SESSION 39
Ben Wisner

Course Title:    A Social Vulnerability Approach to Disasters



Session 39:        Sustainability and Sustainable Development
          Time: 1 hour
Objectives:

At the conclusion of this session, the students should be able to:
Objective 39.1
Identify key linkages between environmental        

                             processes and conditions and disaster vulnerability

Objective 39.2
Understand alternative conceptualizations of sustainability

Objective 39.3
Understand critiques of sustainability

Objective 39.4    
Understand key issues in the political ecology of development and 
                             underdevelopment

Objective 39.5
Identify key linkages between development and                   

                             environment
Scope:


This session provides the student with the critical, conceptual tools to ask good questions about “routine” or “normal” economic development policy and planning.  These questions are helpful to the emergency manager in moving the “culture of prevention” into the mainstream thinking of her or his colleagues in local or other levels of government.

Suggested Readings:

Instructor readings:
1. 
Adams, W. M. 2001. Green Development: Environment and Sustainability in the Third World. 2nd ed.  London: Routledge.  Skim whole book; study carefully Chapter 1, “The Dilemma of Sustainability;” Chapter 2, “The Origins of  Sustainable Development;” Chapter 5, “Mainstream Sustainable Development;” and Chapter 9, “The Political Ecology of Sustainability.”

2.
Bell, Simon and Stephen Morse. 2000. Pp. 3-22 (Chapter 1, “Sustainability and Sustainability Indicators”) in  Sustainability Indicators.  London: Earthscan. 

Student readings:
1. 
  Beatley, Timothy.  1998. Pp. 233-262 ( “The Vision of Sustainable Communities”) 

      in R Burby, ed. Cooperating with Nature. Washington, D.C.: Joseph Henry Press.     

2.
Abramowitz, Janet.  2001. Pp.123-142 (“Averting Unnatural Disasters”) in L. Brown et al. State of the World 2001. New York: W. W. Norton.

General Requirements:  Briefly review session objectives [Slide 2]
Search for recent case studies of disasters where land use and environmental management have had an important role: e.g. USA: Forest fires, 2001; Mississippi floods, 1993; Kentucky mine waste dam collapse, 2000; southern West Virginia landslides and floods, 2001; Overseas: Sydney, Australia wild fires, 2001-2002; UK floods, 2000-2001; hurricane Mitch (Honduras and Nicaragua), 1998; People’s Republic of China floods, 1997.  Using local newspapers (on-line search), locate local examples for use in class.

Objective 39.1  
To be able to identify key linkages between environmental                    

                              processes and conditions and disaster vulnerability
Remarks:

 I.
What do we mean by “environmental processes and conditions?”
A.  Human lives and activities are constantly influenced by the natural environment, and the nature environment is influenced (and modified) by human activities

1.   Coastal example:  People like to live near the ocean (for economic, health, and aesthetic reasons).  They fill in coastal wetlands; they remove coastal vegetation; they bring in new sand; they block natural beach erosion.  All this modifies the wave patterns.  Storms and new patterns of erosion “bite back” and influence human activities (settlement pattern, insurance premiums and payments, legislation, etc.).

2. For discussion: 


Ask students to give examples of ways in which their lives and activities and those of others in their family and community have been influenced by the environment.

B. Environmental processes and conditions include:

1. The hydrological cycle

2. Water quality and available quantity

3. Slope and topography

4. Soil texture, fertility, toxicity, stability

5. Vegetation cover

6. Biodiversity

7. Climate

8. Air quality

II.  How are environmental processes linked to disaster vulnerability?

A. The environment can be experienced as both resource and hazard

1. Examples: 

 A river can provide water for crops and other human uses; it can provide for transportation, fishing, recreation; but it can also flood and cause damage, and it can provide the habitat for insects that vector human disease
 Weather patterns that bring needed rain for crops and livestock and to fill up reservoirs can also threaten humans with hail, lightning, tornadoes, and flash floods
 Vegetation that cools and protects, and gives visual pleasure, can also provide fuel for wild fires
 Stored surface water can provide for irrigation, fishing, recreation, cooling of surrounding areas, but it can also provide the habitat for disease vectors (malaria, bilharzia); dams can also fail catastrophically, harming humans downstream
2.  Over time most human communities have developed practices that take this “double sided” or “two faced” character of the human-environment relation into account
3.  Rapid social change, forced migration (Black 1998), and uncontrolled profit-seeking behavior can override or destroy “traditional” adaptations to extreme natural events or create new conditions where there are no adequate human adaptations. Consider:
 Rapid growth of population along US coastlines

 Introduction of new crops

 Forced migration of tens of thousands of people from river valley homes to totally new environments by high dam construction in Africa, Asia, Latin America

 Rapid urban growth in Asia, Latin America, Africa, where recent urban dwellers live on steep slopes, wetlands, river flood plains

 Rural areas where large scale, corporate forestry, mining, or 
petroleum/natural gas development has suddenly changed local topography, vegetation cover, hydrology and other conditions

B.  Environmental conditions can protect humans and buffer extreme events

1. Vegetation cover can reduce hurricane wind and other wind storm effects; reduce soil erosion and dust storms; prevent landslides; reduce urban temperatures and the hazard of heat stroke
2. Biodiversity can protect against catastrophic crop or livestock losses from disease
3. Stored ground or surface water can protect against drought
C.  Human activity can cause or exaggerate the effects of extreme natural events
1. “Cut and fill” excavation for house building on slopes and poorly constructed roads on slopes can trigger landslides

2. Construction of dams and impoundment of large reservoirs can trigger earthquakes (see Bunyard 1997: 261)
3. Large-scale forest cutting and burning can modify local weather patterns, provoking drought

4. Building flood walls on one section of a river can cause flooding downstream to be worse
D. Human land use decisions can put settlements and groups of people at risk
1. Inappropriate or poorly enforced regulation and zoning of coastal development
2. Lack of regulation of urban sprawl

3. Lack of regulation of development of urban/wild land interface

4. Lack of regulation of river flood plain development

Objective 39.2
Understand alternative conceptualizations of sustainability
Remarks:

I.  Origins of the concept of sustainability and sustainable development
A.
Western, conservationist origins:

1. The Club of Rome report (1975) and the critique of limitless growth

2. Resource management practices that originate in the late 19th Century, first in German and Swiss forestry, later in the US, based on the idea of “sustained yield” (only harvesting “flow” but not the “stock”)

3. Urban planning ideas of “designing with nature” (Frank Lloyd Wright, Buckminster Fuller, Paulo Solari)

4. Export and forceful transplantation of western ideas of “national parks” and “nature reserves” to colonial territories in Africa 

5. Internationalization of the conservation ideal in post-colonial period by establishment of world wide “biosphere reserves” (UNESCO)
B. International development origins:

1. World Conference on the Human Environment (Stockholm, 1972)

2. World Commission on Environment and Development (1983-1987) 

3. World Conference on Environment and Development (Rio de Janeiro, 1992) http://www.unep.org/unep/partners/un/unced/home.htm 

4. World Summit on Sustainable Development (Johannesburg, 2002) http://www.johannesburgsummit.org/ 

5. Summary of major UN agreements on environment and development: http://www.unep.org/unep/partners/un/unced/home.htm 

6. Struggle between “nature conservation” agenda and “poverty reduction” agenda in the course of these debates, compromises, programs, critiques of programs over a 30-year period
 II. 
Diverse definitions of sustainability and sustainable development
A.  Typical dictionary definition of “to sustain” (Beatley 1998:  234)

1.
Elements of root definition

 To keep in existence

 To maintain or prolong

 To continue or last
2. Problems with the root definition

 Conflicts or contradiction: can one “maintain” life style, global climate stability, biodiversity, water quality all at the same time?

 Extreme case: Louis XIV, the King of France, just before the French Revolution was very keen to “sustain” the situation in France that provided him with and his nobles with great wealth, while “sustaining” hunger and disease among the mass of the population.

 Boundaries: over what areas or regions is one attempting to “maintain” or “prolong” a state of affairs?

 Time:  for how long?

 Managerialism:  verbs like “sustain” imply active intervention and management, however as regards common property resources such as the oceans, air, much fresh water, biodiversity, it is unclear who the “manager” is or should be.

 Uncertainty: even when “management” is a clear option, uncertainties in complex systems and our lack of perfect knowledge of them may make it hard to “manage” in the right direction.

B.  Typical  definitions of sustainable development

1. World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED 1987:  8)

Sustainable development is human activity that “meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.”
2.  For discussion:  
Try to apply the questions concerning the root definition to this sentence.  Pull this sentence apart and discuss it fully in class.

The problem of defining “needs:”   Even if all the problems of the root definition were adequately addressed in the case of the WCED’s notion of “sustainable development,”  there would still be the very difficult problem of deciding between “needs,” “basic needs,” “wants,” “desires,”  etc.  I may need two cars, and a farmer in Bangladesh may need non-polluted drinking water.  Yet we use the word, “need” for both.  Is there a difference?  [Note: Optional classroom discussion, or short homework paper on this topic.]
C. Web site resources for further definitions:

 International Institute for Sustainable Development (Canada) http://iisd1.iisd.ca/ 
 Sustainable Development Gateway: http://sdgateway.net/introsd/definitions.htm 
 U.N. Commission on Sustainable Development http://www.un.org/esa/sustdev/ 
 Compendium of Sustainable Development Indicators http://iisd1.iisd.ca/measure/compindex.asp 
D.  U.S. National Commission on the Environment definition (National Commission on the Environment, 1993, cited in Beatley 1998:  235-6):

Sustainable development is “a strategy for improving the quality of life while preserving the environmental potential for the future, of living off interest rather than consuming natural capital.  Sustainable development mandates that the present generation must not narrow the choices of future generations but must strive to expand them by passing on an environment and an accumulation of resources that will allow its children to live at least as well as, and preferably better than, people today.  Sustainable development is premised on living within the Earth’s means.”

Objective 39. 3:  Understand the critiques of sustainable development

Remarks:

 I.  Philosophical critiques of sustainability  [Note: Review the earlier critiques of the “root definition.”]
11.  Economic critiques of sustainability

A. Economic costs, both in the present and the future, may make sustainable development too expensive a strategy.

B. In a capitalist system, based on competition among firms, any firm that suffered higher costs of production because of investment or other choices dictated by the logic of sustainable development, would be driven out of the market by competitors.

C.  Economic history teaches that future generations are likely to develop technologies that allow resource substitution in the face of what we might thing of as potential future shortages.  They may also be able to develop technologies that can repair and restore environmental damage.  Where there is a demand for such technologies, there will be supply of them; the market ensures that in the long run.

III.   Political critiques of sustainability

A. Enforcing sustainable development implies too big an interference with individual freedom to management privately owned resources and choose land use
B. Overriding priorities of national security may take precedence over the dictates of sustainable development
C. Presently rich countries exploited fossil fuels, mineral deposits, and vast areas of forest in the process of accumulating their wealth.  It is only fair for poor countries to follow the same process in catching up
D. Sustainability is just a “buzz word” and an excuse to waste a lot of money on international and national bureaucracies that should be used for the pressing needs of the mass of the world’s poor: water, sanitation, health care, education, roads, markets


“…[T]he environment in the Third World is largely a livelihood issue…



Growth of ‘First-World-style’ environmentalism among members of the Third 

World’s prospering middle class has certainly been associated with 



intensifying calls for environmental conservation based on aesthetic reasons.  



It is nonetheless the case that virtually everywhere in the Third World today



livelihood concerns remain a central issue in understanding the political



implications of the environmental crisis.” (Bryant and Bailey 1997: 159)

IV. Technical critiques of sustainability

A. Many of the environmental systems concerned are complex, even chaotic, in their behavior.  It is impossible to understand fully the consequences of human interaction with them  (Refer back to issues surrounding “root definition” earlier.)

B.  The prerequisites for technical solutions to attaining sustainable development do not exist in much of the world: an industrial infrastructure, an adequate technical and higher education infrastructure, an banking and credit/ investment infrastructure
C.  Most technical solutions for limited areas and in the short term may themselves have unknown negative consequences when applied to the whole world (and a growing population) in the long run
V.  Social critiques of sustainability

A.  Sustainability and sustainable development are Western constructs that are imposed on non-Western systems of cultural practice and belief
B.  In the practice of sustainable development the tendency is to impose technologies from outside, thus suppressing or even destroying older, traditional practices that could have served as the basis for balancing the development/ environment relationship
C.  Women’s role in much of the world as the primary “manager” of natural resources (fuel for domestic energy, forests, water, soil in farming, livestock and pasture) is overlooked in the rush to impose “sustainable development” from the top-down (Braidotti et al. 1994; also U.N. Expert Panel on Natural Hazards, Environmental Management: A Gender Perspective at: http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/csw/env_manage/ )

Objective 39. 4    Understand key issues in the political ecology of development and              

                              underdevelopment
Remarks:
I.  Class, gender, ethnicity, and caste affect the access of people to land and other  

     resources.  They affect the ways in which people are forced to seek their    

     livelihoods
A.  Ways in which life chances, human and economic development are affected by class, gender, ethnic, and caste differences:
1. Land tenure systems:  10% of the population of Guatemala (elite, non-


Mayans) control 80% of the arable land
2. Water rights and “tree tenure”
3. Labor relations and labor law
4. Biases in the education system (fewer girls at school, especially at higher levels and in technical areas, fewer ethnic minorities and “low caste” members in school)

5. Biases in access to financial credit

6. Biases in access to technical assistance and advice

7. Geographical isolation of most national minorities, hence fewer marketing opportunities, poorer access to health care and education opportunities
B.   These underprivileged groups of people thus often pursue livelihoods in ways that are destructive to the environment

1. Not out of ignorance, but due to lack of adequate land
2. Because they only have access to the steepest, driest, or in other ways most ecologically and environmentally challenging and marginal land.

3. Because their traditional adaptations to the environment have been eroded by loss of young people and labor power (due to out migration, HIV-AIDS), by changes in consumption patterns (urban, “modern” diets, etc.), hence greater cash needs, by introduction of new export crops to meet those cash needs (e.g. cotton, tobacco, opium, coca leaf, beef cattle for export)
4. Because of a “vicious cycle” within which three kinds of marginality interact and reinforce each other: economic, political, and politico-economic (to do with access to power in markets, governmental and legal institutions) (Blaikie and Brookfield 1987:  22-23).
II.  Environmental degradation, disaster, and poverty tend to come together


A. For discussion:
“Disaster proneness is the result of the interface of a population undergoing underdevelopment and a deteriorating physical environment.  The provision of relief usually reinforces the status quo ante, namely the process of underdevelopment that produced such vulnerability in the first place. … Thus reinforcement of the status quo leads to further marginalization which, through development ‘aid’ and capital transfers, encourage the continuation of the development of underdevelopment.  This exacerbates the process of continuing marginalization that continually underdevelops a population’s socioeconomic base and encourages a deterioration of the physical environment.” (Susman et al. 1983: 279).

Objective 39. 5
 To be able to identify key linkages between development and 
                              environment
Remarks:
I. There is a difference between economic development and human development

A. Economic development concerns increase of production of goods and services 

B. Economic development is measured in money and is mediated through markets 

C. Human development concerns increase in satisfaction of basic needs (health care, clean water, education, adequate diet, shelter) 

D. Human development concerns increase in autonomy (freedom to make choices) and dignity

E. Human development is measured by more than money (e.g. by longevity, literacy, numbers of girls in school, etc.)

F. Human development requires public investment and not just resource allocation provided by unregulated markets

II.   An important convergence of ideas

A.  A more ambitious development agenda (UNRISD 2000: 138 and see UN Social Summit in Copenhagen 1995: /www.iisd.ca/wssd95.html)
“Two core themes came together in the 1990s to create a more ambitious development agenda.  The first was sustainable development … A second major theme of the 1990s was human development - elaborated in the UNDP’s Human Development Reports.  These reports insisted that the primary purpose of development was not to boost economic growth but to improve people’s lives, and that the best way to do so was to expand the choices available to them - to ensure that they had the capacity and opportunity to shape their own futures.”
 “By the time of the Social Summit in 1995, these ideas had been brought together - as sustainable human development or as people-centered sustainable development, or in any number of other ways.  The exact combination is probably less significant than the general intention - to argue that economic growth should not be allowed to degrade the environment; that it should be the kind of growth that benefits the world’s poorest people; and that local participation should shape development programmes and projects.” 

B. For discussion:

Discuss with local example, even personal examples, the idea of “choices” 
and “capacity and opportunity to shape [one’s] future.”  
Is this just something for poor people in Mozambique or Congo or Nicaragua?  
Have we in the U.S. fully achieved this ideal of human development?
Supplemental Considerations: 
Objective 39.2    Two Views of Sustainability  (after Bell and Morse 2000: 13, Box 1.3)
Strong view:  No consideration of financial costs 



 Key concept is “ecological sustainability”



 Focus primarily on the environment 



 Reliance on physical measurements of things (e.g. population, soil 



         erosion, biodiversity, etc.)  
Weak view:   Cost of attaining sustainability are considered 



Benefit/ cost analysis often used to evaluate “trade offs” (e.g. among 



        environmental, economic, and social benefits and costs) 



Key concept is “economic sustainability” 



Reliance on measurements of financial value and the relationship 




       between resource allocation and level of consumption 

Objective 39.4    Can sustainable development help break the “vicious cycle” of     

                             underdevelopment?
Chambers (1993) describes a “vicious cycle” of underdevelopment similar to the ones discussed by Blaikie and Brookfield (1987) and by Susman et al. (1983).  
Chambers explores the “trap” produced by the interactions among:

 Lack of political influence

 Spatial isolation

 Low income

 Assess to poor, difficult land

 Physical weakness due to disease and under nutrition.

Objective 39.5    Examples from the U.S. of initiatives linking disaster mitigation 
                             with sustainability

1.  Following the Midwest floods of 1993, the U.S. Department of Energy provided funding for a group called the Midwest Working Group on Sustainable Redevelopment. The idea was to encourage the flood-affected communities to plan and to implement more “sustainable” patterns as they re-build (Beatley 1998:  241-2). 

Towns defined “sustainable” in different ways: 

· Complete re-location and new design:  Valmayer, Illinois decided to re-locate itself entirely outside the Mississippi flood plain and to plan a new town from scratch that incorporated elements of ecological design (van der Ryn and Cowan 1996).  

· Partial re-location and innovative re-building: Pattonsburg, Missouri only moved part of the town out of the Mississippi river floodplain; however, in re-building damaged structures it utilized “sustainability” standards for energy conservation and resource conservation.

2.  Other examples and options come from various parts of the U.S.  

· In-place innovative re-building:  In the aftermath of Hurricane Andrew, the charity Habitat for Humanity helped to construct affordable housing near Homestead, Florida that incorporated “social” sustainability features such as 
common spaces to build a sense of “neighborhood” as well as utilizing steel reinforcing to protect structures against future episodes of potentially destructive, high winds (Beatley 1998:  242).

· Combining mitigation and open space creation: Lincoln County, Montana purchased 30 acres of flood-prone land close by a residential area and dedicated it as community parkland (Monday et al. 2001:  7-17).
3.  A systematic approach to integrating “quality of the environment” and many more examples are provided in a monograph easily accessible and downloadable from the Natural Hazards Research and Applications Center, University of Colorado, Boulder (Monday et al. 2001).  
The team of eight authors uses a definition of “sustainability” that involves “Six Principles” (adapted from Mileti 1999: 31):

 “A community that wants to become more sustainable will (Monday et al. 2001:  1-3):
· Maintain and, if possible, enhance, its residents’ quality of life
· Enhance local economic vitality
· Ensure social and intergenerational equity
· Maintain and, if possible, enhance, environmental quality
· Incorporate disaster resilience and mitigation
· Use a consensus-building, participatory process when making decisions.”

Note: The instructor may wish to structure a class discussion around the way this definition of ‘sustainability” is similar to or different from ones which are used in other parts of the world. 
A more elaborate class exercise would be two combine the discussion of the “vicious cycle” (see Supplementary Remarks above) with this list of sustainability items. Students could be asked to discuss, specifically, how these six principles might counteract the elements Chambers describes as locking communities into a “vicious cycle.”
Student Assignments:  none  
Study Questions:

1. How can processes and conditions of the environment provide both benefits and hazards to human being?  Give examples.

2. Are their major differences between the way “sustainable development” is defined in the U.S. and internationally?  Why?  Why not?

3. What are the major social criticisms of “sustainable development?” Do you agree or disagree?  Why?  Justify your answer.

4. What are the differences between economic development and human development?  Is this distinction valid only in poor countries of the world or also in the U.S.?  Why?  Why not?

5. If you had to decide between allocating money to replant trees on a denuded hillside about a village and to provide the village with diesel for its electric light generator, which would you choose?  Why?  In your answer think about the relationship between environment and development.

Final Exam Questions:

1.  True/False. With today's supercomputers even complex, chaotic systems can be perfectly modeled and understood. (F)

2.  Does sustainable development mean that nobody should interfere with natural processes?  Why?  Why not?

3.  What is your understanding of the word “marginalization?”  How does it affect disaster vulnerability?

4.  In the negotiations over global warming gases, India objected to the proposal 

to classify the methane produced by the digestive processes of water buffaloes in the 

same category as the exhaust from automobiles.  How would the debates about 

sustainable development help you understand India’s objection?
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