Catastmphes affllct poor the most

By David D. Caron

mid the scramble to provide aid

following the tsunami in the Indi-

an Ocean, international confer-
ences will be convened to consider how
humanity may be more ready the next
time. Thisisthe pattern: Theinternational
order for reducing the harm from disas-
ters has grown case by case. It is fragment-
ed and inadequate, leaving many holes in
the collective effort and often rendering
emergency assistance as much a matter of
luck as of planning.

Historically, catastrophes have not
been a successful lens for international or-
ganization because the notion can em-
brace toomany issuesto be manageable. It
isasthough one finds that the microscope
one chooses to approach a problem only
can be held upside down, and that instead
of focusing one’s attention, it demands
that one consider more and more.

To succeed, the conference conveners
must divide early into two major working
groups with quite different, yet comple-
mentary, missions. Because delegates will
arrive with two very different images of
the problem, they will disagree about
what even constitutes a catastrophe. Un-
less two major working groups are estab-
lished at outset, it can be expected that the
conference will become mired ina discus-
sion of the scope of the problem.

The key factor that will divide the con-
ference is poverty. A primary determinant
ofboth therisk of a catastrophe and the ex-
tent of the harm following oné is the pov-
erty of the affected community. Catastro-
phes are regressive. For example, a com-
munity on the edge of starvation overuses
itssoiland clear cutsitstimber, thereby in-
creasing the likelihood that a natural fluc-
tuation in rainfall will cascade into a cata-
strophic event. Similarly, it is most likely
the community without resources that
willnotadequately plan for catastrophe —
ie,, by building health-care facilities.

People everywhere are vulnerable to
natural disasters. But while industrialized
eountries suffer greater economic dam-
ages in absolute terms, poor countries are

impacted more severely in relative terms:
GNP lost due to natural disasters is esti-
mated to be 20 times greater in develop-
ing countries than in developed ones. Al-
50, deaths from natural disasters are more
frequent in poor countries. Japan, for ex-
ample, averages 63 deaths per year from
natural disasters. Peru, with similar natu-
ral hazards and only one sixth the popula-
tion, averages 2,900 deaths per year, ac-
cording to U.N. data.

The poor in the developing world have
few choices; the borders of their countries

Once the importance
of poverty is
recognized, addressing
catastrophes begins to
grow in scope.

are also the boundaries of their fate. It is
these communities, unable to marshal re-
sources to protect themselves, that are
most at risk. Poverty’s influence can be
seen in the recent tragedy, where some of
the victims were unnecessarily exposed to
danger. It is the same poverty that has
hampered rescue and assistance efforts,
and it threatens the spread of disease that
ultimately may compete in scope with
original catastrophe.

Once the importance of poverty is rec-
ognized, then the mission of addressing
catastrophes begins to grow in scope very
quickly. If the international community
seeks to prevent crippling catastrophes, a
logical policy istoincrease directed devel-
opment assistance to poor areas. And that
recommendation historically is difficult
because it is simultaneously an attempt to
respond to the large disparities in global
wealth distribution. Thus the need fortwo
working groups mentioned at the start:
One to address the international provi-
sion of assistance following a catastrophe
{tbeacute palicy challenge)and ane toad-

dress the reduction of risk in vulnerable
areds through the provision of assistance
(the chronic policy challenge).

Both problems must be addressed. But
if the division is not made, the discussion
ofthechronic poverty endured inmuch of
the world will threaten to overwhelm and
block progress on the suffering following
acatastrophe. Atwo-pronged approach al-
lows work on the chronic challenge to
move forward while ensuring that signif-
icant progress is made on rapid and effec-
tive humanitarian assistance to ease the
acute suffering that follows a catastrophe.

The truth is that the poverty that bears
down onmuch oftheworld isitselfa catas-
trophe beyond measure, yet humanity has
numbed itself to the daily suffering of the
world’s poor. But a catastrophe such as the
recent tsunami in the Indian Qcean sur-
prises the heart. A catastrophe, like light-
ning, illuminates the world unexpectedly.
And in that clear vision of so much pain,
there is a feeling of solidarity with our fel-
low beings. For a time, this feeling will
drive international events. It will lead to
both responses for this catastrophe and to
negotiations on how to mitigate the harm
feltin the next.

Catastrophes are not rare events at the
margin, nor are they addressed by such
policy tools as tariffs. Catastrophes are a
part of human history and endeavor. They
pervade our lives and are a certain part of
our future, Catastrophes humble the hu-
man effort to bring order to the world. Ca-
tastrophes will continue because the
world is violent and people only rarely
cautious. This tragedy is builti into the fab-
ric of existence.

But as in-all sobering recognition of
limits, there is simultaneously an empow-
ering insight into what is possible. In ac-
cepting their inevitability, many actions
can be taken to prevent certain catastro-
phes, and many more steps may be taken
to mitigate the suffering to come.
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