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Praise for this book

‘The second edition of the book re-emphasizes the non-“natural” nature

of disasters. With specific theory and practical examples, the book clearly

identifies the importance of addressing different types of vulnerability, as well

as the dynamic nature of the changes in the vulnerability. A must-read for
researchers, practitioners and policy makers.’

Rajib Shaw, Professor, Graduate School of Media and Governance,

Keio University, Japan

‘From poverty to aging and depopulation, vulnerabilities in our societies

are growing in scale and range. Focusing on preventative action before risks

become disasters, and centring on reducing these vulnerabilities, Lewis and

Kelman provide essential knowledge for policy makers and practitioners on
how to achieve truly sustainable development.’

Mami Mizutori, former Special Representative of the UN Secretary General

for Disaster Risk Reduction

‘This book deepens the understanding that disasters stem from human-made
vulnerabilities rather than natural events. Through thoughtful writing and rich
historical examples, the authors vividly illustrate how development processes
often create and perpetuate these vulnerabilities. The book underscores the
crucial need to integrate vulnerability reduction into development practices
to mitigate the impact of future disasters. Essential reading for policymakers,
practitioners, and scholars alike.’
Bruce D Malamud, Director, Institute of Hazard,
Risk and Resilience, Durham University

‘In this significantly revised edition of his main opus published 25 years ago,
James Lewis, accompanied by Ilan Kelman, crafts a comprehensive picture
of the links between what we call development and disasters. More importantly,
the authors identify key pathways to address some of the underlying issues
that underpin people’s vulnerability in facing natural hazards. A must read for
scholars, policy makers and practitioners.’

Professor JC Gaillard, The University of Auckland
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Foreword from the first edition

The division between crisis and disaster response on one hand, and development
on the other, has long marred the efficiency of efforts to prevent damage in
advance of disasters or to strengthen the impact of post-disaster actions, so
that these contribute to reduced vulnerability in the future. Disasters occur
in a long-term and local context, and it is unrealistic to assume a separation
between ‘normal’ existence and those, often frequently recurring, periods that
are disasters. Vulnerability, as this book shows, is an ongoing state. It needs to
be addressed as such.

The over-narrow vision that many agencies and authorities charged with
disaster preparedness and response have too often placed on the imminence
and immediate aftermath of a disaster is a mistake, despite the argument
that the means available and the urgency justify this limitation of scope.
This narrow vision overlooks, or at least pays insufficient attention to, the
broad-based and evolutive nature of vulnerability in its local context, and does
not explore fully the circumstances in which disasters occur. Vulnerability
can be addressed only through a co-ordinated and integrated strategy of
preparation and response that considers the entire local context and its
development, over time.

James Lewis’s book makes an important contribution to these issues. First,
it states clearly that the development process and the relief process must
not be separated. Secondly, it brings an important and long under-valued
argument to the fore, that ‘a disaster is not a physical happening, it is a social
event’ (Quarantelli, 1986). This being the case, actions to reduce vulnera-
bility and the subsequent impact of disaster must embrace social, economic,
and political contexts, as well as the material and technical concerns and
‘solutions’ which tend to dominate, often because they are easier to quantify
and handle.

The book illustrates through careful and thorough argument and telling
case studies that vulnerability to disaster requires a locally developed strategy
based on recognition of the full range of factors that contribute to vulner-
ability. Most interestingly, James Lewis draws attention to the intimate quality
of vulnerability and disaster, the fact that disasters, when they strike, are a
personal, family, community event, and only then a national or regional
event. The suffering is individual and local. In the final resort, the resources —
human and material - to reduce vulnerability, must also be local. This is a
poignant expression of the reality that those disasters that make the news
are not necessarily the most significant. The implication is clearly that one
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X DEVELOPMENT AND DISASTERS

cannot rely on international response to small-scale events of potentially
immense local importance.

For many years James Lewis has seemed at times to be a lone voice urging
us to consider the broad vision of vulnerability, while others have focused
on the more tangible area of disaster response. It is time for his message to
be heard.

John Norton, Development Workshop, France, June 1999
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Preface from the first edition

This book is one person’s contribution to an internationally active and multi-
disciplinary subject. The writer is also a researcher, ‘individual consultant’ and
sole practitioner — albeit from time to time a ‘team leader’. He is necessarily a
generalist — and a generalist is a specialist in his own right. As more and more
specialists are spawned, there is greater need for a generalist or two.

Academic roles usually allow or necessitate personal selection of subject area
and its specialist pursuit. Consultancy, on the other hand, must largely and
necessarily follow a path set by the inquiries, objectives or policies of others —
which come to be modified (if at all) after the contribution of consultants.
I have never been asked to undertake a task about which I had misgivings or
which I felt I could not satisfactorily undertake or which I did not want to do.
This says a lot for those who identify consultants — although some may have
had their misgivings afterwards! One task, however, has often fortuitously
led to another in a most satisfying way. Each subsequent consultancy has
drawn upon previous work — each client has unknowingly contributed to the
purposes of the next!

Writing for journal publication as a by-product of most assignments
undertaken - insofar as contractual obligations allowed - resulted in work
which is essentially ‘experiential’. Research developed as Leverhulme Senior
Research Fellow and co-founder and leader of the Disaster Research Unit at the
University of Bradford, and similarly in the Centre for Development Studies
at the University of Bath, where participation continues as Visiting Fellow in
Development Studies.

Nevertheless, the series of studies forming the central part of this book,
although expressing a continuation and progression, are not the product of an
established academic programme, nor are they the by-product of an academic
occupation.

From these multifarious sources there is a logical progression. The book
places the studies together and in an ordered sequence, having introduced
their overall subject of vulnerability in Part 1, and draws conclusions from
them and other work in Part 3.

Influences upon this continuing work have been many and varied and,
as custom has it, ‘too many to mention by name’. Those who should not
escape are Phil O’Keefe, Ken Westgate, and Sue Jeffery who, already by then
established in their respective disciplines, tolerated me at Bradford and Bath;
Geoff Wood and colleagues likewise at the Institute for International Policy
Analysis, University of Bath (for more years than they care to remember), and
the writings of the Natural Hazards Group at the Universities of Colorado
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Xii DEVELOPMENT AND DISASTERS

and Toronto, references to which appear in the text and which it would
be inappropriate to omit here because they indicate something of the long
history of the study of ‘natural hazards’.

Very belatedly, my gratitude also goes to the Leverhulme Trust, which
funded my work at the Universities of Bradford and Bath. This book is a
product of those times, as well as of work undertaken since — which would not
have been possible were it not for work facilitated by the Trust. Though I am
conscious of the time that it has taken to publish more than an occasional
paper or two, I otherwise make no apology for references to work of 15 or
more years ago — most of the processes and conditions of vulnerability to
which this book refers are regrettably as extant now as they were then.

In addition to all of these have been the encounters with the many and
various places, situations and experiences, and the many hundreds of people
in the meeting rooms, houses and fields, villages and cities, institutions and
governments, and on the aeroplanes, Land Rovers, carts, cars, trains, buses,
bicycles, and boats, with whom it has been my boundless privilege and
pleasure to be all too briefly associated.

My wife Sarah, who follows her own career in which she is also an author,
is another who cannot be permitted to escape the briefest mention. It is she
and a young family who tolerated and coped with my absences, always, as it
turned out, at crucial times. It is she to whom I turn initially with a new idea
or to test the sense of something written — and it is she from whom many ideas
and thoughts have originated. Above all, it is she who is the crucial source of
encouragement when the point of what is being done has sometimes seemed
so remote and difficult.

The onus is upon me for what I have done or not done in the light of these
many opportunities and influences; I can only hope that I have given them
deserved justice and that the small outcome presented here may be of some
continued interest and usefulness.

James Lewis, 1999
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Preface for the second edition

When James Lewis wrote in the ‘Preface to the first edition’ that ‘This book
is a product of those times’, he was referring to his time at universities in the
UK. An unintentional double entendre emerges of this book being a product of
those times of academia, policy, practitionership, and the world, when he was
at the University of Bradford from 1973 to 1977 and the University of Bath
from 1977 to 1980. This time period was two generations ago. This book’s first
edition highlighted those years, although with plenty of added material to
bring it up to date for publication in 1999, a generation ago.

The world has moved on. Or has it?

These days - the ‘here and now’ for us, but ancient history a few decades
hence — academia, policy, practitionership, and the world display remarkable
repetition regarding development, disasters, natural hazards, vulnerability,
and vulnerability reduction. For now, it all might be framed as disaster risk
reduction (DRR) and disaster risk management (DRM), with those acronyms
bandied about with ease and with a lack of clarity regarding their similarities
and differences. These phrases and acronyms emerged, at latest, in the 1980s,
yet at the time of this book’s first edition were not as engrained as today.
A generation from now, will they be common vernacular or will they have
vanished?

This second edition of the allegedly ‘ancient history’ that is the first edition
shows some changes in the world of development, disasters, natural hazards,
vulnerability, and vulnerability reduction in tandem. Those changes are not
extensive. We have not moved on from failing to develop and progress in a
manner that addresses disasters through accepting and redressing their real
causes: vulnerabilities.

In particular, we have not learned from many past failures; that is, disasters.
This situation represents the value of most of the examples throughout this
book: remembering disasters past to contribute to averting disasters future.
Most examples here have not been updated and most are not recent, specifi-
cally to avoid the usual ‘presentism’ of emphasizing the most recent disasters
and, typically, neglecting the past. They also indicate how much was known
at the time, yet neither learned nor applied.

As this Preface was beginning to be written, horrific disasters involving
floods were ongoing from Germany to Australia. Sadly, little difference is
seen from the floods decades ago discussed in this book, showing that the
knowledge was available long ago to stop the disasters unfolding today. And
the reporting pattern continues to focus on the water, damage, and evacuations
here and now, rather than delving into why the water is leading to damage
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xiv.  DEVELOPMENT AND DISASTERS

and evacuations. That is, little effort is made to understand and explain the
‘ancient history’ of the past generation or past 10 generations that led to — that
created — the disasters today.

Conversely, despite this book being based on the premise from the
beginning of Lewis’s career in this field that disasters are not natural, we see
prevalent use of the term ‘natural disaster’. Too often, querying or critiquing
the term produces a hostile response. Yet 2023’s catastrophes narrate the same
tales of known and permitted vulnerabilities: earthquakes in Morocco, Syria,
and Tiirkiye; floods in Libya, China, and the UK; heatwaves fuelled by human-
caused climate change across Europe and South Asia; the lingering effects
of the COVID-19 pandemic and responses to it; the ongoing pandemics of
cholera and HIV/AIDS; horrific violent conflicts in Afghanistan, Democratic
Republic of the Congo, Iraq, Israel/Palestine, Ukraine, Yemen, and elsewhere;
and many more which would require an entire book to list and document.
As shown by the previous sentence, we even still identify the disasters by their
hazards. Instead, we could have written simply ‘Yet 2023 narrates the same
catastrophic tale of known and permitted vulnerabilities everywhere’.

Nonetheless, the world has moved on in some ways from this book’s first
edition, with some examples discussed in Chapter 10. The baselines remain
ever-present with so much work to do in order to achieve development in
the context of disasters, natural hazards, and vulnerability. And so much
work remains impeded by petty battles among egos and those who seek only
followers for their leadership, liking power for the sake of power rather than
for enacting positive change. When we cannot even get ‘experts’ in this area
to talk to each other and collaborate, how could we blame others for failing to
change destructive baselines?

With the baselines of disaster effectively remaining unchanged, so do
many of the examples in this second edition. This decision could be rightly
criticized. So, too, could the decision to lose this knowledge by being more
presentist. The examples are thus generally old and not up to date. These traits
do not make them outdated.

Yes, the first edition of this book was ‘a product of those times’, from 1974
to 1999. It sadly remains a product of today’s times, as much as this second
edition. Will we all use what we know for development, disasters, natural
hazards, and vulnerability reduction in order to show that this second edition
can, as it should, become ancient history?

James Lewis and Ilan Kelman, 2024
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CHAPTER 1
Introduction
Vulnerability pasts

The objective of this book is to demonstrate that good development could
and should avert disasters by reducing vulnerability and that vulnerability
reduction to avert disasters is good development. The relationship between
disasters and development is a recurring issue. On the one hand, development
is regarded as deterministic and a major cause of vulnerability and disasters.
On the other hand, development is regarded as the necessarily inevitable and
appropriate vehicle for vulnerability reduction and averting disasters.

That vulnerability is the root cause of disasters — that disasters are not
‘natural’ — should no longer be a new issue, although it somehow remains
contentious. This book seeks to explore and to expose some of the processes
that have led to conditions of vulnerability. In doing so, it becomes evident
that disasters are contextual. Prevailing environmental and social conditions,
as well as their intertwining, from local to global and from the past to the
present, determine the severity of vulnerabilities and their consequences for
individuals, populations, and places.

Some of those consequences relate to the title’s least-used phrase throughout
this book: ‘matural hazards’. ‘Natural hazards’ appears in the title partly for
honest framing. This book principally, although never exclusively, focuses
on phenomena from nature that can become hazardous. It accepts that other
hazards - conflicts, violences, chemicals, vehicles, defamations, and more — are
never entirely separate from the consequences of ‘natural’ hazards. In any case,
many ‘natural hazards’ are influenced or caused by human activity, including
floods, droughts, earthquakes, slides, and temperatures. The very act of placing
a structure alters wind speeds, water depths, air temperatures, and earthquake
peak ground accelerations, among other hazard parameters. Hazards are not
always ‘natural’ or ‘environmental’. The word ‘hazard’ does not even exist
in many languages, being variously translated as ‘threat’, ‘danger’, ‘risk’, and
many more. ‘Natural hazards’ and ‘unnatural hazards’ (Hewitt, 1997) meld and
overlap, so this book often uses the term ‘hazard(s)’ without any modifier.

Another main reason for using the phrase ‘natural hazards’ in this book’s
title is reader expectations. Just as people continue to search for and report on
‘natural disasters’, the word ‘hazard’ and the phrase ‘natural hazards’ remain
common in English. Search Engine Optimization (SEO) persists as one of our
dictators! And so, using the phrases ‘natural disaster’ and ‘natural hazard’ in
this book should help with SEO despite the preference to avoid them. Even as
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2 DEVELOPMENT AND DISASTERS

development and disasters ought to move away from the word and concept
of ‘hazard’, we succumb to this modicum of findability and populism. Which,
incidentally, also applies to ‘development’ and ‘disaster’, both concepts subject
to a profusion of definitions, debates, and apposite criticisms.

And thus we settle on and emphasize vulnerability. Among all the
jejune jargon and definitional dancing, the beginning of this book’s title
‘Development and disasters: Natural hazards’ deliberately and explicitly zeroes
in on the title’s ending (and equivalently contested and deliberated) phrase,
‘vulnerability reduction’.

Vulnerability accrues as a result of processes of change, including
development, disasters, and natural hazards. It is therefore a potential product
of all values, behaviours, activities, and undertakings of society. Vulnerability
reduction requires a joint and pervasive responsibility that can comprehend
and identify those values, behaviours, activities, and undertakings in order to
implement their redirection. Such modifications to processes of change are a
necessary component of development.

This means that disasters cannot be regarded as discrete events. By doing
so, they become externalized from the actions and processes that create their
context. Disasters are more usefully regarded as extensions of a pervasive,
usual ‘hazardousness’ and ‘vulnerabilityness’. The reason is that usual hazard-
ousness and vulnerabilityness are a comprehensible part of everyone’s everyday
contexts. To address apparent ‘abnormal’ phenomena, we must attend to the
everyday, everywhere usualness of hazards and vulnerabilities.

Disasters are not events; disasters are processes. Disasters are not unusual;
they are expressions of the everyday, everywhere normal (normality). In this
sense, disasters are a ‘natural’ part of life, with the aim being to ensure that
they are not.

Development has often been identified as one of the contributors to
processes of vulnerability. This book does so again, in that processes of
development contribute to processes of vulnerability leading to processes of
disaster. The disaster process comes from the vulnerability process created with
and influencing inputs from the development process. Yet all development is
not derogatorily regarded as a force for environmental determinism or social
determinism. The reverse is accepted, that development initiatives can be
moulded to become the most appropriate means for vulnerability reduction.

Part of understanding how to do so requires understanding the meanings of
the terms. Given how much has been published on definitions for ‘development’,
‘disaster’, ‘hazard’, and ‘vulnerability’ along with synonyms, variations, and
other relevant words, this book does not seek to retrace this ground. Instead,
it hopes that the reader can intuit and contextualize the definitions based on
the discussion and the references, many of which provide extensive detail on
definitional discussions across languages, cultures, and time periods.

For readers still confused about meanings and interpretations, you join us
and many others across these fields! The lack of coherence and agreement in
defining basic terminology is a major limitation in terms of communicating
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INTRODUCTION 3

for joint action. Jargon has exploded leading to technical descriptions that
befuddle long-standing experts and seem to deliberately create silos for
specialists. Conversely, not referring to complex glossaries and not generating
new terminology is a strength for focusing on the basics and baselines to
inform action. We might not agree line-by-line on which words to use or
word-by-word on precise descriptions. We can hopefully accept the implicit
concepts and ethos of how to implement development that reduces vulner-
ability. In this way, the lack of coherence and agreement in defining basic
terminology becomes a major opportunity in terms of communicating for
joint action. We can all act in our own ways on our own terms to achieve the
common goal.

One concept and ethos to make explicit is this book’s avoidance of the
phrase ‘natural disaster’. The rationale is well-documented in modern science
back to Ball (1975) and in European thought back to Rousseau (1756). Other
knowledges and cultures across history might have similar descriptions still not
documented in English-language science. The rationale for ‘no natural disasters’
is precisely what this book describes: vulnerability is the root cause of disasters,
exposing hazardousness that could otherwise be dealt with via appropriate
development. Disasters do not come from hazardousness, including environ-
mental phenomena, so disasters do not come from nature and are not natural.
Humanity has the knowledges, skills, and resources to ensure that development
does not lead to disasters, sometimes doing so and sometimes not. Disasters are
human constructions, not natural phenomena.

Too much of what followed Rousseau (1756), Ball (1975), and others in
‘natural disasters’ research ignored or bypassed this foundation. It was inherent
in some hazards research that there should be exploration of the interface
between hazards and the contexts in which they occur and which they
affect. It was inherent in much of disaster response, and disaster response
research, that those contexts were self-evident, not requiring much thought or
description. Thus, according to this approach, disasters were quite obviously
different and separate from the self-evident contexts. They must be discrete,
unusual, out-of-context events.

A disaster happens and feels as if it has a clear start and end point. When
did the earthquake or the rain start and stop? At what point did water supplies
appear low, marking a drought, and at what point did they recover, marking
the drought’s end? When did the first and last damage occur from a volcanic
eruption? All these questions are hazard-focused, presuming that the hazard
defines the disaster.

Missing is the truism that disasters not only occur as a part of their
development contexts, but also that disasters are caused by their development
contexts. Contexts are social, environmental, and the ubiquitous interlacing
of social and environmental. By definition, enfolding peoples and places incor-
porates animals, plants, other biota, ecosystems, biomes, and their abiotic
components. Other words describing these contexts together include institu-
tional, organizational, political, cultural, spiritual, physical, and natural.
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4 DEVELOPMENT AND DISASTERS

Disasters being caused by their development contexts produces reactions
from the people and institutions of those contexts. The very existence,
purpose, and formation of institutions can be questioned in the context of
development, disasters, natural hazards, and vulnerabilities (Hewitt, 1983).
How these institutions react reflects further on how the problem is managed
or, too often, not managed. Drawing on and expanding Hewitt (1983), institu-
tions often react to disasters by explaining them as clear limits to knowledge,
power, abilities, and resources, initiated and progressed in a way that is — that
must be — uncontrollable by society. Hence, they are acts of a deity or an
uncaring nature; what happened was unprecedented, unpredictable, and
unstoppable; and no one could do anything about these ‘natural disasters’.

It is exactly this framing that proves the benefits of dividing off and blaming
natural hazards - rather than blaming leaders who make themselves separate
from the populations most adversely affected. It becomes convenient to treat
calamity as a special problem. This special problem is constructed as being
manageable by narrowing and morphing the permitted evidence, analyses,
interpretations, and conclusions regarding why the disaster happened. Every
lesson is, of course, learned, ensuring the catastrophe will, definitely, never
again occur. Then, another disaster happens and the story is repeated.

Rather than accepting society-environment interconnections as axiomatic,
they are separated. Natural hazards are not viewed as integrated into society,
nor are hazard characteristics accepted as depending on human-nature
interactions. As Hewitt (1983) reinforces, hazards and vulnerabilities, and
so disasters, are part of everyday, usual conditions and lived experiences.
Vulnerability is the normal, so disasters are always either waiting to happen,
are happening, or have just happened. Disasters are not abnormal, unusual,
unexpected events.

This book covers ‘disaster’ as ‘normal’ / ‘normality’, often experienced as
an intermediate transition between ‘normal hazardousness’ / ‘normal vulnera-
bilityness’ and major calamity. If vulnerabilities to localized disasters could be
reduced by development, then vulnerabilities to wider-scale disasters could be
reduced by similar actions. The ‘small events’ may sometimes be recognized as
disasters and sometimes not. The views of those with direct experiences might
differ from outside observers and evaluators. In some cases, the ‘small disaster’
may be recognized only by insiders who may or may not be able to cope, and
not by outsiders who, if they know of the circumstances at all, may regard it
as insignificant or irrelevant.

Considering the modern foundations of Anglophone-focused disaster
research, Haas et al. (1977) observed that prevailing conditions (‘long-term
trends’) before a disaster governed the rate and quality of recovery after a
disaster. Later, Golec (1980) expanded by Quarantelli (1985) observed that
focusing on the ‘causal primary’ of disaster impact leads to a misunderstanding
of at least some post-disaster problems. It also leads to a failure to recognize
that the most efficacious solutions may reside in changes to public policy and
in interventions aimed at changing aspects of social structures.
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INTRODUCTION 5

Later, Mitchell et al. (1989) emphasized that, since hazards come from a
variety of sources, it is desirable to design policies to account for that variety
and of an inevitable interrelatedness among them. Doing so involves those
whose work focuses on specific natural hazards and a broad spectrum
of organizations and groups that affect, and are affected by, the many
contexts of those natural hazards. As is well-accepted now, these studies are
saying that hazard-related activities seemingly outside of their academic
disciplines and managerial sectors perhaps have the greatest significance
on the outcomes and impacts from hazards. This point frequently remains
elusive in practice.

Back to the beginnings of contemporary Anglophone understandings,
Kates (1970: 450) had much earlier explained that ‘many of the real determi-
nants of human behavior related to natural hazard lie outside the interface of
the natural and human systems modeled here’, referring to human actions
outside of hazard-related consequences. One example given was encouraging
cash cropping and prohibiting migration by colonial administrations in East
Africa, decisions that had probably intensified the disastrous effects of droughts
in the 1930s. In other words, it is most likely to be the policies and activities
which seemingly are undertaken without reference to natural hazards, that
eventually have the greatest bearing upon them. Kates (1970) further noted
that such critical circumstances, seen as important with hindsight, are not
easily handled by means of ‘adjustments to hazards’. Much more is required
than a focus on hazards. A similar pattern was documented for the disastrous
effects of the Sahel drought from 1968-74 (Glantz, 1976), ongoing at the time
that Kates (1970) was writing.

These situations are still not part of an overall understanding, least of all
part of an overall strategy, for dealing successfully with natural hazards - or,
more to the point, dealing successfully with vulnerabilities. ‘Adjustments’
by affected individuals, households, communities, and locations presume
options and resources with which to implement the adjustments. This
statement is valid for countries that are allegedly rich (irrespective of national
debt and budget deficits) or in countries that are allegedly poor (irrespective
of enormous wealth from tourism or minerals). People, households, and
groups who are poor and who lack access to basic facilities and services such
as health, education, water, and sanitation have much fewer possibilities for
‘adjustments’ than those who have access to their own resources, facilities,
and services.

Then, development from external initiatives and external funding ambles
along, trumpeting their own external agendas and desires, which might or
might not align with local interests and needs. This development fails to notice
the potential for natural hazards; does not understand or wish to acknowledge
vulnerabilities; and erodes local cultural and historical skills, understandings,
and contributions. In these contexts, changes to prevailing conditions and the
chronic lack of opportunities have been far more significant in natural hazard
impacts than ‘adjustments’ could ever have been.
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6 DEVELOPMENT AND DISASTERS

Although it should seem obvious that development practices should have
moulded (adjusted) themselves to the eventual manifestation of natural
hazards within them, this has demonstrably not been the case. Then, a disaster
manifests and the issue of the relationship of development and disasters fades
in the wake of demand for sadly much-needed emergency action, recovery, and
reconstruction. The short-term responses save lives immediately while eclipsing
the reasons for the need for these short-term responses to save lives.

These reasons disregard the longer term; they do not learn from and
apply history. The subject of disasters, even with the misnomer ‘natural’,
has been and is essentially event-driven. No sooner are there indications of
consensus about the importance of long-term baseline analyses, accounting
for history and culture in order to build a future with less vulnerability/fewer
vulnerabilities, then are we pressed to deal with another set of headlines about
suffering from one-off ‘events’.

This pressure to move on to new circumstances and new issues has exacerbated
a failure to retain some basic concepts established in the 1960s and 1970s, if
not much earlier. This book recalls, reasserts, and reapplies some of these basic
concepts, repeating the original message (from the foundations of contemporary
Anglophone disaster science) that development is the prime medium and mode
of vulnerability and its reduction. This book wants history to be remembered,
not discounting the importance and relevance of recent experience, while also
not discounting the importance and relevance of much farther past experience.
As noted in the ‘Preface for the second edition’, examples in this second edition
tend not to repeat the most recent headlines. The examples instead reiterate
the horror and not-learned (even unlearned) lessons from disasters which would
otherwise be forgotten. They might feel like ancient history from another world.
They are, but are no less useful in being so.

This approach is adopted deliberately at the expense of much recent work
and references, which can merely repeat what is already known without
acknowledging what is already known. Too many recent examples generate
so much writing and pontificating, from Hurricane Maria in 2017 in Puerto
Rico to the 2020-23 COVID-19 pandemic, to the 2023 earthquakes along
the Turkiye-Syria border. They all have precedents and they were all known
to be strong possibilities long before the hazard was present. Compare,
too, the number of publications mentioning each of these three disasters
with the number of publications mentioning, respectively, each of gender-
based violence in Puerto Rico, respiratory syncytial virus (RSV), and human
trafficking across the Tiirkiye-Syria border - all rightly termed ‘disasters’ and
all stemming from development problems.

This contemporary attitude and behaviour among academics is under-
standable, given the expectations to publish as much as possible and to be
cited as much as possible, coupled with the ever-expanding formats and
venues in which to publish. The deficiency of not learning from newer
authors, newer framings, newer styles, and some newer ideas is an important
limitation of this second edition. This limitation is actively embraced in order
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to overcome the limitations of newer contributions that fail in expressing the
long-standing basic understandings from long-standing basic publications
that remain impressively relevant. This limitation is also actively embraced in
order to offer historical material to practitioners, doing their best to improve
situations today without having the time or skills to delve into why situations
today need to be improved. Learning from history is about learning from
humanity, avoiding the flavour-of-the-month approach to much current
disaster research, policy, and practice.

Where older work is less relevant now and newer contributors have plenty to
offer, then successful examples are detailed. As are not-so-successful examples.

All this leads into the overall structure and progression of this second
edition. This chapter sets the stage, offering the reasoning behind the book
and its key points. Chapters 2, 3, and 4 expand on these basics to feed into
Chapter 5, which outlines overarching and baseline problems and concerns:
From where, how, from whom, and why do detrimental vulnerability—
development interactions arise? This work is mainly conceptual. Chapter 6
is mainly empirical, detailing evidence of the problem and concern through
examples from the first edition, while also hinting at possible ways forward
in practical terms. Chapters 7 and 8 take these hints, shifting back to a more
conceptual tone to expound how the problem and concern ought to be
addressed: From where, how, from whom, and why could detrimental vulner-
ability—development interactions be addressed and overcome? They feed
into Chapter 9, which provides the fundaments of possible resolutions in
theory, policy, and practice. Chapter 10 summarizes what this book offers, the
reasoning for the offerings, and considerations for continuing and improving
the work presented in this book.

Certainly, major improvements are needed. No book could ever be
complete, exact, or error-free. It is for readers to identify this book’s gaps and
limitations in order to do better, so that everyone can learn and improve, most
notably this book’s authors.

One common thread linking theory and empirics, linking past and
future, and linking problem and resolution is that, often, development is
still regarded — and yet not identified — as the long-term objective after a
disaster. According to some disaster responders, with a bit of modification and
long-term thinking, recovery, rehabilitation, and reconstruction could lead
as a sequence into development. This thinking surrounding the relationship
between development and disasters has been, and still is with many recent
authors, about how post-disaster activities can better be made to relate
to development. In the meantime, development has been interrupted and
impeded (or even negated) by the disaster and by the post-disaster response,
but development remains apart from such inconveniences. And never should
we examine the manner in which bad development caused the vulnerabilities
that caused the disaster.

The disaster-development ‘continuum’ or ‘nexus’ has certainly been
espoused, theorized, advocated for, stated as being observed, and challenged.
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8 DEVELOPMENT AND DISASTERS

Less frequently articulated and critiqued is development and disaster as different
expressions of the same societal values, activities, and undertakings.

Development objectives are not and cannot be an immutable panacea or
nirvana, achievable only when all the hurdles have been jumped. Development
should be a planned process of positive change. As the creator of prevailing
conditions and contexts within which people live and die, development
becomes the framework within which all else happens, planned or unplanned,
disastrous or advantageous. As the source of prevailing conditions within
which natural hazards occur, it follows that one role of development has to be
incorporating adjustments to these natural hazards — even preventing them
from being hazardous.

Development should affect disasters by lessening or removing adverse
consequences; that is, so that disasters do not happen. Development should
be the long-term change so that the conditions and contexts for disaster
are constructively modified without leading to further problems. Such an
objective is not easily identified or accepted, least of all achieved, when popular
attention spotlights short-term measures for emergency relief and post-disaster
assistance. The immediate saving of lives is a laudable task. Views differ on how
much responsive humanitarianism should seek longer-term improvements,
why this responsive humanitarianism so often causes longer-term problem:s,
and most importantly why this responsive humanitarianism is needed in
the first place (Cuny, 1983; Terry, 2002). The answer, typically, refers back to
development, with humanitarianism and development ending up clashing
rather than complementing.

It should be accepted, but is often not of interest for discussion, that
development for vulnerability reduction is not the last in line of a sequential
process that has to wait for a disaster to start it. Invariably in practice across
all disaster processes including conflict, necessary immediacy of short-term
action takes priority over long-term action. If longer-term policies and actions
were already established, then short-term action would have a positive context
within which to contribute to development. Implementation of policies and
actions for vulnerability reduction within development would be the norm
and could continue.

So much attention is garnered by death, damage, and disruption, and
understandably so. An equivalent focus is absent on avoiding death, damage,
and disruption over the long-term, which is less understandable. After all, if
we do not want to see people suffering, then pay attention to how to stop
them suffering.

Instead, attention and action are overly influenced by global comparisons
of disaster magnitude, by large organizations trying to counter disasters of
larger magnitude, and by costly technological infrastructure in response.
At times, the comparisons use arbitrary metrics, the large organizations caused
the problems to which they are responding, and the technological responses
augment vulnerabilities and hazards. No wonder disasters recur and those
perpetuating the disasters are insufficiently concerned with local experiences,
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contexts, and daily survival — as well as being insufficiently engaged with local
contributions, knowledges, skills, and abilities.

As extensions of everyday hazardousness and vulnerabilityness, ‘small’
disasters occur for ‘small’ numbers of people. News about them rarely reaches
the accountants of the global statistics. They occur in places far from interna-
tional reporting networks and in countries with populations smaller than the
number of casualties in some disasters of international repute. These disasters
are deemed irrelevant for international attention.

When considering specific numbers, caution is always needed. One of the
most widely used disaster databases is EM-DAT (Emergency Events Database),
started in 1988 and recording disasters from 1900 until the present that
conform to at least one of the following criteria:

e 10 or more people dead.

e 100 or more people affected.

e The declaration of a state of emergency.
e A call for international assistance.

Widely circulated, high-level reports draw conclusions about disaster
trends from this database while academic papers run complicated correla-
tions and infer causations. EM-DAT is arguably the most comprehensive and
complete disaster database in the world. The question remains open about
whether or not it is comprehensive and complete enough to support the
analyses conducted with it and the conclusions drawn from it. To give credit
to EM-DAT, it has moved away from differentiating ‘natural disasters’ and
‘technological disasters’ to reporting ‘disasters’. Disasters ‘related to natural
hazards’ and related to technological hazards are separated.

The category of ‘people affected’ is defined as ‘requiring immediate
assistance during a period of emergency’. Aside from the technicalities of
excluding disasters involving intangible heritage losses or people requiring
assistance after the immediate period of emergency, there are other consider-
ations to incorporate into any analyses.

The ability and legal scope to declare a formal emergency and to call for
international assistance have changed substantially since 1900, affecting the
baseline of what a ‘disaster’ is. As well, such declarations and formally calling
for help might not necessarily be based on actual disaster impacts, since they are
mainly political decisions. Leaders can show reluctance, despite palpable need,
because they might lose face and look incompetent. Conversely, they may call
for help in order to seem decisive or to take credit for incoming aid.

The importance or arbitrariness of the numbers ‘10" and ‘100’ needs to
be considered. Could 11 and 99 respectively, or other numbers, serve just as
well? At what point might quantitative thresholds not fully account for some
disaster experiences? A village of 90 people lacking the power to declare a
state of emergency could lose nine people in a lightning strike and manage
with nearby aid. It would not count as a disaster, despite the obvious local
calamity. Or the ‘nearby aid’ might be a neighbour over an international
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border, suddenly satisfying the criterion ‘a call for international assistance’.
As this book shows, the overall cumulative effect of ‘small’, more frequent
disasters has the potential to outweigh the impacts of ‘big’ ones matching
EM-DAT’s criteria.

Another disaster database, DesInventar, was set up in 1994 to improve
understanding of local impacts and disaggregated data. Due to its short time
period of coverage compared to EM-DAT, any computations from DesInventar
could not fully reflect disaster patterns.

This discussion does not dismiss the importance of large-scale disasters. It is
about disasters of all scales being considered together, not disasters of different
scales pitted against each other. Perhaps over 50 million died in the 1918-20
H1NT1 flu pandemic and over 7 million out of a much larger world population
in the 2020-23 COVID-19 pandemic. Although these tolls do not account
for deaths related to and prevented by response measures to each pandemic,
both diseases devastated the world. The importance of the disaster database
critiques is about recognizing the contextuality and localization of disaster
experience, irrespective of quantitative scale and metrics.

Disasters occur repeatedly and are a matter of everyday existence, as they
always have been. Local attention to ‘small’ matters in the face of externally
perceived massive catastrophe is sensible and effective. Popular concern,
including among disaster researchers and practitioners, nonetheless continues
mostly with disasters of globally ‘impressive’ magnitudes.

Development then forgets, precludes, or destroys local strategies and
mechanisms. Awe of disaster magnitude and absolute numbers has brought
about a separation of disasters and their management from everyday affairs;
that is, a separation from development. ‘Disaster (risk) management’ and
reduction have been separated from ‘development’. Vulnerability is neglected
and consequently exacerbated. This separation needs to be redressed so that
appropriate development can attend to vulnerability reduction, a prevailing
requirement common to the effects of all natural hazards, before, as, and after
they occur.

Conventional development is often framed as economic growth and
economic expansion. Neither growth nor expansion is a prerequisite for
vulnerability reduction. Achieving vulnerability reduction would in itself be
development, whereas short-term economic growth or expansion is frequently
achieved by creating and exacerbating vulnerability. Development should be
meeting basic needs for vulnerability reduction within local environments,
capacities, and aspirations, mirroring many definitions of and approaches
to ‘sustainable development’ (for example, Salas-Zapata and Ortiz-Mufioz,
2019). In fact, disaster recovery and vulnerability reduction should express
sustainability, because measures for achieving recovery must themselves be
sustainable. This sustainability means precluding the need for future disaster
recovery by precluding both disaster and vulnerability.

For sustainability and development, or sustainable development, it
matters less what kind of disaster is likely, than ensuring that local contexts
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can deal with local vulnerability reduction, local disaster impacts, and local
disaster aftermaths. Aftermaths will eventually become the context for the
next disaster or, preferably through more vulnerability reduction, the lack
of a next disaster.

Taking this approach and framing contributes toward redressing the
balance of attention devoted to large-scale disasters of global significance.
The balance is with contexts and prevailing conditions everywhere, the ever-
present vulnerability process producing the ever-present disaster process,
rather than ‘disaster this or disaster that’. Then, a wider understanding will
be achieved and applied for action on the processes of vulnerability accretion
and consequently the processes of vulnerability reduction. This wider under-
standing extends to action on recognizing the overlaps among all disasters.
Development devised to avoid disasters involving entirely natural hazards
should not neglect, although it equivalently serves the avoidance of, disasters
involving human-influenced hazards, human-made hazards, and all forms of
conflicts and violences.

None of this denies the real need for emergency response, humanitarian
assistance, and disaster relief. It repeats that they attend to symptoms rather
than causes. The tagline for health as well as disasters is that ‘prevention is
better than cure’ — and prevention is typically cheaper than cure. Yet cure
continues to be a high-profile mega-industry with the popular appeal that
many mega-industries seek in order to perpetuate themselves. Development
aid continues as its own mega-industry with actions to avoid disaster
(reiterating the current lingo of disaster risk reduction (DRR) and disaster risk
management (DRM)), unclear and uncertain regarding how exactly to define
its budget and its activities — and even why actions to avoid disaster should be
defined and budgeted separately from development.

Having equitable education and healthcare for boys/men and girls/women
is definitely development. It creates long-term processes that reduce vulnera-
bility, so is it also disaster-related aid? Programmes enhancing local livelihoods
and using those livelihoods to diversify food and freshwater sources are
development. They support health, constructive human-environment
interaction, and people’s living options. They also reduce vulnerability. If a
storm surge floods fields with saltwater, then fishing boats and wells should
have been protected, so that people and livestock can still eat and drink while
rehabilitating agriculture. If climate variabilities such as the El Nifio Southern
Oscillation (ENSO) drive fish farther out to sea, then crops and livestock
should have developed to still produce food. Are livelihood programmes
therefore disaster-related aid?

Ultimately, the label does not matter. Disaster-related development or
development-driven vulnerability reduction are just phrases. The key is the
actions which help people to survive and thrive in their contexts, irrespective
of natural hazards — and often using the natural ‘hazards’ for daily life,
livelihood, and lifestyle.
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PART ONE
A pattern of vulnerability
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CHAPTER 2
Meanings of vulnerability

Local-to-global vulnerabilities

Disasters have rightly been adopted as a world problem. The response to this
local-to-global problem has in many cases been the application of global,
globalized, and generalized ‘solutions’.

Disasters inflicting colossal losses have pervaded human history. The
14th-century bubonic plague pandemic across Europe, Western Asia, and
North Africa might have killed 50 million people, representing about half
these regions’ entire population. China’s 1556 earthquake probably killed
over 800,000 people. The volcanic explosion and eruption of Krakatoa/
Krakatau in 1883, in what is now Indonesia, killed 36,000 people, including
from consequent tsunamis. The 1887 and 1931 floods in China each appear
to have crossed the mark of 1 million deaths. The earthquake of 1923 in Japan
killed over 100,000 people, many in fires that ensued. In 1970, a cyclone in
what is now Bangladesh might have killed up to 500,000 people. Throughout,
multiple droughts, famines, and wars have been recorded as killing tens of
millions of people. Genocides have sought to entirely wipe out nationalities,
ethnicities, cultures, and religions.

Without denigrating the importance of these disasters and the need to
investigate them, preoccupation with individual disasters of largest magnitudes
of death and destruction is misleading. Strategies are required in all places
and for hazards of every type and every magnitude, across a wide variety of
conditions — namely, strategies to reduce vulnerabilities of every type and every
magnitude. If the impact of lesser and often unreported disasters were to be
aggregated, the sum could be as great as any single large disaster in terms of
people affected, homes and heritage destroyed, or disruption experienced.

Tallying consequences of a particular pandemic is needed. So is totalling up
deaths and other consequences from non-pandemic diseases such as malaria
and measles — alongside the lives saved by taking action on these diseases,
including vaccine development/distribution and stopping transmission.
More to the point, how many people die from not having access to quick,
affordable healthcare, notably for prevention? In the UK, hours waiting for an
ambulance and weeks waiting to start cancer treatment after diagnosis seem
ludicrously and appallingly luxurious compared to places in the world without
ambulances or cancer diagnosis facilities. Small disasters are still disasters,
including dying because an ambulance or cancer treatment was delayed.

In small countries, the total national population can be less than the number
of deaths in a disaster in a larger country — and the annual number of
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preventable post-diagnosis cancer deaths. Many disasters in smaller countries
therefore seem insignificant by any metric comparing disasters with these
absolute impacts, the total of who and where was affected and how they were
affected. Proportional impacts tend to be far greater upon populations with
small numbers and places with small land areas.

The tropical cyclone which swept into the Indian state of Andhra Pradesh
in 1974 rendered 2 million people homeless, 4 per cent of the state population
and less than 1 per cent of India’s national population. When in 1972,
120,000 people were made homeless by Cyclone Bebe in Fiji, they represented
22 per cent of the national population. The 11 million people made homeless
in what soon became Bangladesh by the cyclone of 1970 was a horrific and
cataclysmic situation, yet, by comparison to Fiji, affected 17 per cent of East
Pakistan’s population and 9 per cent of the national population.

Three-quarters of the population of Dominica were left homeless by
Hurricane David in 1979. Twenty-two per cent of Tonga’s housing stock was
destroyed and 50 per cent of the national population were made homeless by
Cyclone Isaac in 1982 (see also Chapter 6, “Vulnerability in Tonga’). Thirty-four
per cent of Jamaica’s population were made homeless by Hurricane Gilbert
in 1988. Close to or exactly 100 per cent of Dominica’s 72,000 people were
badly affected by Hurricane Maria in 2017. The total numbers for these island
countries are far smaller than for India and Bangladesh, but the proportional
impact is immense.

Comparison of proportional impacts at national levels can be applied
sub-nationally between administrative units and localities of a single country.
Similar conclusions regarding proportional impacts are reached by analyses
of casualties in comparably affected townships and districts of Guatemala’s
1976 earthquake, Hurricane David of 1979 in the Dominican Republic, and
the Algerian El Asnam earthquake of 1980. The smallest administrative units,
which are invariably rural rather than urban, suffered the highest propor-
tional impacts. Similarly, for Sri Lanka’s 1978 cyclone, it was not the coastal
urban areas bearing the storm’s full force, but rural areas inland that suffered
the greatest proportional damage and greatest magnitude of damage (see
Chapter 6, ‘Cyclone in Sri Lanka’). Yet the spectacular, concentrated, and
easily accessible damage in Batticaloa, a city on Sri Lanka’s east coast, became
the focus of national and international assistance. Rural disaster impacts
can be greater than urban damage, even though the latter can appear more
impressive and can be more accessible.

In comparisons of individual, family, and household impacts, the poorest
people can easily lose all they have, making it 100 per cent losses. The compar-
atively rich may lose quantitatively more, because damage to an individual’s
expensive house, car, or heirloom can far exceed the total assets of a poorer
household. The proportional impact upon the comparatively well-off is
therefore much less, because they have more in reserve upon which to survive
and thrive — and they might have insurance and other resources with which
to cope.
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Globalized comparisons of aggregated disaster magnitudes and
assumptions of generalized or generic vulnerability then obscure different
experiences in the same or comparable hazard due to different vulner-
ability contexts. Categorizing disasters by absolute magnitude metrics
remains an important level of understanding. It nevertheless reflects a
remote and privileged comparative view which tends to exclude disasters
of a lesser absolute degree, even though these disasters might still represent
catastrophic national and local impacts. It also obscures a major part of
vulnerability as a local, prevailing condition, with its understanding ensuing
from local context, experience, and analysis. Though vulnerability pervades
in a global sense, understanding its causes and characteristics is incomplete
with generalized ‘globalization’.

This statement does not deny transferable and parallel aspects of vulner-
ability across local and national contexts, especially for considering propor-
tional vulnerability and absolute vulnerability in tandem. Certainly, global
policies and actions for vulnerability reduction have their place - particularly
when augmented by local and national programmes. It is to some degree about
subsidiarity — governance at the smallest jurisdiction feasible. These local and
localized programmes are far less dramatic than the disasters they seek to
avoid. They are unlikely to create news headlines, as disasters do. In their
multiplicity and integration, small-scale programmes reduce vulnerability —
proportionally and absolutely — and hence reduce those disasters of greatest
local significance and impact. In turn, they contribute to global endeavours of
vulnerability reduction and avoiding disasters.

Islands and vulnerahility

One often-neglected local context is islands. Debates on what an island is
and how different definitions influence analyses are not considered here,
as they are covered extensively elsewhere (for example, Baldacchino, 2018;
Selwyn, 1980).

An island-focused analysis fully embraces the wide variety of islands
described in nissology (island studies) (Baldacchino, 2005; McCall, 1994).
In addition to island and archipelago sovereign states such as Barbados,
Comoros, Madagascar, New Zealand, and Tuvalu (see Chapter 6, ‘Sea-level
rise and atolls’), many island and archipelago territories, protectorates, and
dependencies exist, some of which are, in effect, often 