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Introduction:

The Context and Aims of this Book

It is too easy to be critical of emergency managers. In a major event, for them the
stakes are high, with lives and economies at immediate risk, resources inadequate,
and political and media scrutiny intense, interfering and unforgiving. Information
will be inadequate, modelling ambiguous and rumours rife. Emergency management
is often tested in public with immediate feedback, and a constituency dedicated to
locating and punishing the blameworthy.

Disasters challenge societies and governments. They can undermine the legiti-
macy of government by creating apparent chaos and disruption, and by highlighting
the weaknesses and limits of government. They can result in deaths and destruction,
and disruption to every aspect of society. Poorer countries may find that ‘the conse-
quences of disasters erase years of development and take years to reverse’ (Egeland,
2006). Such events also provide many opportunities, with the media, political and
local constituencies generally endowing special status on those who show leader-
ship and empathy with the affected. As short lived as this topicality and celebratory
status may be, there are clear political benefits from many disasters. Paradoxically, the
less visible process of strategic policy development and implementation for disaster
reduction may carry little political reward, and its success in reducing the impacts
of events that might otherwise become disasters may even result in budget cuts and
reduced status and profile for those involved. This is because the media and political
rewards are (not unnaturally) skewed towards the heroes of response, rather than
towards strategic planners.

This all points to the desirability of developing policy that serves a number of aims
— national and local; social, economic and environmental; focused on preparedness,
response and long-term recovery — and that is flexible enough to cope with shifts in
community and political priorities, while ensuring a high positive media and politi-
cal profile. Such strategic policy is dependent on the suitability of the institutional
settings within which policy is formulated, developed, implemented and monitored,
and within which it evolves. Emergency management is the necessary and crucially
important ‘sharp’ end of our societies’ response to disasters, but is constrained or
enabled by these policy and institutional settings. It is the intent of this book to
contribute to emergency management by focusing on what we believe to be those
overlooked policy and institutional settings. Emergency management and disaster
policy is in a state of change and reflection, and we hope to contribute, critically and
constructively, to that process of change and improvement.
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The importance of thinking more broadly about disasters and emergencies has
been recognized by many for some time. The doyen of hazard researchers, Gilbert
White (1945), among others, has argued for policy and approaches that tackle human

systems, as well as nature:

It has become common in scientific as well as popular literature to consider floods
as great natural adversaries ... to overpower... This simple and prevailing view
neglects ... the possible feasibility of other forms of adjustment.

To fulfil the intent of White’s instruction, we approach the topic of disasters and
emergencies in a different manner than most other literature. The aim is to consider
disasters as strategic policy and institutional challenges that demand ‘increasing
political space’ (UN-ISDR, 2004)), and not just as events that impose themselves on
our communities. This requires an understanding of:

* the nature of disasters as a phenomenon arising at the intersection of closely
interdependent human and natural systems; and

* the nature of public policy and human institutions as the primary means whereby
societies frame common problems and generate responses to those problems.

This book

Chapter 1 sets the scene by surveying the nature of disasters, emergencies, risks and
hazards, and trends in emergency management. Selected ‘vignettes’ — brief case studies
— are used to illustrate the major themes pursued in the book. Chapter 2 draws key
insights from the fields of public policy and institutional design. We propose that
the disasters and emergencies field has not benefited sufficiently from traditional
policy and institutional thinking and seek to remedy that deficiency. Core terms and
concepts describing policy and institutions are defined.

Chapter 3 brings together an understanding of the nature of disasters and the
nature of policy and institutional systems, and constructs a framework for describing,
analysing and prescribing disaster policy. This framework melds an extended emer-
gency risk management model and a detailed policy cycle model, seeking to profit
from and integrate the insights of both traditions of thought. The main elements of
this framework are used to organize the remainder of the book, paying more atten-
tion to what comes before and after a disaster event than to the traditional focus on
immediate response.

Chapter 4 deals with ownership of the problem of disasters, their political
context, definitions and roles of different communities, and the nature of public
participation and communication. Chapter 5 outlines how we frame the policy
problem of disasters and emergencies, and the attributes of disasters that character-
ize them as policy problems and that shape the imperatives for societal response.
Chapter 6 explores policy choice and implementation, and Chapter 7 details the
issue of learning from experience and improving policy and institutional capacities
over time — arguably the most critical aspects of all. Chapter 8 surveys the chal-
lenges and opportunities for establishing institutional settings more conducive to
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understanding, preparing for, responding to and learning from disasters and emer-
gencies. In Chapter 9, we set out the main challenges for the future.

The book uses numerous illustrative examples of the good and the bad of emer-
gency management and disaster policy, but does not include detailed worked case
studies. Part of the reason is to keep the book short and accessible. But the key reason
is that the literature, both formal and grey, is replete with detailed retrospectives of
specific disaster events and the way in which they have been impressively or poorly
conceived and handled (we refer to such studies and their insights). The point of
this book, however, is to draw broader lessons — both cautionary and positive — from
across the field in order to inform policy and institutional responses.

We have consciously avoided setting out a comprehensive bibliography. Instead,
our intention is to provide a guide to further reading and material for those inter-
ested; nevertheless, the set of references is large. The list below is aimed more at the
policy and cross-disciplinary reader than the specialist. The literature is very large
and any small list will be very partial and fails to catalogue important contribu-
tors. Interested readers should also examine recent issues of some of the journals
listed below to gain a better picture of contemporary thinking. As a general starting
point, the following are suggested: Ar Risk (Wisner et al, 2004 — about vulnerability);
Know Risk (UN-ISDR, 2005 — numerous examples of risk management); Crucibles
of Disasters: Megacities (Ken Mitchell, 1999 — case studies of the vulnerability of
large cities); Disasters by Design (Mileti, 1999 — current state of US research and
practice; it actempts to blend disaster management with sustainable development
and lists references in a wide range of disaster-related areas); Environmental Manage-
ment and Governance is one of several policy-related volumes by Peter May and Ray
Burby (May et al, 1996); work by Tom Drabek has concentrated on the practice of
emergency management (e.g. Drabek and Hoetmer, 1991); while material on the
economics of disaster and disaster policy is introduced in the World Bank’s volume
Understanding the Economic and Financial Impacts of Natural Disasters (Benson and
Clay, 2004), Disaster Loss Assessment Guidelines (Handmer et al, 2002) and advice
from the websites of the US Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) (see
below) and the UK’s Flood Hazard Research Centre.

Journals in the field include International Journal of Mass Emergencies and Disas-
ters, with an emphasis on sociology; Contingencies and Crisis Management, which
comes from a management and public administration perspective; Natural Hazards,
which emphasizes natural phenomena; the more people-centred Environmental
Hazards and Global Environmental Change; Natural Hazards Review, a wide-ranging
journal from the US engineering society; and Society and Natural Resources, which
explores societal aspects of natural resource management. Journals serving the field
directly include the Australian Journal of Emergency Management; the journal Disas-
ter Prevention and Management and the journal Disasters (which is more oriented
towards developing countries), in addition to many journals of a trade rather than
academic nature. Specialist journals from all fields and from practice, such as Risk
Analysis, Water Resources Research, International Journal of Wildland Fire, and many
publications from natural resource management contain articles of value for emer-
gency management. Sources more oriented towards practice include the Emergency
Management Australia (EMA) Handbook series (www.ema.gov.au) and equivalent


http://www.ema.gov.au
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material from FEMA (www.fema.gov). Other sources include key organizations
and their websites, such as EMA (www.ema.gov.au); United Nations International
Strategy for Disaster Reduction (UN-ISDR, www.unisdr.org); the Hazards Center
at the University of Colorado, Boulder, US (www.colorado.edu/hazards); the Asian
Disaster Preparedness Centre (ADPC, www.adpc.net/), Bangkok, Thailand; and the
Benfield UCL Hazard Research Centre at University College London, UK (www.
benfieldhre.org/).
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