Popular Assessments of Hazards
and Hazards Policies: The Case of

(California’s Nine Communities

The main emphasis of this volume has been on the decision makers and
partisans who influence, initiate, or formulate public policy in the natural-
hazards area Since the members of this elite group constitute the supply
side of the policy process, this emphasis is entirely justified. But there is, at
the same time, a demand side to the process that must also be taken into
account. The demand side consists of the opinions of the public to whom
our elites are ulumately responsible. How does the general public react to
the 1ssues we have been considering?

At a very early stage in designing this project, our hope was to survey both
elites and the general public in each sample jurisdiction. Budget constrar
quickly put an end to this plan, and we went forward with a study focuse
entirely on elites It turned out, however, that the elite survey required about
"600 fewer cases than we had originally anticipated, and the conseguent
savings in the data collection budget allowed us to restore, at least partally,
the initial design plan: We would generate “‘matching’ data for both elites
and the general public, but only for communities 1n a single state The
presence of a collaborator, Dr Richard Berk, in Santa Barbara led us to focus
on California for this additional research. In late 1977 and early 1978, mine

general-population surveys were undertaken. Detads on the desgn of th
survey are presented in Chapler 2. In each of the nipe California com.
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munities who fell into the farger elite sample, a block-guota sample of 100
focal residents was drawn and interviewed, according to a schedule that
paralleled the one used in the elite survey. For each of these nine California
communities, interviews were obtained from about 20-25 influential deci-
sion makers and from 100 local residents,

Why California? Aside from the purely pragmatic consideration noted
above, there were three reasons. First, California ts one of very few states in
the sample that provided the minimum 9-10 communities necessary for
analysis. Second, California’s major natural-hazards problems consist of a
very common class of disasters, namely floods, and an extremely rare class
of disasters, namely earthquakes and related seismic problems {i.e., land-
slides, slope fatlures, etc ). Both problems are amenable to risk mitigation
through land use management and thus pose interesting pubhc policy ques-
tions. A third major California hazard problem, brush and forest fires, was
also covered in depth, mainly because such fires were a menace at the time
of the survey Third, in the area of seismic-risk mitigation, especially,
Califorma s by far the most advanced and innovative state 1n the nation. The
“seismic safety element” provision of California law requires that the master
plan for every local community in the state reflect an awareness of local
seismic hazards, a provision that has been politically contentious in several
California communities. Californians’ views of earthquake risk and how to
manage it would be particularly interesting.

The Califormia sample is not a probability sample of the aduit population
of the state and should not be interpreted as such it represents only the adult
population of the mine Califormia communities from which it was drawn.
Each of the communities, regardless of size, 1s represented equally: one-
hundred interviews were conducted in each of the nine sites, Thus, there
are as many interviews in Shasta County as there are in Los Angeles,

CALIFORNIANS’ RATINGS OF
HAZARDS SERIOUSNESS

To judge how salient natural hazards issues are to the general public, the
interviews called for ratings of eight of the same local problems asked about
in the elite interviews. The resulting average seriousness ratings are shown in
Tabte 5.1, along with the average ratings attributed to the same problems by
the local elites from the same nine California communities,

The gross patterns shown tn the Califorma population data are guite famil-
iar. As among ehtes, both in California and elsewhere, inflation, crime, and
unemployment tend 10 bhe seen as very serious community problems; most
natural-chisaster problems, 1 contrast, are rated very low (drought 15 the
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TABLE 5.1
Mean Seriousness Ratings of Selected Local Problems by California Residents and
Elites
Residents Local Elites

Average Averag&
Problem Area Rating Rank N Rating Rank R
Inflatien 7.59 i (891) 7.14 2 (183
Draught 7.38 2 (894) =P - --
Crime 7.01 3 (887) E.07 3 (181)
Usemployment 6.83 4 (875) T.47 1 (183)
Pornography 4,49 5 (863} 3.89 4 (180)
Fires 4,48 6 (839} 3.89 5 (181}
Earthquakes 2.28 7 (892) 2.21 7 (184)
Floods 2.15 8 (886) 2.90 [ (184)

% = o problem at all, 10 = most serious problewm: Hence high ratings
mean high seriousness.

b'I'he deought question was not included in the elite survey.

exception, discussed later), Among the residents, flooding is seen as the least
serious of all eight problems, with earthquakes a very close seventh Fires are
considered more serious than either earthquakes or floods, perhaps reflect-
ing only that a large portion of California was ablaze duning the period 1n
which the survey was being fielded. Among both elites and masses, all three
of these hazard problems are seen as less serious than pornography, al-
though for fires the margin 1s slender.

There is a high degree of agreement between ordinary Califormians and
their local elites, the correlation between the two sets of ratings being
r=+.96. Essentially the ratings are almost identical, on the average the
differences between the two appearing in the last decimal place. This
amount of agreement means mainly that both elites and the general popula-
tion agree that natural hazards are not very pressing to the commuity.

The California population survey (but not the elite survey) included
drought as one of the problems to be rated. This was added because Califor-
nia was suffering from its worst drought of the century al the time. In late
1977, drought ranked second only 1o inflation in terms of aggregate serious-

ness. Thus is far and away the “hest’” showing of any harard problom i
of the data considered in this volume and illusirates that undes some i um.
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stances, at least, natural hazards problems can rise quite high on the agenda
of local concerns. One might likewise anticipate that earthgquake seriousness
would have been much higher if we had taken the survey right after the San
Fernando earthquake of 1971. On the other hand, one necessarily doubts
whether the high level of concern over drought would have outlasted the
drought itself; a reasonable guess is that a readmunistration of this item in
California today would show that the seriousness of the drought problem has
plummeted.

The high seriousness attributed to drought in the middle of the worst
Califoinia drought in the twentieth century illustrates an important point
about the nature of natural* hazards problems: When they are prablems at
all, they can be very serious, but they are only rarely problems in the first
place. Natural-hazards problems may rank either first or last on the agenda
of concern, but seldom in the middle.

The relative seriousness atributed to the four hazards problems varies
significantly across the nine communities, for both elite and general-
population samples (Table 5.2). Drought 1s seen as rather more serious in the
northern California communities we studied and rather less serious in the
two southern communities, Los Angeles and San Diego. This follows the
actual pattern of the drought itself. The pattern for fires is also quite predicta-
ble: General concern over fire was highest in Los Angeles, which was burn-
ing while our survey was in the field. Los Angeles residents and their elites
also have the distinction of attributing more seriousness to the earthquake
problem than the residents of any other community, Among Los Angeles
respondents, in fact, the average seriousness attributed to eanthquakes is
5.57; the highest average for any other community is only 2.32. These
patterns doubtlessly reflect that, prior to 1977, the most recent California
earthquake of any consequence—San Fernando, 1971—had occurred in the
Los Angeles metropolitan area. Finally, the seriousness attnbuted to flooding
is highest in Los Angeles, whnch suffered serious flooding 1in 1969, and in the
three northern communities of Shasta County, Mendocino County, and
Stockton, all in the general vicinity of the January, 1974 northern California
flood area.

The most striking finding in Table 5.2 is the close correspondence be-
tween elite and mass views of the relative sericusness of these hazard prob-
lems. Indeed, across 27 possible comparnisons (nine cities by three disaster
types). the average absclute difference between ehte and general average
seripusness 15 only .7 scale points, and there are but three cases where the
difference is more than 1 scale point. Thus, elites and masses tend to share
the same opinions about the relative seriousness of natural hazard problems,
not only in general (as s apparem from the previous table), but also on a
city-by-city basis

Californians’ Ratings of Hazards Seriousness

TABLE 5.2

Comparison of Elite-Mass Hazard Seriousness Ratings Across Nine California Cities

Dfought Fire Earthquake Flood
Communlity Mass Elite Mass Elite Mass Elite Mass Elice
E!l Dorado 8.07 - 4.56 4,47 1.28 1.35 1.36 1.2
Los Angeles 6.22 -~ 6.34 4.17 5.57 5,50 3.33 2.79
Mendocino .05 — 3.62 2.92 1.86 1.31 ) 1.52 3,38
oakland 7.7k — 472 4.00 1.96  2.59 L4s 2.2
Sacramento 7.68 ~—— 5.45 4,59 .62 2.05 1.81 2,713
San Diego &.33 -— 4.55 3.%9 2.32 1.68 1.98 2.64
S5an Mateo 7.66 - 3.11 2.85 2.32 i.86 1.72 2,63
Shasta 7.713 —— & 52 5.05 1.34 1.24 2,66 5.52
Stockton 8.01 -— b .95 2.30 1.41 2.5% 3.05

The 27 mass-elite comparisons can also be summarized by computing a
correlation, which yields a value of r=+ 76, indicating a very high level of
correspondence between elite and mass assessments of hazard seriousness.
In communities where the general population sees a particular hazaid as
relatively serious, so do members of the community elne.

Table 5.3 presents zero-order correlation coefficients (Pearson’s r’s)
among the hazard-seriousness ratings, With the exception of drought, the
hazard-seriousness ratings are strongly rmercorrelated among themselves.
Flood, earthquake, and fire seriousness, are all strongly and positively corre-
lated (r = .42, .34, and .45, respectively} with each other. indicating that
persons who see one as serious tend to see the others as sertous, These

TABLE 5.3

Correlations Among Hazard Seriousness Ratings, California Residents

Drought Flood Quake Fire
Drought — L0b ~.03 .09
Flood .04 ——— 42 sl
Quake -.03 42 .- A
Fire .09 P LA =
=
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correlations are strong enough to warrant combining the three separate
indicators into an overall hazard-seriousness score. The resulting index, a
simple sum of responses to the three component indicators, thus ranges from
3to 30

Using the overall hazard-seriousness index, we can question which
characteristics of individuals influence their assessments of the seriousness
of hazards. Table 5.4 presents the regression of the index on selected per-
sonal characterislics. As one might expect, location tends to be the dominant

TABLE 5.4

Regression of Hazard Seriousness Index on Selected California Resident Characteristics

Independent Variables b s.e.

I. Community?
El Dorado -1.81 .75
san Diego -0.03 .76
Shasta =0.46 e
Mendoc ino =1.23% W74
Oakland -1.20* W4
San Mateo ~1.874% .76
Sacragento -1.06 .74
Los Angeles 5.89 .79

I1. Disaster Experience

Flood 1.20%* W43
Quake 1,04%% .40
Fire ~0.54 A4

III. Background Variables

Income ~0, 26%% .07
Republ 1canb 0.15 W49
Demcu:rzn:b 0.73 A2
Age <0, 04%* 01
Home Owner? -0.18 .43
Residence Length ~0,00 .Gl
Intercept = 11,92

r? - 2Lk

t-test agalnst the null thac b » ¢
* = Significant at alpha = .10
** = Significant at alpha - .05

45tockton is the omitted category

bRewu’blicar and Democrat are entered &8 duwmmnies, Independent ia the
omitted category
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characteristic: Los Angeles respondents view these problems as more serious
than do residents of any other city, by a large margin. Next to Los Angeles,
the highest overall hazard-seriousness score is in Stockton {the omitted cate-
gory). The coefficients for all remaining cities are negative, meaning that
residents of these cities see the problem as less serious than do residents of
Stockton. The Jowest overall scores are for San Mateo and Eldorado.

Both flood and earthquake experience increase the seriousness attributed
to natural hazards problems; both effects are statistically significant. The
coefficient for fire experience, however, is negative and statistically insignif-
icant

Only three of the background vartables retain significant effects on overall
hazard seriousness in the multivariate anatysis. Derocrats view these prob-
lems as marginally more serious than do Independents or Repubficans;
high-income respondents see these problems as less serious than do low-
income respondents; and older respondents see the problems as less sericus
than do younger respondents. Thus, the highest level of seriousness attrib-
uted to natural hazards problems in Califorma comes among younger, less
affluent Los Angeles Democrats, Finally, the regression model in Table 5.4
accounts for just under one-fourth of the variance in overall hazard-
seriousness ratings (R* = .237), the largest share of which is attributabie to
the dummy variables representing city.

Following the model of the elite survey, the California population survey
also asked respondents to estimate the probability that their community
would experience a serous disaster of each type over the next 10 vears,
Results are shown by city in Table 5.5 {top panel); city-by-city comparisons
between elite and general-population estimates of the return probabilities for
floods and earthquakes are shown in Table 5.6.

The estimated return probabilities for each of the three hazards are posi-
tively and significantly correlated with the seriousness attributed to each
hazard problem. For floods, the correlation between attributed seriousness
{Table 5.2) and perceived return probability (Table 5.5) 1s r = .33; for earth-
quakes, r = .32; and for fires, r = .31, These moderate positive correlations
suggest that these two variables—sericusness and return probability—are
different manifestations of the same underlying phenomenon, namely, the
concern that people fee! about their risk from natural hazards, Both variables
are largely a function of objective community risk and the community’s or
respondent’s prior disaster experience.

Thus, unsurprisingly, the highest estimated probability for a serious earth-
quake is found among Los Angeles respondents, in the aggregate, Los
Angeles residents believe that the probability is 56% that a serious earth-
quake will occur in their community i the next 10 years. Other com-

munities with probabilities of more than 40% are Mendocno County, (Oak-
land, San Dieago, and San Maivo.
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TABLE 5.6

Estimated Return Probabilities for Floods and Earthquakes, by Cily: Comparisons
Between Elite and Mass Responses

Flood Earthquake
City Elite Mass Elite Mass
El Dorado 6.1 9.2 12.6 18.9
Los Angeles 15.7 22.8 48.6 56.2
Mendocino 3l.5 28.2 32.5 41.2
Dakland 16,2+ 16.8 55.6 46.0
Sacramento 21.0 24.5 24.3 30.5
San Diego 22.8 17.8 26.0 41.7
San Mateo 17.9 23.4 45.7 48.9
Shasta 4l.0 23.8 13.5 i6.9
Stockton 17.4 26.4 18.4 35.1
r = +,60 r o= +.62

In the total sample, the perceived probability of a serious earthquake in
the next 10 years (P = 37 4%) is roughly twice that of a serious flood (P =
21.4%). Furthermore, the estimated earthquake probabilities are higher than
the estimated flood probabilities in eight of the nine communities (Shasta
County is the only exception). These data, and the parallel elite data in Table
5.6, suggest that California residents and elites do not have a very realistic
sense of the relative magnitudes of their earthquake and flood problems. Of
course, nobody knows for certain the probability of a senous California
earthquake in the next 10 years; in some accounts, the odds are depicted as
being very close to 1.0. However, the probability that California witt experi-
ence at least one very serious flood sometime in the next 10 years is very
much higher than the probability that the state will experience at least one
very serious earthquake, so there is clearly some lack of realism reflected in
the estimated odds reported here. The exaggeration of eanthquake hazard
relative to flood may reflect only that seismic hazard has received substan-
tially more publicity in California.

For the total resident sample, the probability of a serious flood in the next
10 vyears 15 Just above 20%, with little variation across cities. Eldorado re-
spondents give the lowest flood odds (P = 9.2%); Mendocino County re-
spondents the highest P = 28 2%)

Fire is seen as a more likely hazard than either flood or earthquake, 1n the

Californians’ Ratings of Hazards Seriousness

total sample and in six of the nine specific commumities. in five of the nine,
the perceived probability of a serious fire in the next 10 years is more than
5(%. Los Angeles again leads the list, with 65.1%; other communities above
50% are Eldorado County, Mendocine Couonty, Shasta County, and San
Diego.

Table 5.6 compares, city-by-city, the elite and mass perceived return
probabilities for two hazards, floods and earthquakes. Again, the extensive
elite-mass agreement registered in these data is impressive Across the 18
comparisons shown in Table 5.6, the average absolute difference between
elite and mass estimates is 7.3 points (on a 100-pomt scale)—It is a bit
higher, indicating less agreement, for earthquake odds (8.6) and a bit lower
for floods odds {6.0). There are but three instances of serious disagreement,
defined as a difference of more than 10 points. In Shasta County, elites see
floods as substantially more probable than local residents (41.0% versus
23.8%). In San Diego and Stockton, local residents see earthquakes as sub-
stantially more probable than elites (41.7% versus 26.0% in San Diego;
35.11% versus 18.4% in Stockton). These exceptions aside, the broad pic-
ture that emerges from these comparisons is that elites and local residents
tend to agree on the likelihood of a serious disaster in therr commurities
over the ensuing decade This is also mamifested by the high correlations,
r = +.60 and r = +.62, for the sets of elite-mass comparisons

Special Dangers

There are, of course, dimensions to a person’s concern over natural
hazards that are not entirely captured by either the seriousness ratings or the
estimated return probabulities. In the California resident survey, we tried o
discover additional facets of hazard-related concern. One sequence of ques-
tions, for example, asked respondents whether there were any special fea-
tures of therr communities—dams, factories, or military installations posing
some explosion potential, or nuclear power generation facilities—*'that
would tend to make for specral dangers should a disaster occur.” The pet-
centages responding yes to these questions are shown in the second section
of Table 5.5, first for the total resident sample, then separately for each city.

In the total sample, the highest level of concern is expressed over dams
that might collapse. Overall, just under 40% mentioned this as a possible
problem in their community. in five of the nine communities, the percentage
mentioning dams as a possible problem is close to or greater than 50% [ os
Angeles, Mendocino County, Sacramento, San Mateo, and Shada County

Possible dam failure m a sertous seisnnc event has been much discussed
throughout California, the near-coliapse of at feast one dan i the 1971 San
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Fernando earthquake received considerable attention. In five California
cities, at least, this concern over possible dam failures during a natural
disaster event has apparently penetrated rather deeply into popular thinking.

Twenty-seven percent of the total sample expressed a similar concern
over “factories or military instatiations with explosives or dangerous chemi-
cals.” In four communities, concern on this point exceeds 40% (Los
Angeles, Oakland, Sacramento, and San Diego). in Oakland and San Diego,
this appears to be a more serious problem than the possibility of dam failure.
Interestingly. respondents mentioning chemicals or explosives as a possible
problem tend to be concentrated in the larger California cities.

Finally, 17.9% of the 'total sample mentioned “nuclear power plants
whose safeguards might fail'” as a possible hazard problern in their commu-
nity. In Sacramento and San Diego, concern over this point is especially
high. At least 40% of the respondents in both cities expressed some concern
about nuclear power plants in the event of a natural disaster.

From the point of view of these special vulnerabilities, Sacramento ap-
pears 1o be seen as the potentially most lethal of the communities in the
sample. About 50% of the Sacramento respondents said yes ta all three
questions. In like fashion, Eldorado County seems to residents to be the least
lethal community. Less than 10% of Eldorado residents responded yes to
any of the gquestions

All three of these community-specific hazard concern indicators vary ac-
cording to characteristics other than community, aithough in no case are
these correlations especially strong (data not shown). The three items corre-
late positively and significantly among themselves, so that those who ex-
press a concern on any of the three points are likely to express a similar
concern on either of the remaining two points. These correlations range from
r = .17 {dams by nuclear power plants) to r = .37 (explosions by nuclear
power plants). All three also correlate positively with the seriousness attrib-
uted to flood, earthquake, and fire problems (these correlations are in the
range of 1-.2), and likewise with the esumated return probabilities for
floods and earthquakes, but not fires (correlations also in the range of .1-2)
Thus, there is a moderate tendency for persons who think hazards are rela-
tively serious problems or who think a serious flood or earthquake 1s rela-
tively probable in the next 10 years to also worry dispropertionately about
possible dam failures, explosions, or nuclear accidents in the event of a
serious disaster. The three items in question also appear to tap, at least in
part, some generalized sense of concern over natural hazards. However, the
tendency to worry aboul any of these three points is not strongly correlated
with prior disaster experience; correlations with disasler experience var-

1ables range from r = 07 to r = —.06 and are not consistent in sign.
Finally, of the scveral social background vanables considered in earlier
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analyses, only length of residence in California correlates consistently with
this measure of concern. The correlations are all negative: (Concern de-
creases as length of residence 1n California increases). The magnitudes are r
= —.05, —.19, and -.10 for dams, explosions, and nuclear accidents, re-
spectively. Thus, there is a modest tendency for longer-term residents to be
less concerned than shorter-term residents on these three points.

Personal Concern

A final set of questions in the disaster-concerns sequence asked ‘how
concerned people are about what would happen to them and their families if
a serious natural disaster were to occur” in their communities. The third
section of Table 5.5 shows the percentage that were “‘very concerned”
about each of seven possibilities. Three of the seven deal with calamities that
might befall respondents or their families; the remaining four deal with more
systemic problems that would conceivably affect large segments of the
commumty. We call these personal concerns and communily concerns,
respectively.

Of the three items applying lo personal concerns, the one that shows the
highest level of concern is the possibility of personal injury. Of the total
sample, 53% said they would be very concerned about personal injury in
the event of a natural dtsaster. In contrast, only 38% would be very con-
cerned about damage to their residential structures, and 36% would be very
concerned about damage to the contents of the structure. Thus, at least in
Califorma, people tend 1o worry more about personal injuries than about
damages to property in the event of a natural disaster.

Personal concerns vary httle from city to city. In general, the highest levei
of concern is registered in Qakland; the lowest in San Diego and Shasta
County. However, the differences across cities are not substantial.

The three personal concern items correlate strongly and positively among
themselves; correlations range from r = .56 to r = .71. Thus, we have com-
bined them nto an overall personal concerns index (by taking a simple
sum of responses to the three items). The resuiting personal concerns index
‘varies from zero (respondent is *"not at all concerned” on all three items) to 6
{respondent is “‘very concerned’” an all threc tems). For the total sample, the
average response on the index is 3.5 and is thus slightly skewed towards the
higher, or more concerned, end. By city, averages vary trom a high of 4.1 in
Qakland ta a low of 2.9 in San Diego

Regression (data not shown) of the personal concerns index on selected
variables showed us that, with Stockton s the omuted category, the ok
city dummies showmg significant results are San Diego and Los Angeles
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Both coefficients are negative, meaning that residents in these communities
are less concerned about personal injury and property loss than residents in
other communities. Neither flood seriousness nor the estimated return prob-
ability for a flood significantiy predicts personal concerns; the correspond-
ing variables for earthquakes and fires, however, are both positive and statis-
ticaliy significant Coefficients for the vanables representing a respondent’s
personal disaster history are all negative, so people who have experienced a
disaster evidence less personal concern than those who have not. None of
the coefficients is statistically significant. In general, then, the highest leve! of
personal concern exists among individuals who think hazards are a serious
problem and who feel that the probability of another disaster is relatively
high, but who have never personally experienced one.

Of the standard background variables, only two show significant and
interesting effects. First, personal concerns increase with the size of the
respondents’ families; respondents with many children show more personal
concerns than respondents with few or no children. Second, the respon-
dent’s age 15 negatively related to the personal concerns index; older re-
spondents are less concerned than are younger respondents. The coefficient
for length of residence in California is also negative, but it is statistically
insignificant.

Finafly, the survey contained five questions answered by the interviewer
concerning what might be called the hazard vulnerability of the respon-
dent’s housing—that is, whether the structure was on the side of a steep hill
or incline, at the base of a canyon, in a ravine, surgounded by brush or dry
forest, or a mobile home. With the exception of respondents living 1n"a
ravine, none of these variables showed any significant effect on the level of
personal concern. Interestingly, the coefficient for living in a ravine 15 nega-
tive and statisuically significant, People who live in ravines are somewhat
less concerned on these points than are peopte who do not

Community Concern

The most widespread community concern shown in Table 5.5 is that
“"hospitals would not be able to take care of all the people needing medical
attention.” In the total sample, just over 50% said they would be very
concerned about this possibility. There is also a fairly high level of concern
that essential services would be disrupted (48% “‘very concerned’’). Concern
that “the police and fire departments would be unprepared” is least exten-
sive, About 33% of the total sample said they would be very concerned
about this.

In general, these community concern data give the impression that the
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people of Califorma are not highly confident that their local services could
deal adequately with the aftermath of a disaster. In the total sample, for
example, 36.7% said they were “not at all concerned” that police and fire
departments would be unprepared, so roughly 66% of the total harbor at
least some concern on this point. Likewise, only 21.5% are not at all con-
cerned about possible delays getting people to hospitals, another 20 6% are
not at aft concerned about hospitals being unprepared to handle the load,
and another 20.4% are unconcerned about disruptions of essential services.
Combining the four items, we find only 6.5% (56 of 866 respondents) who
say they are not at all concerned on all four questions; thus, something over
90% of the California population evidences at least some concern that some
local public service would be inadequate to handle the aflermath of a seri-
ous disaster. In contrast, 20 6% of the total sample say they are very con-
cerned on all four peints. All else equal, then, the data suggest at least the
possibility of sizable public support 1n California for a general strengthening
of the disaster response capabihities of local emergency services.

The lack of confidence in local services in the event of a disaster can be
interpreted in two ways, depending on whether one stresses local services or
disasters. Residents may be very confident in their local services but worry
whether the event might stretch the capacities of what would ordinarily be
very goad or excellent services. Alternatively, residents may be expressing a
tow opimon of the services” abilily to cope with reasonable workloads as
well as the overloads brought about by disaster emergencies

The four community concern iems correlate positively and strongly
among themselves; the correlations range from r = 34 to r = .65, To reduce
the sheer bulk of information, then, the four items have been combined into
an overall communrily concerns index, For purposes of index construction,
persons saying they are “not at all concerned’” on a question are scored
zero, those ““‘somewhat concerned” are scored 1, and those “‘very con-
cerned’” are scored 2; the summed index therefore varnes from zero (not at
all concerned on all four items) to 8 (very concerned on all four items), In the
total sample, the average of the resufting index is 4.8, and the entire dis-
tribution 15 clearly skewed toward the higher, or more concerned, end of
the scale.

" The last panel of Table 5.5 shows community averages on the 8-pomt
overall community concerns index. As indicated, the degree of community
concern varies substantially and significantly across the nine cities (F =
6.33; p < 000). This is also evident in the item-by-item results shown in
Table 5.5 The highest level of community concern, by far, is in Qakland, (X
= 6 0}; which has a communily concerns index scare ot 6.0 and shows the

highest concern on each of the four communuty concern measures (thet
communities that are maore concerned than the averaste redchude Aendod o
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County, Stockion, and Los Angeles. In contrast, San Diego residents seem
rather confident in their local emergency services; their score on the index is
only 3.9. The Sacramenio score (4.1) is also well below the overall average.

Regression of the commumty concerns index on selected background
charactenstics showed that, with Stockton as the omitted category, there are
three cities with significant negative coefficients—San Diego, Sacramento,
and Los Angeles—and one—OQakland—with a significant positive coeffi-
cient. The concern of Qakland residents with the efficacy of their local
emergency services comes through in all analyses.

The seriousness attributed to floods and fires is positively and significantly
correlated with community concerns; the more serious respondents feel
these problems to be, the more concerned they are about the adequacy of
local emergency services. The coefficient for earthquake seriousness is also
positive, but not statistically significant. Among the return-probability vari-
ables, only that for earthquakes shows a significant and positive effect; coeffi-
ciems for fire and flood probabilities are positive, but not significant. Fnally,
respondents” personal experiences with floods, earthquakes, and fires are
not significantly related to therr community concern scores. As in the per-
sonal concerns data, the general pattern is that the highest level of concern
tends to come from persons who think that disasters are a serious problem
and that the probability of future disaster 1s high, but who have themselves
never personally experienced one.

None of the interviewer indicators of housing vulnerability significantly
related to community concerns scores.

Of the standard background varnables, only three show noteworthy ef-
fects. First, Republicans show less community concerns than either Demo-
crats or Independents. The coefficients for age and income are negative but
not significant Length of residence in California is negatively and signifi-
cantly related at the .10 level (p = .076) In general, less affluent individuals,
younger persons, and persons who are relative newcomers to the state show
the highest levels of concern over the adequacy of local emergency services,
but all such relationships are weak.

Summary and Conclusions

The key findings from the survey concerning the seriousness aitributed to
hazards problems by Califorma residents may thus be summarized as fol-
lows:

1. Like their politcal elites, Califorma residents rank natural hazards low
on their agenda of political concern. in 1977, fires, earthquakes, and floods
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were all seen to be less sericus problems than pornography, and much less
serious than matters such as inflation or crime,

2. The problem of drought ranked second oniy to inflation as a serrous
problem in the minds of California residents in 1977 {the worst western
drought year in recent memory). The importance of this finding is that it
shows that, under proper circumstances, hazards-related problems can in-
deed rise quite high on the political agenda. The data suggest that hazards
become serious problems during, ar in the immediate aftermath of, a major
natural disaster, but sink very low on the agenda between one serious disas-
ter and the next. Perhaps this explains, at least in part, why it has tra-
ditionally been easier to ntroduce ad hoc policy fixes 1n the immediate
aftermath of a disaster than i has been 0 sustain a more rational program of
hazard-risk management during the interim, non crisis periods.

3 All indicators of hazard concerns, including the seriousness attributed
to hazards problems, vary across cities in a manner consistent with the
diffening degrees of objective risks. There is some evidence that the serious-
ness data presented here represent some level of rahonal judgment on the
part of our respondents.

4 Virtually all questions about the seriousness with which hazards prob-
lems are regarded correlate strongly and posiively among themselves,
suggesting that all indicators tap some unitary underlying disaster concern
dimension.

5. At all points where a direct comparison is possible, there is a substan-
tial level of agreement on these issues between the general population and
the elites of California. This holds both in the aggregate, in each onty, and for
each drsaster type for which we have data.

6. However measured, concerns over natural hazards problems in
California tend to be highest among younger and less affluent respon
and among relative newcomers to the state These effects are generally
striking, but they tend to be reasonably consistent across items, The sugges-
tion 15 thus that the longer one resides 1in California, the more jaded one
becomes about the problem

7. Fires are seen as the most probable disaster type over the next 10 years,
earthquakes as second most probable, and floods as least probable. A seri-
ous earthquake 1s perceived as twice as likely as a serious flood, which is not
a very reaiistic picture of the relative seriousness of Cahfornia’s flood prob-
lem. The publicity given to seismic hazards in California may have caused
an unwarranted denigratton of the seriousness of the state’s flooding prob-
lem

7. Although Californa residents de not see natural hazards as very sen-

ous community problems, they do exhibit relatively hugth lovele ot cancern
over what would happen o themselves, thoer tanvifies and thee conn
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munities were a serious disaster to occur. Sizable minorities, for example,
state that there are damns, concentrations of chemicals or explosives, or
nuclear power plants in their communities that would greatly worsen the
effects of any natural disaster. Likewise, slightly more than 50% of the sam-
ple is “very concerned” about the prospect of personal injuries to them-
selves or their families 1n the event of a disaster, and substantial minorities
are also very concerned about the possibility of damage to their homes and
personal beiongings. Finally, there is a great deal of concern about whether
local emergency services would be adequate to handle the aftermath of a
serious disaster. Over 90% of the California population evidences at least
some concern on this score,

The contrast between the low seriousness attributed to natural hazards as
an issue and the apparently high personal concern very much calls to mind
Mills’s £1959) distinction between private troubles and political ssues. In
Mills’s scheme, the former “occur within the character of the individual,”
whereas the latter “transcend the individual and the range of his inner life
Ip. 81.”” By this logic, in Califormia at least, and probably everywhere else,
natural-hazards problems are seen more as private troubles than as political
issues. They are viewed as calamities befailing individuals, resulting from
forces over which there is little or no control, rather than as systemic prob-
lems for which political solutions are possible. Thus, mitigative efforts
targeted toward the behavior of individuals (e.g, hazards insurance) are
considered more acceptable or appropriate than efforts targeted toward the
social organization of the community. Private troubles, it is reasoned, call for
private solutions, whereas political 1ssues mandate political responses. The
current chimate, 1t appears, tends to favor the first of these over the second.

LEVELS OF DISASTER PREPAREDNESS

If natural disasters have more of the character of private troubles than
politicat ssues, then the question of individual preparedness for disaster—
the measures that individuals take or fail 1o take to protect themselves and
thewr famihes from disaster—becomes a relevant concern. As we have seen
in ali analyses, natural hazards do not rank high on the agenda of state and
local political concerns, yet there seems 10 be quite a bit of personal con-
cern, even worry, over what would happen to oneseif and one’s family were
a serious disaster to strike. Are these personal concerns and worries trans-
lated into hazard-preparedness behaviors? Have Californians taken practical
steps to avowd undue risk or to protect themselves should a disaster occur?

Levels of Disaster Preparedness

What, in short, is the level of hazard preparedness among the Catitornia
sample?

Steps that individuals might take to lessen the risk of natural disaster may
include equipping the house with emergency lighting, purchasing hazards
insurance, or not locating in hazardous areas. There are many steps indi-
viduals can take; the question, then, is which ones are actually taken

Hazards Insurance

As shown in Table 5.7, residents’ knowledge of the NFIP is nonexistent.
The vast majority of California residents (91.4%) said that they had never
even heard of the program at the time of the survey; most elites, in conirast,
had at least heard of NFIP. The lack of knowledge among residents imposes
very serious limits on the possibihity of their protecting themselves from flood
hazard through the purchase of flood insurance.

Mot knowing in advance the exient of ignorance about NFIP, we included
several follow-up questions dealing with the purchase of flood insurance, as
previous results make inevitable, the numbers get ndiculously smail Of the
544 homeowners who were asked, only 6 (1.1%) sard they had “considered
getting flood insurance’” for themselves, only 4 (.7%) had tried to get such
msurance, and a lonely 3 respondents {(.6%) actually carned a flood insur-

TABLE 5.7

Knowledge of the Federal Flood Insurance Program Among California Residents and
Elites

Residents® Elftes

Have you heard about Frpe® (544) (183)
No 91 & 16.5
Yes 8.6 B3.6

2 Insurance questions were asked only of homeowners, not of renters; thus the
lower N.

b’I‘he question reads:

"The next set of questions is about the federal government's Flood Insurance
Program. The idea behind the program is that the federal government will
subsidize floeod insurance for property owners in flood hazard areas, if, in
retutn, local communities agree to establish policies which restrice further
construction and development in those areas. Have you heatd any discussion
about a federal program of that aorc here in (CITY OR JOUNTY) ™
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ance policy at the time of the survey. Most residents had never even heard of
NFIP and therefore did not know whether their community was in the pro-
gram or not. Having never heard of the program, very few people had ever
considered purchasing, tried to purchase, or much less actually purchased,
such insurance but the substantial majority felt that the general ideas behind
the program, as we described it, were sound. These data suggest that interest
in, and purchase of, flood insurance in California would increase substan-
tially were people adequately informed about its availability and about their
communities’ participation in the program.

Earthquake insurance has penetrated much more deeply into the
hazard-preparedness thinking of the California populabon. Slightly more
than 25% of the homeowners in our sample said they had ""considered
getting earthquake insurance’ for their homes. In Los Angeles and San
Mateo, over 50% had at least considered such insurance (55% and 53%
respectively) In other communities, however, notably Sacramento and
Shasta County, few had considered purchasing earthquake insurance.

Of those who had ever considered purchasing earthquake insurance,
42.2% said that they actually had such insurance at the time of our survey;
thus, slightly more than 10% of the homeowners in the sample say they
currently carry earthquake insurance on their homes. The percentage of
homeowners actually carrying earthquake insurance varies across cities. The
high figure 1s registered for San Mateo, where about 22% of the homeowners
in the sample say they currently carry earthquake insurance, the low figure is
in Sacramento, where only 1.7% (1 of 59 homeowners} are so protected.
Surpnisingly, the Los Angeles figure, 16.7%, is not much higher than that
registered for the state as a whole: more Los Angelenos have considered
earthguake insurance, but relatively few have actually bought 1t

Regression analysis of the tendency to consider earthquake insurance
yielded largely predictable results (data not shown) As one might expect,
interest in purchasing earthquake nsurance is highest among those who
believe earthquakes are a serious problem, who feel that the probability of a
future earthquake 15 high, who worry about the possible effects of a serious
disaster on themselves and their communities, who have actually experi-
enced an earthquake in the past, and who have relatively higher incomes.

The tendency actually to purchase insurance is much less predictable.
Interestingly, none of the variables that predict the tendency to consider this
insurance also predict the tendency to buy it, ceefficients for seriousness,
return probability, earthquake experience, personal and community disaster
concern, and so on are all insignificant in this equation, Of the variables in
our model, only two are significantly related to the purchase of earthquake
nsurance: Respondents living at the base of a hill or steep canyon are
significantly more hikely to have earthquake insurance than other respon-

Levels of Disaster Preparedness

dents and respondents living in mobile homes are significantly less likely to
have earthquake insurance than other respondents.

The truly interesting finding here s that although everything one would
expect 10 cause some interest in earthquake insurance actually does, none of
these things, apparently, inspire people to take the next step and actually
purchase such insurance. The concerns that Cahfornians feel about earth-
quake hazards, in shon, are just that—they are not accompamed by much
practical risk-aversive behavior.

A parallel set of questions about fire insurance found that 98.6% of the
homeowners in the sample had considered fire insurance and 98.7% said
they currently had such msurance. More than 80% said that such insurance
was required by their mortgage bank. Of thase who currently have fire
Insurance, 22% said that “all of the loss” would be covered were their
homes destroyed by fire, 52% said that ““most of the loss”” would be covered,
and 26% said that only “’some of the loss” would be covered In sum, nearly
every homeowner in California is insured against loss from fire, usually
because such insurance 1s required as a condition for a mortgage Were
flood and earthquake insurance hkewise required as a condition for mort-
gages, the proportions owning these forms of msurance would doubtless be
equally high.

Minimizing Personal Vulnerability

One way of bemng prepared for disaster is to mipimize one’s vulnerability
by avoiding hazardous areas or circumstances. In Califormia, the tendency to
do otherwise is notoricus. Throughout California, the most elegant homes,
and thus the most desirable homesites, are on hills overlooking cities. Cities
themselves are built over fault lines and related seismic hazards. Untii re-
cently, the disregard for seismic and other natural hazard planning in land-
development, energy facility siting, etc, was virtually total.

The resident survey provides some information on the percentage of struc-
tures at risk; these are the hazard vulnerability of housing variables noted
earlier (p. 120}. Of the total sample, 9 3% of all respondents have homes an
the sides of hills or on steep inclines; another 5% live at the bases of hills or
canyons; some 2% live 10 ravines or canyons; and 16% live surrounded by
dned out timber, brush, or grass. To this might be added another 5% who
reside 1n mobile hames. Altogether, 25% of the households in the sample
fefl into one or more of these five categories If these percentapes hold
statewide, about 2 million households face a disproportronate hazand rivk

because of the location or type of thewr structures
The percentage of structures al risk varies significants across cities The
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lowest by far is San Diego’s 1%; the highest, 72%, is in Shasta County. Two
other northern counties, Eldorado County and Mendocino County, are also
well above the state average at 47% and 42% respectively.

A final sequence of questions concerning levels of personal hazard vul-
nerability asked about the presence of various safety devices in respondents’
homes. These data are not especially encouraging. Although 97.8% of our
respondents have flashlights or candles, and 83.9% have transitor radios,
some 40% are without a first-ard kit, 57% do not have a fire extinguisher,
and only 19% have installed a smoke alarm. These and all other data con-
sidered in this section clearly suggest that most Californians could do sub-
stantially more than they are at present to protect themselves from the threat
of natural disasters.

This leads us to believe that the private worries our sample expressed
concerning public emergency services may not be strongly held. Ater all, if
individuals’ worries about hazards are not accompanied by actiorr within
the province of households, then 1t seems unlikely that worries about the
local hospitals would easily escalate into demands that those institutions
take definite steps to prepare for such emergencies. In short, the private
worries of Californians concerning natural hazards are low-level worries.

ATTITUDES TOWARD FEDERAL
HAZARD-MANAGEMENT POLICIES

California residents match their elites” opinions of the sericusness of
natural hazards to their local commumities. Do they also display the same
attitudes toward public policy and program options in natural hazard man-
agement? The Calfornia survey contained four items imtended to reveal
attitudes toward federal hazard-management policies; they were roughly
parallel to three of the disaster policy items contained in the elite survey {see
Chapter 4). Table 5.8 shows the marginal frequencies for the four items, and
the views of local elites on parallel issues.

The most favored policy option among California’s local elites em-
phasizes postdisaster relief Eighty-four percent of the Califorma general-
population sample express agreement with this approach; among the
Califorma elites, the level of agreement is 58%. Also paralieling the elite
results, the free-market approach 1s least attractive: some 57% of the general
population, and 63% of the California local elites, disagree with this
viewpoint on the management of hazards risk,

Separate questions were asked on land-use and building code approaches

in the resident survey, whereas 1n the elite survey, both were combined into
a single nonstructural mmgation quesnon, CGiven this and other differences
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TABLE 5.8

Hazard Management Policy Attitudes of the California Public and of California Elites

CALIFORNIA POPULATION

Post~Disaster Free Bullding
Reliefa Harket Land Usge® Coded
x % k4 7
Agree 84 42 65 80
Disagree 15 56 33 19
Don’t know 0.8 1.1 19 1.1
1007 = (898) (899) (990) (900)

CALIFORMNIA LOCAL ELITES®

Post-Disaster Free Land Use/
Relief Market Building Code
Z X 2
Agree 58 1?7 L1
Disagree 42 63 56
100 = (177} {1886) (178)

The question:

For instance, one view says that natural disasters cannot really be predicted or
controlled. They can happen to almost anyone at any time. Since there {s not
much that can be done to reduce risks in advance, the federal government should
routinely provide financial assistance to victims of disasters for damage to
their homes and other possessions. How about you” Do you agree strongly, agree
somewhat, disagree somewhat, or disagree strongly with this pelicy?

bTha question:

Ancther view 1s that people teally know the risks they are taking when they live
in areas prone to earthquakes, [loods, and forest or brosn fires. Since people
take these risks knowingly, they alone should bear the costs of damage to thefr
homes and other possessions. How ahout vou? Do you agree strongly, agree some-
what, disagree somewhat, or disagree strongly?

“The question:

Yet another view 1s that regardless of whether people really knew the risks, the
federal government should keep pecple from bullding in dangerous areas through
regulations on how land can be used., How about you” Do you agree strongly,
agree somewhar, disagree somewhat, or disagree strongly?

dThe quesation:

A final view is that regardless of whether people really know the risks, the
federal government should require locai building codes thar would make people
congtruct buildings strong enough to withstand a serious natural disaster.

Do you agree scrongly, agree somewhar, disagree somewhat, o1 disagree strongly?

“The questions for local elites are not tdentical ro those in the popolaticn
survey. See Ch, 4 for exact wordings.
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in wording and format. the results from the two sequences are not precisely
comparable. Nonetheless, mitigating hazard risk through land-use manage-
ment and building code restrictions seems to be much more favorably re-
ceived among the general population than among the political leadership.
Sixty-five percent of the general-population sample agreed that “the federal
government should keep people from building in dangerous areas through
regulations on how land can be used.” Eighty percent agreed that “the
federal government should require local building codes that would make
people construct buildings strong enough to withstand a serious natural
disaster.” Among local California decision makers, in contrast, only 44.4%
agreed that “‘the federal government should require stricter land-use controls
and building standards to reduce risk from natural disasters.” Given the
noncomparability of iterns, perhaps one should not make much of this
elite-public difference; however, the indication is that public thinking on
these matters in California may be somewhal more approving of nonstruc-
tural mitigation policies than the thinking of the poliucal leadership.

As might be expected, the land-use and building code items are fairly
sirongly correlated (r = 35), justifying our decision to combine the two
questions into a single indicator of favorability toward non-structural
hazard-risk-mitigation policies. The resulting scale was sharply skewed to-
ward favorability. The average response was 4.22 and 53% of the sample
scored 5 or 6 on the index, a finding that strongly suggests that the general
California population is favorably disposed toward these approaches to the
management of natural bazards risk.

How is this favorability distributed in the California population? Table 5.9
shows the results of a multiple regression analysis of the nonstructural miti-
gation favorability index, using selected background characteristics of the
respondents as independent variables. As in the elite data, hazard policy
opinions among the gereral population are not sharply structured, at least
not by the variables considered here, R? for the total equation is only .07.
Thus, all relationships obtained in the data are very weak and most of the
variance in favorability 1s random with respect to the independent variables
in the regression model.

in contrast to the findings for elites (see Chapter 4) among the general
California population there 1s a tendency for favorability toward land-use
and building code approaches to increase as the perceived seriousness of
disaster problems increases, in these data, the effect is positive and statisti-
cally significant for both flood and earthquake seriousness. On the other
hand, the effects for disaster experiences are negative for both earthquake
and floods. People who have experienced one of these disasters are slightly
less favorable toward nonstructural mingatnon approaches than those who
have not. Only the flood effect is statistically siagnmificant, however,
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TABLE 5.9-

Multiple Regression of NSM Favorability index on Selected Characteristics of California
Population

Independent Variable

|
®
[

Disaster Serfousness Measures

Flood Seriousness il YLl .036
Quake Seriousness L0844 *% 0N

Disaster Experience Measures

Experienced Flood -.2813* 149
Experienced Quake -.017 137

Personal Characteristics

Republican® 097 176
Democrat LBLRR .148
Age 003 .005
Length of Residence -, 009%* 004
Family Income - 044 .024
Owm =, 359%% 151

RZ = .07

N = (786)

aUnsl:anc[a rdrzed regression coefficient.

bParty identification 1s entered as a set of dummy variables; "independent”
is omitted.

Asterisks denote statistically significant coefficients: ** for alpha = .05,
* for alpha = .10.

Qur analysis of respondents’ personal characteristics found that Demo-
crats tend to be more favorable to nonstructural mitigation than either Re-
publicans or independents. Homeowners are fess favorable than renters
and favorability to nonstructural mitigation decreases as length of resider
in California and family income increase.

Thus, among the general California population, the highest levels o
vorability toward nonstructural mitigation approaches to hazards risk are
found among newer, less affluent residents, among renters, among Demo-
crats, and among those who see floods and earthquakes as serious problems
but have never experienced one. These patterns suggest what might be
called a jadedness effect Newcomers to the state worry about the hazards
risks and are attracted to nonstructural mitigation solutions, whereas resi-
dents of longer standing tend to denigrate the sertousness of the problem and
to be less attracted to these solutione
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Both elite and mass favorability toward nonstructural mitigation ap-
proaches varied significantly by city {see Table 5.10). There appears to be a
reasonable degree of consistency between the data sets for elites and the
public, as indicated by a correlation of r = 61. Communities with relatively
favorable elites also tend to have favorable general populations. Of course,
this finding 15 open to several interpretations: local ehtes may function as
opinion leaders or the public may elect focal officials who share their views.
Since natural hazards are not likely to be especially salient political issues in
most of these communities, a betier interpretation 1s that some common factor
is simultaneously nfluencing both elite and mass responses: the disaster
history and experience of each community, for example.

The questions considered so far relate in every case to the proper federal
policy with respect to natural disasters. Our questions about Jocal disaster
policy revealed that California respondents are, if anything, even more fa-
vorable to nonstructural mitigation measures taken at the local level. One
survey item, for example, read: “Many California communities have laws
prohibiting people from constructing homes and other kinds of buildings in
flood plains, areas prone to forest or brush fires, or on sites close to earth-
quake faults. Do you strongly favor, somewhat favor, somewhat oppose, or
strongly oppose such legislation or ordinances for this community, that is,
for (CITY OR COUNTY)? [see Appendix B] Although the question is strongly

TABLE 5.10

Non-Structural Mitigation Favorability by Community, Local Elites and California Population

Population Data Local Elite Data

Average Average

Score  Rank ¥ Score  Rank K
Oakland 4 74 2 89 3.19 1 22
El Dorado Co. 31.56 8 100 2,72 b 16
Los Angeles 6,77 1 100 2.82 5 25
Mendocino Co. 3.18 9 99 2.42 g 13
Sacramento 4.40 3 98 3.04 2 18
San Diego 4,63 3 100 2.88 4 22
Stockton 4,58 4 96 2.65 7 z1
San Mateo 4,22 b 99 2 60 8 20
Shagra Co. 3.93 7 98 2.93 3 21

¥ o= .6l
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phrased {e.g., outright prohibitions on building in hazardous sites), about
41% of all respondents agreed strongly with this viewpoint and another 27 %
agreed somewhat; thus, 68% of the residents in these cities support at some
level the notion of strict land-use controls for hazard-risk mitigation. A re-
lated question on local building code requirements for flood- and
earthquake-proofing of new siructures likewise found 57% agreeing strongly
and 31% agreeing somewhat, or an overall fevel of support exceeding 85%.
Thus, very large majorities of the Califormia population support nonstructural
mitigation approaches to hazard-risk management as an element of both
federal and local disaster policy. As in the questions about federal policy,
there was also some variation by city in these responses, with general pat-
terns similar to those shown in Table 5.10.

Unsurprisingly, persons favoning nonstructural policy at the federal level
also favor them as matters of local hazard policy The correlation between
the two land-use questions is r = .59; between the two building code ques-
tions, r = 43,

After each of these two local policy questions, we also asked, "‘As far as
you know, does your community have any such laws?”" Many respondents
were unable to answer this question. of the total sample, 24.4% responded
“don’t know'* to the land-use question; this percentage was as high as 35%
in some local communities. On the building code question, 22.4%—again,
ranging up to a high of 35% in some communitics—responded *‘don’t
know.” Thus, a large minority of Califorma residents are uncertain about the
status of nonstructural hazard-nsk mitigation measures m their communities.

Even among respondents venturing a substantive (yes -no) answer to these
questions, there 1s little consensus on whether any given community has
these laws or not. Most respondents in all cities felt that their communities
did not have a land-use regulation similar to the one asked about This is
rather surpnising since California state law prohibits people from constr
ing homes on sites close 1o earthquake faults. On the other hand, the distiric
tion that these are state, not community, laws, may account for the large
percentages who state that their communities do not have them.

When we asked if there were local hazard-mutigating building codes, the
responses were even more ambiguous. The firmest agreement was registered
in Los Angeles, where 68.4% of those giving a substantive response said that
the community did have such a law. It all remaining communities, only
40-60% of respondents agreed on their answers. Virtually all California
communities have at least some regulations covering building standards for
new construction in hazard-risk areas. yet in the totat sample only about
40% affirmed that this was true of their communily. Another 40% sardd 1t was

false, and the remaining 20% ~imply did not know  Thus, although the data
make 1t plain that there is much attitudhnat sappont in € abitarnia foe monstrin
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tural mitigation approaches to the management of hazards risk, there 1s also
rampant confusion among the general population concerning the existence
of these legislative measures in their communities.

The 45% of our sample who said that their communities did have laws of
these kinds on the books were asked a follow-up sequence that focused on
the effects these laws had had on themselves and the community, Despite
the general favorability of respondents to land-use and building code mea-
sures, these data show a high recognition of the possible negative effects of
such measures. For example, 93% of the respondents agreed that the laws
had “raised the cost to taxpayers of constructing new schools, hospitals, and
other public building’’; 90% feit that these faws had “increased the costs of
building new homes and apartments’”; 75% feit that they had ‘“‘raised the
operating costs for industry and business [located in the cormmmunity}”, 75%
feit that they had *“caused higher taxes’; and 74 % felt that such laws had not
“lowered the risk of natural disasters.” Indeed, of the 17 questions posed in
the sequence, we find as many or more negative responses as positive ones
on 10 Majorities also felt that these laws had made it more expensive for
business and industry to locate in the commumity (69%), had not made
people better prepared for disaster (65%), had not made respondents feel
safer (57%), had complicated the buying and selling of homes (54%), and
had caused insurance premiums to increase {50%). On the positive side,
strong majonities said that the laws had not made housing difficult to find
(81%), had resulted in safer buildings {85%), and had not made the commu-
nity a less desirable place to live {87%). The general impression given by
these data is thus that nonstructural mitigation laws have a few positivé
effects and many negative effects. Given the prevailing favorable attitudes of
our respondents to such measures, we therefore infer that in their minds, the
benefits (for example, safer buildings) easily outweigh the costs.

The attitudinal data thus suggest the following conclusions:

1. The general population of California, like elites across the nation, is
highly in favor of the notion of postdisaster relief as a natural-hazards policy
opposed to the free market approach.

2. Califormia residents are strongly atrracted 10 nonstructural mitigation
measures as appropriate hazard-management policies, Support is high for
both land-use and building code approaches at either federal or local levels
There is some tentative indication in the data that the thinking of the general
public on these matters may be somewhat more progressive than that of
local California elites

3 Those most in favor of nonstructural mitigation tend to be newcomers
to the state, those who think disasters are a relatively serious problem but
have never experienced one, those living in cities where local elites are also

Conclusions

TABLE 5.1

Approval of Local Land Use and Building Code Legislation California Resident Sample

Land Use Building

Approval Llevel Regulationa Codeb
Strongly Agree [ 34 57%
Agree 27 302
Total Agree 67, arz
Disagree 16% 7%
Disagree Strongly 17% 62
Total Disagree 23% 13%

100% = (882) {(876)

aAgreement with principle of local laws "prohibiting people from constructing
homes and other kinds of buildings in flood plains, areas prone to forest or
brush fires, or on sites close to earthquake faults.'

bAgreement with principle of local laws "requiring new buildings in flood plains
to be flood-proofed, new buildings in fire areas to be fire resistant, and new
buiidings In earthquake-prone areas to be built to minimize earthquake damage.”

favarably disposed toward nonstructural mitigation, and those who perceive
the fewest negative effects of such policies on themselves and their com-
munities.

4 In general, people are not very well informed about the status of
nonstructural mitigation legislation in their local communities

5. Finally, the California population recogmizes that there are nontrn
costs associated with nonstructural hazard-mitigation policies, espec
costs to the public sector, but apparently feels that the benefits of these
policies, especially in regard to public safety and preparedness, adequately
compensate for these costs.

CONCLUSIONS

The study of public opinien on hazards-mitigation issues in California is
especially interesting because Califormia is a state where one might expedt
the strongest popular imerest in disasier 1ssues Cahifornia’s hazard vishs
status 15 quite high- Earthuakes are .1 very real danger. as e Hoods, brush
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fires, and landslides. California is one of the more progressive states as far as
hazard legisiation is concerned; it has hazard-conscious buiiding codes and
land-use regulations. In short, if the general population of any state might be
expected to show high levels of concern on hazards issues, California would
be a likely candidate.

The data in this chapter however, indicate otherwise. By and large, the
California residents interviewed agreed with all other elites that hazards are
not as important as other 1ssues that face their state and communities. Al-
though they are mare favorable than elites to federal nonstrucutral hazard-
mitigation policies, to local laws regulating land use, and to strict building
codes, their awareness of existing laws is very low. Residents seldom acted
to lessen risk to themselves ahd to their families; awareness of and participa-
tion in the NFIP 1s almost nonexistent. Few are aware of earthquake insur-
ance and fewer have purchased it

In short, although there is some sympathy and support for nonstructural
hazard-mitigation actions and liule opposition, the solidity of this support is
open to question. In this respect, community and state elites in Califorma
appear to be mirroning their constituents. From our data it is manifestly
impossible to tell whether this congruence represents the outcome of a
process whereby elites influence the general public or vice versa, or whether
both are reflecting the working of some process that is common to both elite
members and the general public.



