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Hazards, Disasters and the U.S. Emergency Management System:  An Introduction
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Background

Throughout the history of the United States, disasters and catastrophic events have destroyed and devastated lives, destroyed and damaged property, and put large segments of our population at risk. Earthquakes, tornadoes, volcanic eruptions, floods, drought, blizzards, fires, hazardous materials spills and hurricanes are but a few of the hazards—both natural and technological—that threaten communities and challenge those who are responsible for the lives, safety, and well-being of others. 

The U.S. is becoming more hazardous, as is our vulnerability to those hazards. In the words of the Board on Natural Disasters of the National Research Council:

“Losses of life and property from natural disasters in the United States—and throughout the world—have been enormous and the potential for substantially greater future losses looms. It is clearly in the public interest to reduce these impacts and to encourage the development of communities that are resilient to disasters.” (National Research Council, 1998, 1.)

There is no magic pill that will make these hazards disappear. There are, however, a variety of actions that can be taken to mitigate, prepare for, respond to, and recover from disasters. This course thus concerns

 AUTONUM  
these mitigation, preparedness, response and recovery measures,

 AUTONUM  
the systems put into place to implement these measures, and 

 AUTONUM  
the key actors involved.

In order to accomplish these objectives, some context will have to be provided—such as

1.
an understanding of hazards and disasters;

2.
an understanding of human response to hazards and reaction to disasters, including a look at such concepts as vulnerability and risk; and

3.
an understanding of the political and inter-jurisdictional context of emergency management.

Course Objectives

To provide knowledge of U.S. hazards and disasters—be able to describe the variety of hazards that exist, as well as the nature of the risk these hazards pose to the U.S.

To explain emergency management both as a term and as an occupation, and be able to explain the need for a structure within which to manage hazard/disaster-related activities.

Gain an appreciation of the social, cultural, economic and political contexts within which emergency management takes place, including human behavior toward hazard risks and disaster.

Enable students to discuss common emergency management-related terms and definitions.

Understand the four phases that comprise the disaster life cycle.

Understand the development and evolution of U.S. emergency management. 

Understand the multi-agency and inter-jurisdictional nature of U.S. emergency management.

Appreciate the problems inherent in emergency management due to its low salience.

Understand Federal Emergency Management Agency policies and organization.

Understand Federal, State and local government roles and responsibilities in emergency management.

Understand private sector roles and responsibilities in U.S. emergency management, including business and industry, the media, volunteer organizations, and citizens.

To explain the roles and responsibilities of an emergency manager.

To create an awareness of current trends and issues in U.S. Emergency Management.

To investigate the philosophical concept of sustainable development and the role of “building disaster resilient communities” within that concept.

Building Disaster Resilient Communities & a New Emergency Management Context

In 1999 the National Science Foundation released a five-year study of hazards, disasters and our response to these phenomenon in the United States, entitled Disasters By Design:  A Reassessment of Natural Hazards in the United States, written by Dennis Mileti of the University of Colorado at Boulder.  

Over one hundred experts worked on this study, looking at how the U.S. has related to hazards in the past, what the present looks like and how the future could look.  

It included a number of observations, findings and recommendations that are relevant to emergency management.  Among them:

One of the primary roles of emergency management should be the development of a comprehensive program to enhance a community’s ability to reduce the costs of disaster and to reduce the costs of disaster and to overcome an extreme event without significant outside assistance.

Thus, disaster resilient communities are those that can tolerate and overcome damage, diminished productivity, and reduced quality of life from an extreme event without significant outside assistance.  

Many of the accepted methods for coping with hazards have been based on the idea that people can use technology to control nature to make themselves safe.  This viewpoint is challenged.

Six guidelines for improving our ability to deal with hazards are given:

(1) Adopt a global systems perspective.

(2) Accept responsibility for hazards and disasters.

(3) Anticipate ambiguity and change.

(4) Reject short-term thinking.

(5) Account for social forces.

(6) Embrace sustainable development.

Elaboration

(1)  Adopt a global systems perspective:  

Many disaster losses, rather than stemming from unexpected events, are the predictable result of interactions among three major systems:  

The physical environment, which includes hazardous events, 

The human system, i.e., the social and demographic characteristics of communities that experience hazards and 

Its built infrastructure -- the buildings, roads, bridges, and other components of the constructed environment.

(2) Accept responsibility for hazards and disasters:
Human beings, not nature, are the cause of many disaster losses.  

All other disaster losses are the result of the interaction between the physical environment and the human system.  

This stems from choices about where and how human development will proceed.  

There is no final solution to natural hazards, since technology cannot make the world safe from all the forces of nature and man.

(3)  Anticipate ambiguity and change:  

Most strategies for managing hazards have followed a traditional planning model:  study the problem, implement one solution, and move on to the next problem – some call this managerialism.
This approach casts hazards as static and mitigation as an upward, positive, linear trend.

But, events during the past quarter-century have shown that natural and technological hazards are not problems that can be solved in isolation.  

Instead, they are symptoms of broader and more basic problems – losses from hazards, and the fact that the nation cannot seem to reduce them, result from shortsighted and narrow conceptions of the human relationship to the natural environment.

Human adaptation to hazards must become as dynamic as the problems presented by hazards themselves.

(4)  Reject short-term thinking:
Response to hazards, as frequently conceived, is too short-sighted.  

In general, people have a cultural and economic predisposition to think primarily in the short term – including emergency managers. 

Building disaster resilient communities requires a longer-term view that takes into account the overall effect of mitigation, preparedness, response and recovery efforts on this and future generations.

Emergency managers must begin to move significantly beyond casting their work primarily in terms of disaster response planning and operations.

(5) Account for social forces:
Societal factors, such as how people view both hazards and mitigation and preparedness initiatives or how the free market operates, play a critical role in determining which steps are actually taken, which are overlooked, and thus the extent of future disaster losses.  

Because such social forces are now known to be much more powerful than disaster specialists previously thought, growing understanding of physical systems and improved technology cannot suffice.  

Emergency management must be recognized as residing in a context of social, cultural, political and economic environments that shape its effectiveness.

To effectively address natural hazards, mitigation must become a basic social value. 

(6) Embrace sustainable development:

Disasters are more likely where unsustainable development occurs.

The converse is also true:  disasters hinder movement toward sustainability because, for example, they degrade the environment and undercut the quality of life.  

Building a disaster resilient community means strengthening a community’s social, economic, and environmental resiliency, and vice versa.

To achieve sustainability, communities must take responsibility for choosing where and how development proceeds.  

Toward that end, each locality evaluates its environmental resources and hazards, chooses future losses that it is willing to bear, and ensures that development and other community actions and policies adhere to those goals.

Sustainable Development Objectives

Six objectives must simultaneously be reached to deal with hazards in a sustainable way and stop the national trend toward increasing catastrophic losses from disasters.

· Maintain and enhance environmental quality.

· Maintain and enhance quality of life.

· Foster local resiliency and responsibility.

· Recognize that vibrant local economies are essential.

· Ensure inter- and intra-governmental equity.

· Adopt local consensus building.

Elaboration

(1) Maintain and enhance environmental quality.

Human activities to mitigate hazards should not reduce the carrying capacity of the ecosystem.

This only increases losses from hazards in the longer run.

(2) Maintain and enhance people’s quality of life.

A population’s quality of life includes, among other factors, access to income, education, health care, housing, and employment, as well as protection from disaster.  

To become sustainable, local communities must consciously define the quality of life they want and select only those mitigation strategies that do not detract from any aspect of that vision.

(3) Foster local resiliency and responsibility.

Resiliency to disasters means a locality can withstand an extreme event with a tolerable level of losses.  

It takes mitigation actions consistent with achieving that level of protection.

(4) Recognize that vibrant local economies are essential.

Communities should take mitigation actions that foster a strong local economy rather than detract from one.

(5) Ensure inter and intra-generational equity.

A sustainable community selects mitigation activities that reduce hazards across

Ethnic,

Racial,

Gender,

Age, and 

Social/economic lines --

Equally, now and in the future.  

The costs of today’s advances are not shifted onto later generations or less powerful groups.

(6) Adopt local consensus building.

A sustainable community selects mitigation strategies that evolve from full participation among all public and private stakeholders.  

The participatory process itself may be as important as the outcome.
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