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v. FUTURE DIRECTIONS FOR EPIDEMIOLOGIC RESEARCH IN DISASTERS

Despite the thousands of deaths, the incalculable damage
done by disasters and the millions of dollars spent on disas-
ter relief, there is surprisingly little active scientific re-
gsearch in disasters. In the past natural scientists have been
content to document the occurrence of natural disasters. Medi-
cal scilentiste become 80 involved with relief activities that
they do not document their activities. At present, the status
is becoming more encouraging.

A. PRESENT STATUS OF DISASTER RESEARCH

There are at least four organizations which are engaged in
regular field research in disaster situations. These four or-
ganizations have been cited frequently in this dissertation.
They are:

1. United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural

Organization (UNESCO): At present UNESCO field investigations

have been limited to¢ earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, and wind-
storms. The teams of natural scientists have concentrated on
the causes and environmental effects of these disasters.

2. Natural Hazards Research, University of Toronto: Natural

Hazards Research is the most integrated of the four organiza-

tions. Geophysicists, economists, and sociologists have come
together to produce field observations and working papers on

nost of the natural disasters,

3. Disaster Research Center, Ohio State Universitys The Dis-
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aster Research Center has taken a strictly socioclogical approach
to disasters, The sociological observations, however, have tre-
mendous relevance to medical problems in disasters,

4, Center for Disease Control, US Public Health Service, At-

lantai The Center for Diszase Control has applied epidemiologic
techniques to disasters. Disease surveillance, disease control,
and rapid assessment of nutritional and medical problems have
been major areas of interest,

Within the past year, there have been four new developments
in the field of disaster research.

1. The United Nations has appointed a coordinator for the
diverse UN activities in disasters.

2. At the Seminar on the Ecology of Natural Disasters (Uni-
versite catholique de Louvain, 1972) the representatives of the
ma jor relief agencies urged:

a) that field studies in the epidemiology of disasters
be undertaken; and

b) that more ingenious ways be developed to meet the ba-
sic human and medical needs following disasters,

3« The School of Public Health at the Universite catholigue
de Louvain expects to organize a center for disaster studies
within the year,

4, The London Technical Group in England has been organized

to encourage applied research in disasters.,
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B. AREAS IN WHICH THE EPIDEMIOLOGIC METHOD CAN BE APPLIED

Throughout this dissertation I have asked a number of ques-
tions and pointed cut areas in which our knowledge of what
happens in disaster situations is most deficient. There are
five areas where the epidemiologic method can be applied to
advantage. They are:

1., Case studies of disasters

2. Gathering of disaster intelligence

3. Evaluation of the efficiency and effectiveness of relief
activities

4, Analysis of the long-term effects of disasters upon the
community; and

5. Evaluating new techniques of disaster warning and methods
to reduce the damage from disasters.

C. THE DISASTER INVESTIGATIONS UNIT

I have drawn up a proposal for a Disaster Investigations
Unit to apply the epidemiologic method to the five areas out-
lined above,

1. tle: The Disaster Investigations Unit. The Unit will
concern itself with short, intermediate, and long-term natu-
ral and man-made disasters. Acute, circumscribed disasters
Buch as railroad wrecks, mine explosions, and automobile acci-
dents will be excluded because they are unlikely to affect larg:
communities.

2, Locatjons At this moment the most suitable location for

the Disaster Investigations Unit would be within the structure
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of the Center for Disease Control {(CDC) or elsewhere in the

uS Public Health Service.

3« Areas of Responsibility: If located within the CDC, the

Unit could have ten areas of responsibility. They are:

a)

b)

c)

d)

e)

f)

8)

h)

i)

To serve as a focal point for CDC activities in the
epidemiology of disasterg

To collect and organize epidemiologic data from pre-
vious and new relief activities;

To develop protocols for the collection and evaluation
of data from various disaster situationsg

To identify the epidemiologic, administrative, envir-
onmental, and medical problems which arise after dis-
asters;

To provide epidemiologic assistance to states, com-
munities, and agencies within the United States in
predisaster planning and disaster assistance;

To provide similar assistance for foreign agenciles

or governments concerned with predisaster planning or
in need of disaster assistance;

To train public health personnel in the epidemiology
and technology of disasters;

To assist in the selection of public health personnel
to participate in predisaster planning projects or
disaster relief efforts;

To organize the briefing and debriefing of public
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health personnel involved in disaster projects, and

j) To distribute the resuiss of Lhese studie3 10 agencles
gconcerned with disaster relief. This informaziorn cculd
take the -form of case studies of individual disasters,
working papers on problems encountered in recent dis-
asters or abstractis. of research being done in the field
of disaster technology.

L, Personnel During the Initial Phaszes:

a) Medical epidemiologist (1) with experience in disaster
relief operations;
b) One (1) draft-obligated physician assigned t» the Epi-
demiology Program, CDCg
¢) Secretary (1); and
d) Attention should be given to more of an interdisciplin-
ary approach. Consultation with nutritionists, sociol-
ogists, engineers, and physical scientists should be-
gin during the initial phases.
5. fontacts for Coordination:
a) Within CDC--
Office of the Director
Epidemiology Program
‘Nutrition Program
State and Community Services
Smallpox Eradication Program
b) Within US Government--
Office of Emergency Preparedness
Foreign Disaster Emergency Relief Office, USAID

Stdate and Territorial Epidemiologists
Office of Civil Defanse
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r.1hin the United States--

fmerican Hed Cross Society

Disaster Researcn Center, Ohio State University

lational Academy of Sciences/National Research
Council

Zniernational organizations and agencies--

United Nations--0ffice of the Coordinator for Dis-
aster Relief
League of Red Cross Societies
International Committee of the Red Cross
International Committee of Veluntary Agencies
School of Public Health, Universite catholique
de Louvain
London Technical Group

Natural Hazard Research, University of Toronto
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VI. SUMMARY

This dissertation attempts to apply the epidemiologic method
.5 the disorganized data available on natural and man-made dis-
isters., The historical approach is limited by incomplete data,
.nanges since World War II, and limited predictive value. Data
-ollected since 1945 is either concerned with a narrow scien-
tific discipline or the operational aspects of disasters.

Disasters can be described epidemiologically in terms of
1) concentric zones, 2) time phases, and 3) their administra-
tive, environmental, medical, and long-term effects upon the
community, Present knowledge is particularly deficient in
areas concerned with disaster intelligence and continued eval-
uation of relief activities.

The dissertation closes with a brief summary of the present
status of research in disasters and a proposal for a Disaster
Investigations Unit concerned with #pplied epidemiological re-

search,
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