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Providing effective emergency response and mitigating
the impact of disaster requires the ability to act and
knowledge of what to do. Chronic technological disasters
present a special challenge to emergency management be-
cause authority to act on this type of disaster agent is diffuse
and often lodged within a variety of agencies operating at dif-
ferent levels of government. Moreover, knowledge of the like-
v chain of events for technological disaster is still in its
infancy, when compared to the rich research base that exists
for natural disaster. The authors argue that the emerging
literature on chronic technological disaster reveals sys-
tematic and important differences between the reality of this
type of disaster and what conventional wisdom based on
natural disaster experience says about technological disaster.
This study addresses characteristics of chronic technological
disasters and examines how the nature of technological dis-
aster affects the practice of emergency management.

In the Preface to her recent book, Comfort (1988, xi) notes that there
has been a "shift in the definition of responsibility for disaster.” No longer
are disasters regarded as purely "acts of God." Rather, disasters are
defined as crisis events, the oeccurrence and course of which are at least
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partially determined by decisions, actions, and too often, a lack of ap-
propriate action well within human control. This shift in thinking has
evolved in part because our experiences with natural hazards
demonstrate the potential efficacy of planning, mitigation efforts, and
coordinated emergency management. In addition, the increasing
prevalence of accidents and disasters resulting from human intervention
in the environment has provided impetus to this evolution in thinking.
It is difficult to ignore human responsibility for disaster events caused
by human activity, particularly if they could have been averted by en-
gineered structures. Governmental activity devoted to safeguarding our
lives and our environment is becoming increasingly important and ac-
countable for what is or is not done to prevent technological disaster.

Strategies to reduce, mitigate, and respond to human-caused hazards
have underscored the inter-disciplinary nature of disaster study. A wide
array of organizations and technical disciplines are called upon both to
respond and to avert technological disaster. For example, pre-disaster
regulation and hazard reduction has improved the handling of toxic con-
taminants in the United States, but at the same time toxic and hazard-
ous substance dangers grow as a result of increased production of
chemicals, more environmental releases of chemicals through spills,
greater hazardous waste generation, more air and water contamination
from chemicals, and the proliferation of new hazardous materials dis-
posal sites. Kasperson and Pijawka (1985, p. 17) observe that the "major
burden of hazard management in developed societies has shifted from
risks associated with natural processes to those arising from technologi-
cal development and application.”

Recent "right-to-know" policy initiative by the Environmental
Protection Agency and state governments have targeted hazard iden-
tification as a means for building knowledge about industrial activities
and the use of toxins, and are expected to promote better regulation of
the production, use, and disposal of toxins and wastes. Yet, despite the
clear benefits this will bring, increased public knowledge of toxins is
presenting a new challenge to emergency managers and local officials.
Mazmanian and Morrell (1988, p. 81) identify a new phenomenon in
community behavior which they describe as "a growing climate of fear
verging on chempohobia.” Since Love Canal, each new discovery of an
abandoned waste dump has tended to rivet public attention on the
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problem and escalate pressures for cleanup and regulation. In the sum-
mer of 1988, only months after Eastman Kodak was identified as the
source of an underground chemical leak, their Emergency Planning and
Community Right-to-Know Act disclosure to New York State revealed
that they annually emit about 24 million pounds of 65 potentially toxic
chemicals into surrounding air, land, and water (Ahern 1988, p. 3). Al-
most immediately, numerous homes in "Kodak Park,” a comm unity very
near the plant, were quickly put up for sale, Kodak responded with finan-
cial incentives that encouraged homeowners to stay and this stabilized
the situation. Yet, managing citizen reaction to hazardous waste fears
by encouraging them to maintain confidence in the protection afforded
by regulation is a uniquely new responsibility for both government and
private industry.

Suiter (1989, p. 2) points out the unique challenges of technological
hazards management, noting particularly that technical hazard reduc-
tion and management will "place a premium” on the ability to "integrate
environmental management and emergency management programs.”
Effective policy approaches require distinguishing between natural and
human-made hazards, because "each category poses a different set of
management problems for policy makers" (Suiter 1988, p. 2). Further-
more, research on technological emergencies not only differences be-
tween natural and technical disasters, but also differences amaong
categories of technological events that need to be considered in plan-
ning and response.

Time, both in terms of speed of onset and duration of the event,
seems to be a key distinguishing factor among technological disaster
events (see Couch and Kroll-Smith, 1985). Sometimes the so-called in-
tractable problems of technological hazards are actually attributable to
the chronic, enduring nature of some of these events. Chronic events are
likely to "pose the most taxing problems” because "of the issues involy-
ing the effect of the media on public sentiment, the seemingly prolon ped
scientific assessment process necessary to determine an appropriate
response... and finally, the lack of easy, immediate answers" (Suiter 1988,
P- 2). Swift impact, sudden onset events and slow developing, protracted

€vents represent two primary types of crisis that can be referred to as
episodic versus chronic.




