Should Disaster Strike . . .

“The General Assembly has
called on all those who can
contribute fo disaster
mifigation fo participate in o
global effort to act: each in his
own sector and all in @
coherent forward-ooking
programme fo reduce
vulnerability. The wisdom
and foresight which produced
the Decade must now lead

to concrete initiatives ond
actions designed o bring

early resuffs.”

Jovier Pérez de Cullor
SecretaryGeneral of the United Nafions

Natural Disasters in Our Time

Few people prepare for disasters,
preferring to relegate the possibility —
and in many cases, the probabihey — of
disasters to the back of their minds. Yet
no one is immune from disasters Even
in the latter half of the 20th century,
single disasters have killed a great many
people. During the years 1946-70, 59
typhoons battered Japan, often taking
direct paths over the most populous
areas. The casualties were staggering:
13 745 dead, 576 378 houses de-
stroyed, a further 4 479 665 houses
flooded.

Between 1960 and 1989, according to
the WHO Collaboradng Centre for
Research on the Epidemiology of
Disasters in Brussels, natural ¢atastro-
phes in China affected an astonishing
233 mullion people, killing 727 849
and injuring 425 162. The Tangshan
earthquake in China on 27 July 1976
alone killed 242 000 people.

There have been numerous cataclysmic
events like the Tangshan earthquake
during the last 30 years. One of the
worst disasters of the 20th Century,
the cyclone that devastated Bangladesh
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High winds batier homes on a Caribbean isond.

in 1970, caused incredible destruction.
Its force, and the resulting famine and
disease it caused, is estimated by some
observers to have taken one millon lives.

In 1987, over 23 million people, from
Asia to the Amencas were affected by
disasters. 1988 and 1989 did not fare
better. According to the Red Cross, 80
mullion people in southern China were
affected by typhoons, floods and
landslides in 1989,

In the same year, a single country —
Malawi - suffered from five ditferent
disasters: cyclones, floods, an earth-
quake, a drought and a mealy bug
infestation that destroyed the crops of
200 000 farmers The 300 000 victms
of thest natural disasters joined the
800 000 refugees that have mugrated
to Malawa since 1986 to escape the
conflict in Mozambique

1990 was also a devastanng year. An
esumated 40 000 Lives were lost and
500 000 people were made homeless
by the carthquake in the Islamuc
Republic of Iran. Torrennal raing
followed by violent storms affecred
20 000 000 people 1n the Hunan
province of China. Drought again
affecred millions in Africa,

There 15 every reason to beheve that
disasters will be with us during the
International Decade for Natural
Disaster Reduction. War and the
degradadon of the environment,
combined with the overcrowding of
cities and the overflow of those popu-
lations into high-nsk areas, makes the
task at hand increasingly dufficult.

Ditticult or not, disaster reduction 15
now a human imperative. Further
delay will be rewarded only with more
death and destructdion We must
therefore seize every opportunity to
reduce the impace of disasters. Our
lives depend on 1t
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Man-Made Disasters

DISASTER MORTALITY IN RELATION TO DEVELOPMENT STATUS

Natural disasters have usually had a
human component It can be argued
that a natural disaster 1 an unpopu-
lated region represents a phenomenon
rather than a tragedy. 1t s when
human populatons mose into vulner-
able areas, or themselves create
conditions of vulneraluling, thar natural
disasters become human tragedies

Poverty and populbanon pressures have
pushed people onto increasingly unsafe
ground: hillsides prone 1o landshdes,
undefended coastal plains and slands,
river water sheds, areas of great seismuc
risk According 10 the Unired Srarcs
Oreerseas Development Council, six
out of every 10 of the world's poor are
bemng pushed by agricultural modern-
izanon and hugh populanon growth
into marginal lands that are more
vulnerable ro disasrers.

Few have a choice in where they live.
Many are driven by slow man-made
calarmimes such as overpopulation,
cconomic ineguabies, personal and
naticnal debr burdens, and cvil war.

Disasters and the Environment

There are numerous ways that hu-
mans, by their own acts or neghgence,
create disasters, or add to the suffering
caused by “dow-onset™ natural disasters.

The chemucal disaster at Bhopal, India,
was particularly devastating 10 those
maost vulnersble - the poor. The full
impact of the explosion at the
Chernobyl nuclear power plant and
the resulting release of radicactvity are
just now being fully assessed. Accord-
ing 1o a Sovier trade union organiza-
tion, 4 million people in the vicinity of
Chernobyl bve 1n arcas contaminared
by radicacnve substances. The
Supreme Soviet of the Ukraine has
declared the entire republic an ecologi-
cal disaster arca,

Chermical or nuclear disasters are not
the only ways thar we burden our
environment. The degradation of the
environment by the burming of fossil
fuels 15 already a calamiry, and we are
now sceing the relanonship berween
so-called “slow-onset™ disasters and
sudden impact disasters,

Deforestanon poses a great hazard.
From Mepal to the Amazon, it
threatens not only individual commu-
mines but the entre world. While clear-
cutung and slash-and-burn agneuloure
eats up vast parts of our forests, the
search for firewood leads to the loss of
the ground cover that prevents
landshdes and soil erosion.

Global warnung and rising sea levels
may represent cataclysms in the
making, Increased desertification
combined with population pressures
will increase the incidence of droughr
and famine, and fsing seas could
submerge entire countries,

Water scarcity is an acute problem for
over 40% of the world’s populanon.
1.2 thousand mullien people are
without safc water,

Add o the safe warer supply probiems
a staggering sanitation problem: over

1 7 thousand million people in the
developing world have no sanitanon
facilides.

Water pollution cleardy compounds
health problems. Water-borne diseases
such as cholera, gastroententis, malaria
and other infectious discases carried by
mosgquitos and other orgamsms breed
in stagnant ponds 1n many countres,
The consequences are terrible: an
estimated 10 000 children die of
diarrhoea cach day.

These formidable barriers to health are
only compounded by the onslaught of
disasters, which take an already
precanous situation znd place more
stress on it. Preventive measures, such
as immunization, go a long way
rowards shiclding the most vulnerable,
not only from everyday hazards, bur
also the added stress of disasters.
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What Everyone Should Know

about Disasters

Par Stenbdck, Secretnry General, League of Red Cross ond Red Crescent Socetes, Ganevn

One of the most important things
know about disasters is that the very
individuals and communioes who are
most vulnerable to hfe's duly emergen-
cies are also those most severely
atfecred by both sudden impact
emergencies, such as floods and
carthquakes, and slow-onset disasters
such as famines,

We also need to understand that
disaster preparedness, response,
rehabilitation and development are all
inter-relared, We need to help decrease
people’s vulnenbility and strengthen
their capacity to respond to events thar
undermine their physical, menral and
social well-being.

Having said thar, we also need to nd
ourselves of the idea thar disaster
affected communities are apathenc and
helpless. The people 1n these commu-
mites are ustally the firse to respond,
particularly in the carly stages. Com

Piir Stanhiick

Members of this Mesico Ty cammunity hegar iasce afinnts immaniitely failoadng e eutiguoke of 1985,

mumnities who are affecred by disasters
show an enormous amount of resil-
ience and ingenuity in dealing watch the
aftermath of disasters.

We nced ro pay much more actention
to wavs of stengthenung this resiliency,
At the same time, we need o put
more energy into pomary health care
and other development programs that
decreass people’s vulnerability. In this
context, pnmary health care could be
considered disuster preparedness.

We should also be starting, from the
word go, to think abour the rehablita-
non phase The problems caused by
dhsasters do not disappear when the
television cameras and journalists move
to the next disaster. In fact, it 15
preaiscly when media amennon is
diverred that the problems begin in
zarnest. We need to impress on donors
and relet organuzations that respond-
ing to disasrers s not an end i el
but the beginming of the phase of
rehabibration and recosery.

Finallv, we need to have the courage ol
our convictions and accept the fact
thar sometimes doing nothung 15 the
most appropnate response in the Hrse
few davs 1t needs to be constantly
emphasized that before responding 1o
disasters we must first understand whar
the likely problems will be, and,
secondly, we must make adequate
assessments before we act. Te's simply
not good enough just to “*do am-
thing.” We need to channel people’s
verv genuine desire 1o help into areas
“that genmnely need help



Haalih in the infernational Decode for Mafural Disaster Reduction 7

How Children Perceive Disasters

Children are the group most valner-
able to disasters: The World Health
Organtzation and the Tnternavonal
Children’s Art Museum in Osle,
Norway, have iminated a Global Art
Compention to ind out how children
perceive disasters,
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Disasters and Response
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Hooding i Bongldesh

Tucks frinsperting food o weas of famise i Efvipio

Festding shanim i the Sahat
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Racanstction bagis for new sethuotsesstot buidings.

Lobevorory equinmant i o rafuges comp in Foketn
uflgws o foarth worker fo manitor and disgnose diseeses.



