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1. The social construction of disaster

A disaster is widely perceived as an event that is

beyond human control; the capricious hand of fate moves
against unsuspecting communities creating massive de-
struction and prompting victims to call for divine sup-
port as well as earthly assistance.’ Surely these people
would have acted differeatly had the risks been known
ard now they must depend on others for humanitarian
aid with which to rebuild their shattered communities.
We challenge these notions and argue that, instead of
helping us to understand and ameliorate the root condi-
tions of disaster, they actually perpetuate and worsen
them (Hewitt, 1997; Blailie et al,, 1994; Mileti, 1999), In
an era when most relief agencies stop short of examining
the policies and practices that contribute to disaster,
we call for an explicit analysis of the circumstances that
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lFor example, President Arnaldo Aleman recent ralled upon
Nicaraguans to pray for defiverance from the consequences of Furri-
cane Mitch but conspicuously avoided mentioning the responsibilities
of the govarnment Ses: Centro de Coordinacion para de Los Desastres
Natuerales en America Central (CEPREDENAC), < hitp:/fwww
stofo.net/cepredenac/mitch >

make human communities vulnerable fo unforessen
natural and technological events.

Disasters have become a policy problem of global
scope precisely because what humans do, both in the
normal course of their lives and in response io disasters,
frequently magnifies the vulnerability of communities.
There is a widespread failure to recognize and address
connections between changes in land use, settlement pol-
icies, population distributions and the accompanying
degradation of habitats on the one hand and dramati-
cally increased levels of hazard exposure and vulnerabil-
ity on the other. We propose that human vulnerability—
those circumstances that place people at risk while reduc-
ing their means of response or denying them available
protection—becomes an integral concern in the develop-
ment and evaluation of disaster policies. We must change
the policies of today that rely heavily on sending assist-
ance only after tragedy has occurred.

Our argument is based on four premises:

¢ The increasing number and costs of disasters demon-
strate a rate of social and environmental change that
exceeds the management capacity of existing organiza-
tions

e Owertaxed management systems are exacerbated by
inadequate understanding of the components and
consequences of change, including impacts on affected
communities

o Individuals, organizations and governments that
interact in an uninformed manner creats a cumulative
pattern of interdependent practices that leads to
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