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In recent years, increasing atiention has been given to natural disasters and to
their consequences for human beings, There are a number of reasons for this.
First, major disasters involving intemational aid are reported several limes a year;
a5 a tesult of belter reporting by the mass media, they appear 1o occur more
frequently, and they become more devastating as the population density in digas-
ter-prone areas increases. Second, there is a strong (celing that today, disasters
should be amenable lo some kind of management fo prevent them, to miligate
their impact, or at least to improve rescoe and relief, It is quite appropriate,
therefore, that the General! Assembly of the United Nations has designated the
years 1990 10 1999 as the Intcrnational Decade for the Reduction of Natral
Disasters [11.

Delinition

There are many definitions of disasters. For health purposes, an operational defini-
tion has been proposed: *A disaster s a disrupiion of the human ecology that the
alfected community cannot absorb with its own resources” [2]. This delinition
gncompasses a number of sitwations, [rom natural disasters, such as floods, cy-
clones, of earthguakes, 1o man-made technological disasters, collapse of dams, or
large-scale chemical poisoning. Tt includes massive displacement of populations,
whalever Lhe causes,

What makes a disaster is nol so much the size of the physical evenl as the
capacity of the stricken community to absorb or nat e absorb it wilhin its proper set
of consuaints and velues. Consequently, what might constiute 2 disaster for one:
community might not necessarily be one for another, In fact, some populations with
high exposure te disasters develop a kind of social adaptation that has been de-
scribed as “*disaster culture.” This was the case of towns subjected to frequent
mning disasters in the Europe of the Industrial Revolution, and it 1s true today of
Pacific atol} populations repeatedly exposed to typhoons [3),
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