
coming within the recovery 
segment: restoration, 
reconstruction, and 
rehabilitation.




Some Facts and Statistics
•  At least 1/4 of all U.S. 

businesses that close 
because of disaster never 
reopen (www.ibhs.org/
business_protection.com)

•  Current estimates put 
business losses as high 
as several billion dollar 
each week to various 
forms of cyber attacks 
(www.ready.gov)



What is “Resilience”?
The term resilience has been used in the environmental sciences 
and, more recently, in reference to disaster scenarios to describe 
the ability of individuals, groups, and systems to not only to 
withstand adversity, but to recover from it. 

Self-relianceRedundancy

Strength

Perceptivity Diffusivity

Flexibility



Strength ~ Resistance ~ Resilience



Questions for Discussion
Thinking About Disaster Responses



What’s Wrong With Preppers?
•  People concerned about 

disasters are often cast in 
popular culture as extremists, 
either right wing nuts (hording 
guns and gold) or left wing 
nuts (tree hugging liberals). 
• What are the political 

narratives of disaster 
preparedness? 
• Why isn’t disaster 

preparedness  more 
mainstream?



Concluding Observations
The Politics of Disaster Response



•  Disaster Responses: 
Responses to catastrophic events 
can be classified as various efforts 
involving prevention, preparation, 
relief, and recovery.

•  Are Political Responses:  
How people respond to disasters is 
conditioned by their willingness 
and ability to assess risk, their 
advance preparations, the degree of 
assistance available, and the longer 
term capabilities for resilience. 

Concluding Observations



•  There will likely be a major 
disaster in your personal 
life experience, sometime 
during or after the final 
exam. What steps do you 
take to avoid disaster? Are 
you prepared if these steps 
fail? How will you react in 
the course of the disaster? 
How resilient are you to 
recover after a crisis? 

Food for Thought




