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INTRODUCTION

Defining Disaster upon Disaster

Why Risk Prevention and Disaster Response So Often Fail

SUSANNA M. HOFFMAN

The world of policy requires both formal reasoning for much of the machinery of governance but also a more organic connection to, and recognition of, human beings.

—David Haines as quoted in J. Pajo and T. Powers, “The Anthropology of Policy Emerges”1

The chapters that make up the following volume attempt something curious. They propose to describe and advance the rectification of something that is essentially a cipher—the gap that exists between what experts know about risk and disaster and what of that knowledge makes its way into the directives of establishments presiding over the problem and the operations of people on the ground dealing with it.

The issue is not unique. The same sort of gap exists in almost every domain that deals with any and every human predicament. The same sort of disjunction prevails between what researchers unearth in the field of health and what enters canons of medical management and actual practice of medical practice. A similar disjunction occurs in the field of food and nutrition. Up-to-date erudition on what constitutes well-rounded and wholesome nourishment only sluggishly creeps into dietary protocols and onto plates. An identical chasm transpires between what is known, what is endorsed, and what is enacted in the realms of environment, hydrology, education, transportation, and more. All such fields display a rift, and a pernicious one, between what experts recognize and what gets into the governing mandates and executed undertakings.

In the sphere discussed in the volume, that of the perils that menace human communities and the catastrophes that befall them, the gap between knowledge, policy, and practice has led, and is increasingly leading to, dire consequences. That gap has resulted in advancing people’s vulnerability rather than diminishing it, it has engendered a furtherance in the number and sorts of hazards that human communities face rather than dispatching them, and it has augmented the miasma surrounding a people’s recovery from calamity rather than alleviating it. In some instances, the gap has been responsible for creating endless hardship: it has magnified poverty, enabled disenfranchisement, and led to the founding of enduring recovery ghettos. Indeed, it has engendered what those in the risk and disaster field commonly voice: “First there is the disaster; then comes the real disaster.”

Addressing the gap between what is known about hazards and disasters and what enters policy and programs would be important enough considering the circumstances that have prevailed more or less consistently around the world until recently. However, the chasm bears particular and snowballing importance now. The sorts and the scope of both hazards and naturally triggered and technological calamities that people face today have proliferated in the past few decades and with harrowing impact. Because there is little sign that this newfangled exigency will lessen rather than further advance, attending to the breach between what experts comprehend about risks and catastrophes and what gets put into guidelines and operations at this time carries great relevance. It not only bears on present alarming happenstance, but also bears on the imminent future (Hoffman 2016a, 8–9; 2016b).

The corpus of erudition about hazards and calamities is not small. Over the past sixty years, scholars have acquired a great deal of knowledge about every kind of cataclysm and the risks leading to them through systematic research across multiple disciplines. Illuminated have been the causes of mishaps, the quagmires of recovery in the short and long runs, and the increasingly frequent displacement of affected people along with their necessitated resettlement. Yet little has been accomplished in terms of risk reduction; the problem has instead turned into risk creation. Nor has much been accomplished to lessen the brunt of disasters when they happen; indeed, their calamitous clout has amplified. In the meantime, on top of the previously garnered realizations, three new and critical understandings concerning risk and disaster have emerged, each with considerable study behind it. One is that the ever-more-frequent disasters of both geophysical and technological origin across the planet along with increasing conditions of vulnerability are being driven by disturbing contemporary economic, political, and social forces. The second is that both the old and the new sets of disaster-driving factors are merging with further aberrant and exacerbating components, including global warming, coastward migration, and urban densification (Hoffman 2016a, 2017). The third is the now almost totally accepted comprehension that there is no such thing as a natural disaster. All catastrophes are human caused at one level or another. Even seismologists, climatologists, and engineers have come to accept this realization. There may be natural triggers to disasters, but it is what humans choose, do, make, alter, or ignore that results in a calamity’s occurrence, including those erroneously called “natural” as well as those deemed “technological”—that is, disasters that are the consequence of flawed human manufacture. No matter if the happening is an earthquake, flood, volcanic eruption, cyclone, wildfire, drought, nuclear meltdown, oil spill, or other pollutant, the underlying determinant is social. We ourselves are creating the hazards and the calamities.

Yet, time and again, little cognizance amplifying risk exposure, disaster causation, or how disasters unfold to favorable or unfavorable circumstance seems to get through to today’s burgeoning governmental and nongovernmental operatives or doers on the ground. And the word “burgeoning” is hardly accurate. The numbers of governmental agencies from international to national to regional and especially the nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) dealing with hazards and calamities everywhere have mushroomed almost beyond count. The disaster industry, if we can call it such, today ranks among the fastest growing in the world. Although without question many individuals in positions of authority or engaged in on-site operations in dire situations are well-meaning and well-versed, far too many lack familiarity with the basic components and erudition dealing with the problem. Many are political or career-ladder appointees who have little background in hazards and calamities. Some are well-intended neophytes. Others are benign or not-so-benign opportunists: scores of compelling needy people and heaps of alluring money are involved. Admittedly, the informative literature is extensive. It is also somewhat scattered. Still, comprehensive texts and pertinent journals abound, as do many knowledgeable consultants. In consequence, for example, despite the well-known fact that very few aspects concerning one disaster are transferrable to another, what often emerges are ill-suited cookie-cutter approaches and unfitting stratagems derived from such mis-garnered dockets known as “best practices” and “lessons learned.” All told, the upshot has been, as White et al. note, we are at a state of “knowing better and losing even more” (2001, 81).

A Growing Alarm

We are not the first to address the dismaying and increasingly dangerous rift between what is known about risk and disaster and what gets into policy and practice. Warnings about the problem have long existed, but have recently spread. In their article “The Disaster-Knowledge Matrix—Reframing and Evaluating the Knowledge Challenges in Disaster Risk Reduction,” Spiekermann et al. (2015) also address the difficulties in integrating research-based knowledge into the policies and practices surrounding disaster scenarios. They access what they perceive as the core barriers in the exchange and implementation of knowledge concerning risk and catastrophe and introduce a means to identify factors hindering the conveyance of information. Their inventory somewhat parallels ours, although theirs is more focused on mechanism. Correspondingly, in his chapter in the book Disaster Research and the Second Environmental Crisis (2019, 161), James K. Mitchell directly asks, “Why can’t we do better?” He notes that most efforts to contravene risk and disaster up to present have focused on four diverse, but not well-amalgamated themes: (1) improving scientific knowledge and technical intervention, (2) instituting legal restraints on unwanted actions, (3) buttressing existing societal arrangements for reducing vulnerabilities, and (4) developing incentives to accomplish mitigation in combination with bringing in underrepresented groups. He proposes a strategy of empowerment based on uniting all participants in a collective endeavor. Wilson (2006) in his article, “Beyond the Technocrat? The Professional Exert in Development Practice,” details how the common understandings of professional and governmental roles lead to missing the crucial point of engagements with other actors. He calls for open spaces and a community of practice. David Mosse, a professor of anthropology at the University of London who has also worked as a social development advisor for several NGOs asks in his chapter in Development and Change (2004, 639–671) if good policy is impossible to implement. He observes that most agencies are shaped by the exigencies of their organizations and the need for joint associations rather than by enacting efficacious policy. Strategies are further formed to solidify political support, therefore, making the link between research, policy, and action problematic. White and Haughton (2017, 412–419) note how decision makers in both process and practices of hazard management skew their protocols toward current concerns and, in so doing, shape future guidelines in conformity to current circumstance, thereby impeding new and changing input. Long-term considerations accordingly become located in so-called hazard-scapes, in which risks are fixed and difficult for future generations to reverse. They refer to the practice as the “tyranny of the present.” Serafini (2017), speaking of the failures of recovery after the Italian earthquakes of 2016 and 2017, reaffirmed that a common cause of the rift lies with many layers of bureaucracy, each charged with a different aspect of risk and disaster. All progress in consequence duly ends up in a complete stalemate. Noting similar paroxysms in what he calls adversarial countries, Kelman (2012) points the blame of not integrating programs to action on the manifold failures of disaster diplomacy. He cites the double edge of dealing on the one hand with power brokers and on the other with the fear of scrutiny, all combined with internal prejudice, misgivings, and mistrust in governing institutions. Finally, Brondo (2015) calls for the much overdue amalgamation of practitioners within germane academic departments as the means of improving understandings and efficacious initiatives.

What Is Addressed in the Following Chapters

By pulling together contributions from individuals who have been deeply involved in policymaking with those who have extensive experience as practitioners as well as with academic researchers, we attempt in this volume to formulate a comprehensive examination of the chasm that exists between what is known about hazards and events, what gets into dictums, and what gets enacted. Our intent is to offer a triptych that reflects all three aspects in relation to the others. Introduced in the chapters are many concerns that are well established and many that are not, among them the factors that drive vulnerability and disaster construction; the frequent efforts of global and national forums to establish guidelines along with their constant revisitation; the tribulations faced by field personnel confronted with critical needs versus roadblocks; the effects of global warming; the complexity of resettlement; gender; the importance of local people’s perceptions and ideology, including their chimeras and delusions. A summary of the book’s chapters follows. Further description appears in introductions to the three parts.

Part I of the book, entitled “Illuminating the Fissures: Suppositions, Execution, Agendas, Realities, and Execution,” is directed toward an exposition of the problematic fissures between knowledge, policy, and practice from the point of view of people who have both shaped programs and tried to enact them.

This part begins with a chapter outlining the scope of the disjunction and stating many of its manifold, and often covet, facets. Although he is an academic, Roberto E. Barrios has nonetheless directly worked in a number of risk, disaster, and recovery situations. His chapter “Unwieldy Disaster: Engaging the Multiple Gaps and Connections That Make Catastrophes” sets forward many of the basic causal components that debar the integration and realization of information disaster experts have amassed. The chapter further shows how anthropological research methods and theories, a theme that we return to in the book’s conclusion, helps explain why disasters not only often persist but also end up distending human and economic costs. Barrios stresses that what is required to bridge the chasm is a combination of understanding human behavior as expressed in each particular cultural circumstance, amalgamated to expert knowledge, material agency, governance practice, and very importantly, a measure of imagination. Barrios also presents the philosophical background that separates the various players involved in the disjunction.

The second chapter, “Advocacy and Accomplishment: Contrasting Challenges to Successful Disaster Risk Management,” written by Terry Jeggle, a highly experienced and informed international practitioner, takes the examination of the rift directly to the practitioner’s dilemma. Despite the many guiding international mandates and conferences that have asked the many factions immersed in the risk and disaster conglomerate to share information, few have executed efforts to minimize the quandary or share their ken. He points out that there exists no acknowledgment within any international charter that indicates a condition or undertaking in one place transfers, or is applicable, to another. Jeggle asserts that competent disaster risk management advances effectively only when both effort and leadership are localized. He further discusses the advocacy aspect of international, national, and local institutions and outlines the history of directives guiding them, including the United Nations’ (UN’s) International Decade for Natural Disaster Reduction (1990 to 1999), the Yokohama Plan, and the UN’s International Strategy for Disaster Reduction (2000 to 2015) and outlines how terminology shapes perceptions, roles, contexts, and agendas.

In “Natural Hazard Events into Disasters: The Gap between Knowledge, Policy, and Practice as It Affects the Built Environment,” Stephen Bender, from his original background in architecture to his many years as an international hazard and catastrophe executor, takes a sweeping look at sovereign states, multilateral development banks (MDBs), NGOs, and the international community. He examines how each defines, shapes, and operates within various vectors of the disaster field: risk reduction, risk management, climate change adaptation, emergency assistance, and post-disaster relief, recovery, and reconstruction. The various agencies involved, he maintains, know very well who is vulnerable and why, what can be done, and who will benefit from their policies and practices. What he discloses about them, however, are the covert issues of power, prestige, and funding among and within these organizations. Bender chronicles how certain concerns arise to claim dominance, which they are, and how they eclipse others. As a result, discontinuities, often deliberate, not only result in total downfall but also lead to it.

Adam Koons is an anthropologist who has spent his entire career as an in-the-field relief agent. His work has taken him to countless countries on almost every continent and almost every sort of fateful situation. He has worked in the context of environmental to technological catastrophes, conflict arenas, and in refugee and resettlement camps. Key to his direct and immediate endeavor has been the rights-based approach derived from the Sphere Minimum Standards directives, a protocol shared among such agencies as the UN-led Inter-Agency Standing Committee, the 190-member consortium of United States–based NGOs, and many other international groups. Although axioms exist, in “Humanitarian Response: Ideals Meet Reality,” he finds there almost always remains a disparity between what should happen and what does happen. The challenge lies in the interstice between the ideal and the real-time decision making that by exigency ensues in crisis situations. Both axioms and actions bear implications in terms of ethics, politics, sociocultural desires, and ongoing relief operations.

In “Disaster Theory Versus Practice? It Is a Long Rocky Road: A Practitioner’s View from the Ground,” Jane Murphy Thomas takes the investigation of the knowledge, policy, practice chasm into a detailed description of several actual recovery projects. Within the portrayals, she deciphers why some of the programs succeeded and others did not. Thomas illuminates barriers, describes the many actors involved along with their positions and roles, then tells when and how the players nurture the project or constrain it. The projects take place in Bangladesh, Afghanistan, and Pakistan-administered Kashmir. Each project has a differing overseeing agency. In her exposé Thomas earmarks cultural issues, organizational behavior, matters of expedience, the muddled meaning of the term “expert,” and, as with other chapters, power and politics.

Part II of the book, “Situations and Expositions: Plights, Problems, and Quandaries,” moves the discussion of the rift away from agent and operative to an exposition of outstanding plights, problems, and quandaries that vex the disaster scenario. Some of particulars (e.g., gender) that this part addresses have long been known, and some are newly compounding (e.g., climate change and the increasing predicament of displacement). The types of calamities cited are both of quick-onset, albeit that is a misnomer—all have long developing chronologies—and those slow in arrival and recognition. Some are unexpected, and some predictable and chronic. Different aspects of the gap are unmasked again in each chapter in this part of the book.

To begin, Shirley J. Fiske and Elizabeth Marino take on the mounting disaster imbroglio of climate change.” They point out that enmeshed within climate change are both slow- and quick-onset occurrences and that both sorts of events contribute to the expansion of devastation. Climate change, in contract to other risks and occurrences, brings up distinct, and often political, chasms between erudition, policy, and action because the scholarship itself may be endorsed or denied. The fundamental dilemma, as the authors point out, is that the acuteness of the catastrophe is largely invisible. The onset of the alteration is by and large incremental. Sometimes it is marked by punctuated events, and other times it creeps up in a continuous way. The fracture between knowledge, policy, and any sort of mitigation, therefore, comes down to local definition and acceptance of the situation. Acceptance depends on several sources: insiders, outsiders, region, state, country, and globe. The authors set forth the social construction of climate events such as floods, hurricanes, wildfires, and rising sea levels, even though to the communities they seem to be forces of nature. They detail how climate change calamities in actuality occur, as with other disasters, in historical and socioeconomic contexts of power, social stratification, income, resource, and social network disparities, although once again outsider agencies often little heed the genuine causations.

Brenda D. Phillips addresses the perennial disaster quandary of gender and its role in the disparity between exhortation, instruction, and implementation in her chapter, “Disrupting Gendered Outcomes: Addressing Disaster Vulnerability through Stakeholder Participation.” The matter of gender has no boundary in the risk and disaster amalgam. It crops up at every level and in every facet from original hazard to final recovery, if there is such. To say that the elements embroiled within the gender conundrum are myriad, complex, and clamorous is understating the subject. As Phillips indicates, the neglectful and reprehensible treatment of women both leading to and subsequent to a catastrophe appears an intractable scourge. Despite years of recognition and concerted effort, the mistreatment and disparities of gender within the material, legal, economic, political, and ideological realms of disaster continue. In her all-encompassing survey, Phillips illuminates the totality of predicaments and, in so doing, unveils the pervasive schisms that remain largely unabated between what is known about gender within risk and catastrophe and what does, and mostly does not, happen. The chapter brings up a number of global situations and sets forth what achievements have taken place. She includes a number of new contributions to the topic, including the recent inclusion of men and the predicaments they endure.

As risk situations and disaster impacts burgeon across an increasingly populated globe, the displacement of people and the need for the resettlement has escalated. The question is, Where can people go as land disappears and perils loom? What happens when whole communities or ethnic groups want to move together as one, and not as individuals? Anthony Oliver-Smith who has worked more than forty years in the two arenas implicated in the mushrooming predicament, disaster and development and forced displacement, addresses the growing quandary in his chapter, “Resettlement for Disaster Risk Reduction: Global Knowledge, Local Application.” As the quagmire widens, so does the resistance on the part of those who must move and those who must accept newcomers. The gap between what is, in essence, an unchartered situation and old policies and solutions looms especially large. Oliver-Smith’s chapter reviews the history of resettlement, then examines the contradictory confluence of environmental disruption and Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR). He lays out the construction of global opinion about the matter, reports on progress and problematic outcomes, and illustrates with germane case studies.

Ryo Morimoto’s chapter, “From Nuclear Things to Things Nuclear: Minding the Gap at the Knowledge-Policy-Practice Nexus in Post-Fallout Fukushima,” zeros in on another contemporary development, in this case a peril that has sprung up only in recent decades but carries with it annihilating ramifications. His focus is specifically on the latest incident in what has, unfortunately, become a litany of happenings. In his chapter, Morimoto resurrects two older phrases that he finds more applicable than ever. One is “missing expertise” (Rajan 2002), and the other is “a new species of trouble” (Erikson 1994). Morimoto’s particular concern is the contamination of and, especially, the vexation of decontamination in a land where the event of contamination itself violated cultural code. He argues that the gap surrounding this peril does not arise from unsuccessful coordination of knowledge, policy, and practice nor from lack of common language or clear communication. The rift lies, he claims, beyond the reach of the simple knowledge-policy-practice collaborations. It is ethnography, the key method of anthropology, he argues, that reveals what decontamination consists of for the locals undergoing the interminable catastrophe of the Fukushima meltdown. He reminds us again of another implicit understanding about disasters: The distribution of risk and vulnerability in society is uneven.

Mark Schuller’s chapter, “‘Haitians Need to Be Patient’: Notes on Policy Advocacy in Washington Following Haiti’s Earthquake,” sheds light on yet another modern occurrence in what Morimoto in his chapter calls the nexus of disaster and its growing place in the disparity. That occurrence is the rise of today’s clamorous advocacy. Schuller’s discourse centers on Haiti, a country on the western part of the island of Hispaniola. As a nation, Haiti has become almost eponymous for every predicament noted in this book. The event Schuller details is the devastating Haitian earthquake of 2010 and its grievous continuing post-disaster recovery. Through his personal participation in a solidarity effort championed by a number of local NGOs directly dealing with the plight of the islanders, he enumerates the actions, obstacles, and frustrations of the advocacy effort as it progresses all the way from its home site to Washington, DC. He describes the mandates of the nonexpert, non-knowledgeable politicians who nevertheless hold sway over programs and funding and tells how the money goes to military and for-profit firms he decries as Beltway bandits for their great influence over protocols, contracts, and aid distribution. He recounts the process and players, the official representatives, the lobbying, and tells of the formation of helpful support groups. His revelatory chronicle discloses the roles played by language difficulties, socioeconomic status, and trust.

Part III of the book, “Revamping Apparatus and Outcome,” turns to whether solutions or perspectives exist that might offer an integrative bridge between accumulated knowledge about risk reduction and calamity and the tangled web that has so often led to their suppression.

Susanna M. Hoffman’s chapter, “The Scope and Importance of Anthropology and Its Core Concept of Culture in Closing the Disaster Knowledge to Policy and Practice Gap,” circles back to Barrios’s initial presentation. She advances that anthropology’s deep cultural perspective, and with it the inclusion of local, indigenous proficiency, can operate as a mechanism for consolidating scholarly information, externally imposed guidelines, and, ultimately, the production of effective aid. She proposes, as increasingly have others, that integrating a people’s own mastery and appreciations along with the other contributing vectors achieves better outcomes in reducing vulnerability and accomplishing restoration. Anthropology’s frame of reference incorporates a people’s long-garnered understanding of their surroundings along with the ways they have traditionally managed upheavals. It incorporates what they perceive as dangers, and what they want outcomes to be. Their perceptions and desires are not necessarily the same as outsiders’. More importantly, it includes understandings of complex, many-layered, guiding customs a people may share, the disregard of which has caused many risk reduction and disaster recovery programs to flounder. How is space perceived? Who has the actual prescriptive authority to stay or go? How is property inherited and what does its legacy mean? Hoffman recounts a host of details that impact efforts but often are neglected. It is the lack of fusing deep culture, indeed allowing such customs to dictate, that has commonly led to not only to one disaster but also to disaster upon disaster.

After first noting how anthropologists today routinely chronicle the human impact of disasters, the chapter coauthored by Katherine E. Browne, Elizabeth Marino, Heather Lazrus, and Keely Maxwell directly specifies the misalignments between institutions offering aid and communities receiving it and makes precisely and squarely explicit “what is known” about disasters from anthropology’s most critical insights. In their chapter, “Engaged: Applying the Anthropology of Disaster to Practitioner Settings and Policy Creation,” they earmark the obstacles faced in enabling practitioners and policies to recognize gained knowledge and offer, as no other presentation in this book does, a point-by-point set of recommendations for integrating risk and disaster knowledge into policy and practice. To do this, they ask three questions: (1) What is expressly and currently known about the causes of disaster, reducing impact, and managing impacted communities when calamities occur? (2) What in detail are departures that separate academic work on disasters and practitioner work? (3) And finally, what suggestions can be offered to span and eliminate the chasm? The authors come from a broad spectrum of practicing and academic anthropologists. They cover their topics in bullet point clarity, discussing such points as convergence of outsiders, shunning self-help, the drawbacks of privatization, the flaws of an extraordinary versus normal perspective, divergent measures of success, language and framing use in order to convey advice and more, and conclude with citing instances where academic and practitioner approaches are united.

The final chapter of the volume turns the discourse toward the future and reminds the reader that the time ahead matters. In her chapter “Future Matter Matters: Disasters as a (Potential) Vehicle for Social Change—It Is About Time,” Ann Bergman asks if risk and disasters themselves can provide the vehicle for social change. In giving her chapter the subtitle “It Is About Time,” she presents a double entendre. The problems of risk and disaster have gone on too long and their impacts even now influence what is coming. Bergman delves into a discussion of utopia versus dystopia in the context of past and looming calamity. She muses about whether dangers and disasters are the new normal, and if so, whether they have agency and provide opportunity. In all these questions, she directs the reader toward an understanding of sustainability.

Further Factors

While together the chapters in Disaster Upon Disaster cover a far-reaching panoply of factors involved in the chasm between risk and disaster knowledge, policy, and practice, still more factors exist. Some of them are crucial enough to bear mention.

The first among them straddles a double line, sometimes overt but mostly covert, often said as a facetious characterization but largely deeply believed. It is the seemingly implacable judgement among many policymakers and practitioners that any insight emanating from the academic or scholarly community is the product of someone “airy-fairy” or “ivory tower” and is, therefore, without merit. One colleague practitioner deemed the it “the wall of scorn.” Those adhering to the attitude treat academics as if they have never faced “reality” or, at least, the reality that policymakers and practitioners must deal with. Therefore, they know nothing about the nitty-gritty of hazard mitigation or disaster entanglement. Such a posture ignores that, in fact, most academics in the field of risk and disaster engage in situ in assessing actual hazardous situations and have participated in post-event tumult. Some have even been victims (Hoffman 1999). Their research by its very nature takes them to such settings. Those who study risk and disaster have as well typically looked at countless cases of vulnerability and calamity, enough to see the existence of overarching patterns that augment understanding and pinpoint unique distinctions. They can see beyond a singular crisis to the whole collective. Many consult with a wide variety of diverse organizations and speak at conferences attended by all sorts of personages, including governing officials, heads of agencies, and other experts, all of which gives them particular ability in potentially closing the gap between various factions.

There further abides a widespread and unfortunately persistent assumption among many engaged in the risk and disaster enterprise that the only solution to hazards and calamity lies with physical solutions, as in building levees, heightening tsunami walls, and thinning forests. Unfortunately, the public has been long inculcated in the same belief. As a consequence, most funding and authorized programs go toward tangible fixes, not social ones. That the fundamental cause of risk and disaster is exposure and requires social remedies, goes ignored. As a consequence, physical scientists and engineers, and not social scientists, are given primary, and frequently singular, consideration in addressing any malady. As the first several chapters in the book makes clear, authorities also tend to favor economic interests, such as development, tourism, and industry, over matters of mitigation, although these same priorities are themselves leading causes of the burgeoning disaster expansion.

To cap off the conundrum, policymakers and agencies also often do not see the entire discipline of hazard and disaster research as being all that credible. In this, the fault also lies with the scholars of the field. Hazard and disaster knowledge is scattered among a number of disciplines and researchers from the various bailiwicks have yet to coalesce their topics into a single specialty. While some experts attempt to integrate their subject matter with others, some do not. Similarly, the few universities that house disaster centers and give degrees in the subject again by and large advance only the one vector, generally the social one, and neglect the others. Within the fostering universities, as well, the subject of catastrophe is still considered to be marginal and is treated as such. It is also true that the study of risk and disaster itself has yet to develop the three criteria that would establish it as a recognized and accredited field. The subject lacks a unifying set of theories. Although it rightly embraces a diverse set of approaches, each is rather territorially espoused and advanced by a particular discipline, with little, albeit growing, crossover. In addition, while the body of literature necessary to give credence to a field is rapidly growing, it, too, lacks integration. Lastly, over the unfolding of the field, the academics involved have switched the focus of their study in a seemingly erratic manner. Concern has peregrinated from events to recoveries, victims to survivors, extent risks to risk reduction, risk reduction to risk construction, vulnerability to exposure, mitigation to resilience. Some scholars currently even eschew the word “disaster” and admonish others not to use it. The wavering theme and parade of mutating vocabulary have rendered scholars flighty to policymakers and aid establishments and have implied a feckless nature to their knowledge.

Rarely has yet a further contributor to the rift between knowledge, policy, and practice caught much attention, that is, the taking into account certain veiled aspects within the realm of policy and practice. Without a doubt true kindness exists among many disaster management and relief administrations and organizations, and certainly among their staff, but what is often not acknowledged is that the aura of solicitude they frequently procure and the actions they take under that posture involve hidden considerations that work to obstruct outside input. In almost every hazard or disaster situation, one or two organizations and/or practitioners emerge to attain, and then continue to bear, the designation of holding particular sympathy toward the suffering. What is often overlooked is that frequently when such an organization acquires veneration, at the same time, it garners power. Once achieving the esteem of exemplary compassion, the organization then readily gains determination of programs and protocols (Barrios 2017). That, in turn, creates the phenomena of drawing sympathy back to itself, redoubling its cull of rewards, notoriety, money, continuity, and, again, power. The establishment that gains the mantel of sympathy, and with the funds and repute achieved, is often able to create monuments to itself, construct and name buildings bearing its name, and propagate legends lauding its magnanimity. Frequently, it further acquires official, or semi-official, status as chief among organizations, thereby diminishing the import and thrust of other entities. When a particular agency gains the sway of sympathy, the disjunction between expert knowledge and the agency’s practices rigidifies. Agencies with the power of sympathy tend to discount expert opinion as being extraneous to their proven success. They also more readily adopt cookie-cutter and best-practices platforms despite their having little or no relevance. Since their prestige as well often allows them access to many locales and situations, they become overextended and find easy answers more adroit. Dominating governmental or private establishments also secure influence over the framing of disaster: what happened, how long it lasts, and what constitutes actual injury. Often they promote dogmas of progress and betterment to justify their actions. It should be noted, however, that in many cases the victims also cultivate and wield the dynamics of sympathy.

In addition, it warrants mentioning that most authorities and agencies direct their policies and programs to what they deem as “communities.” Yet the very use of the term “community” can worsen the gap in integrating scholarly expertise and especially in seeing that expert insight reaches an entire populace. “Community” is a word that has sliding definitions. In many cases community is more concept than fact. The word may or may not apply to a composite of survivors or vulnerable and, even if to some degree applicable, it may or may not include all relevant persons. Unquestioned, as it usually is, the term, and the assumption it implies, can connote both a broad sweep of inclusiveness and all-round effectiveness. Most often, in truth, it means the program reached some of the germane persons, such as its minor functionaries or ad hoc groups, but in truth did not make inroads to reach the entire body. In many instances, the use of the term “community” may only provide the persuasive wording of a funding proposal. Most anthropologists as a rule have dealt with authentic communities, where interaction among those involved takes place on a constant and continuous basis. But in most situations today, certainly those of major risk and calamity, community operates perhaps more like a metaphor borrowed from physics; the potential of collectivity into an actual community among a group of people may be there but is largely underlying. The fact of community becomes kinetic only when it is triggered by something such as a catastrophe, and probably last but for a short while. The thought that people compose a community may, thus, be a false instrument of policy and programs and leave the meaningful spread of knowledge and information sidelined in its wake.

Dismayingly, most programs, be they by government or other agency, still also revolve around relief as opposed to risk reduction or creation. The concern with relief, as opposed to prevention, is deeply rooted in history (Dauber 2012) and, despite knowledge particularly concerning risk and exposure, continues to affect the focus and ideology of most authorities and agencies. The notion that the vulnerable are responsible for their own condition is also deeply rooted and rebuffs considerable wisdom to the contrary. Both antiquated notions are thankfully undergoing a slow but steady reassessment via the current popularity of resiliency studies.

Policymakers and practitioners, and for that matter scholars, may also experience program amnesia, but it may not be deliberate. Over time most agencies, officials, and practitioners undergo a great deal of turnover, taking along with it the chronicle of dangers and dilemmas. The forgetting, however, may also be purposeful, such that faulty programs are used again to promote hidden agendas or because they reflect inertia. Between policymakers, researchers, and locals, there also occurs issues of translation along with other failures of communication. Each separate entity in the complex of risk and disaster, might use different terminology or interpret words or intent differently. In fact, failures of communication are endemic to the entire conundrum. Again, these may be guileless snags, but they may also occur from calculated mishap.

One final point: Disaster agencies in their policies, along with practitioners and their actions and academics in their analyses, have tended to be decidedly Western-centric in all their considerations concerning risk and disaster. The orientation is somewhat ingrained because, at the bottom line, the very ideas of risk, recovery, and resilience are themselves Western notions. In every situation concerning surrounding hazards, programs to be implemented, and on-the-ground practice, whether these take place among a Western society people or non-Western, all persons involved need to assess the circumstance in a culturally relative and local manner. That includes what the people assess as a risk, define as a disaster, and how they calculate what constitutes recovery. Still more crucial is the inclusion of what knowledge the people themselves have about their surroundings and their perils before assaying, enacting, or installing any judgments, programs, or protocols.

Currently, the gap between risk and disaster knowledge and what enters the directives of policy and the actions of practitioners pervasively continues. With the explorations as to why detailed in this volume, along with the increasing insights of others addressing the issue, the hope of an integrated endeavor moves nearer.
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Note

1. Epigraph: Pajo and Powers 2017, 11.
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Part I

ILLUMINATING THE FISSURES

Suppositions, Realities, Agendas, and Execution

The chapters in part I provide a broad overview of the field of disaster risk reduction (DRR) and disaster risk management (DRM) at a variety of scales, from the local to the global, and in a variety of organizational units, from state governments to intergovernmental organizations and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs). Terry Jeggle (chapter 2) and Steve Bender (chapter 3) bring a combined eight decades of experience to bear on their description of the recent history of DRR and DRM. Readers looking for a primer on the institutional landscape of DRM will find these two chapters particularly illuminating. Jeggle focuses on the intergovernmental sector and the ways its involvement in DRM has evolved during the past two and a half decades. In a complementary fashion, Bender provides an overview of the ways state governments, multilateral development banks, NGOs, and development and disaster reduction organizations contribute (or do not contribute) to disaster reduction. The core messages of Jeggle’s and Bender’s chapters can be summarized thus: First, development organizations that transform environments in such a way that they enhance disaster risk are not being held accountable or responsible for the conditions of vulnerability they create. Second, the existence of the knowledge, policy, and practice necessary to reduce disaster risk is not sufficient to actually reduce vulnerability or disaster incidence. What matters is how these three domains of DRM are connected and integrated by human actors—especially those in positions of sociopolitical and institutional influence. Third, despite much lip service given to the cause of DRM, actual commitment of resources to agencies directly involved in DRR remains to be seen in many parts of the world. DRM concerns remain a reactionary trend—that is, DRM concerns only come to the foreground after catastrophic events and are not therefore a preoccupation of everyday governance.

Complementing Jeggle and Bender, Roberto E. Barrios provides an ethnographically detailed account of why and how disasters take shape and magnitude despite the presence of governmental investments in DRM. Using the case of the 2013 disaster in Mexico triggered by Hurricanes Ingrid and Manuel, Barrios gives us a detailed illustration of the themes discussed more abstractly in chapters 2 and 3. Barrios’s piece also functions as a link between the three introductory chapters and the section’s final contributions by Adam Koons and Jane Murphy Thomas. Barrios’s main point is that disasters are engendered as much by the disconnections between DRR resources, political officials, governmental agencies, development organizations and contractors, and disaster-vulnerable populations as they are by the particular ways these various actors are connected in a catastrophe-affected society. The analytical task of the researcher and policymaker interested in disaster reduction is to identify and describe both these disconnections and connections in order to focus on the most effective sites of intervention. In the case of Mexico, we see a country where resources that are meant for DRM are diverted by political officials, and where relationships between government agents and development contractors prioritize short-term financial gain over disaster prevention. The case of Mexico clearly illustrates Bender’s and Jeggle’s observation that having all the pieces necessary for effective DRM does not guarantee DRR. What matters is the ways human actors connect, or refuse to connect, these various elements of disaster mitigation.

While Bender’s and Jeggle’s chapters focus on issues of management and prevention, chapters 4 and 5 complete our review of the challenges of integrating disaster knowledge and practice by looking at the emergency response and long-term reconstruction phases of disasters. The core message communicated by both Koons and Thomas is that disaster response and reconstruction experts—who are often not a part of disaster-affected populations or intimately acculturated into local mores—must remain flexible and capable of negotiating standards, procedures, and project objectives with the culturally complex populations they set out to assist. Failure to negotiate and adapt recovery aid packages—whether they be immediate life-sustaining assistance or long-term aid like the construction of a hospital—with disaster-affected people (who have priorities that are nuanced by locality-contingent livelihood pressures) guarantees the failure of relief efforts. In the case of relief organizations charged with the task of delivering life-sustaining aid in the immediate aftermath of catastrophes, Koons explains how the knowledge of disaster relief experts is summarized in a collection of humanitarian aid standards that have been compiled and revised over the course of decades of work by countless committed agency workers. This knowledge, Koons warns us, cannot be rigidly applied but must be adapted and negotiated with local priorities, a negotiation that requires perspicacity and flexibility on the part of aid workers. In a similar fashion, Thomas presents us with a number of cases in which multi-million-dollar disaster mitigation projects either failed due to lack of negotiation between NGO experts and local leaders or became successful when social scientists acted as intermediaries between external international institutions and disaster-affected populations.




CHAPTER 1

Unwieldy Disasters

Engaging the Multiple Gaps and Connections That Make Catastrophes

ROBERTO E. BARRIOS

Introduction

During the first half of the twentieth century, emergency management authorities, governmental officials, and the public predominantly viewed disasters as unavoidable effects of natural hazards and technological malfunctions (Hoffman and Oliver-Smith 1999). Since the 1970s, a number of critical geographers, historians and anthropologists have proposed a different view of catastrophes (O’Keefe, Westgate, and Wisner 1976). These scholars have demonstrated that catastrophes are by no means natural events but are, instead, long-unfolding processes engendered by human practices that enhance the destructive and socially disruptive capacities of geophysical phenomena and technological malfunctions (Bankoff and Hilhorst 2004; Hoffman and Oliver-Smith 1999; Maskrey 1993). The recognition of disasters as socioenvironmental and socio-technological processes enabled a dramatic rethinking of the concept of “natural disasters.” Use of the term “natural” suggested that the mitigation of calamity was fully out of people’s control because “nature” was considered to stand in polar opposition to, and outside of, “society” and “culture” in established ways of thinking about disasters. The vulnerability approach, as this new perspective came to be known, presented a great challenge to policymakers and disaster risk managers: If disasters were not solely natural, and if they took form and magnitude in relation to human practices, then they could be prevented.

During the first two decades of the twenty-first century, national governments, intergovernmental organizations, and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) seem to have made great strides in their capacity to respond to and manage catastrophes, but recent reports suggest these institutions have not been as successful at reducing the human practices that create disaster vulnerability. The Hyogo Framework for Action 2005–2015 (HFA), for example, was an international agreement signed by 168 of 191 member states of the United Nations (UN) designed to reduce disaster losses, particularly in terms of human lives and the destruction of socioeconomic and environmental resources at a global scale (Global Assessment Report on Disaster Risk Reduction [GAR] 2015). The creation of the Hyogo Framework was accompanied by the establishment of a series of reports drafted by the United Nations International Office for Disaster Risk Reduction (UNISDR) known as the GAR, which were meant to track the progress achieved under the international agreement. In 2015, the milestone year that marked the completion of the Hyogo Framework’s timeframe, the GAR reported,

The expected outcome of the HFA has only been partially achieved. Twenty-five years after UN Member States adopted the International Decade for Natural Disaster Reduction (IDNDR) and ten years after the adoption of the HFA, global disaster risk has not been reduced significantly. While improvements in disaster management have led to dramatic reductions in mortality in some countries, economic losses are now reaching an average of U.S.$250 billion to U.S.$300 billion each year. … More critically, both the mortality and economic loss associated with extensive risks in low and middle-income countries are trending up. (UNISDR 2015, xiv)

In this chapter I explore how anthropological research methods and theories help us explain why, given that social scientists have made great strides in identifying how disasters take shape and magnitude, disasters seem still to not only be persisting but also actually increasing in their human and economic cost in some parts of the world. More specifically, I want to show how explaining the persistence of disasters requires a combination of anthropological interests in human behavior, the imagination, expert knowledge, material agency, and governance practice. A critical reader may object that this is an overly ambitious objective, and that such a broad focus runs the risk of leading to platitudes that explain very little. Nevertheless, I will argue that the nature of disasters requires just such a combination of analytical interests, and that such is the challenge of understanding why disasters persist and why gaps between knowledge, policy, and practice exist.

Quite a few years ago, Anthony Oliver-Smith (1999) commented that disasters challenge a neat separation between nature and culture because they take form and magnitude at the nexus of dialectical relationships between human practice and the materiality of the world (which often reacts to people’s actions in unexpected ways; see Pickering 2008). I have always found Oliver-Smith’s words to resonate with the ideas of another renowned scholar of human-material relations, Bruno Latour (1993), who has argued that modern ways of thinking are those that claim to separate what is natural, material, objective, and biological from what is cultural, social, political, subjective, and meaning-laden. Hence, modernist ways of engaging, governing, making knowledge, and thinking about the world are those that create divisions between the physical or hard sciences and the social sciences and humanities. They are also those that separate knowledge into neatly and narrowly focused disciplines like physics, engineering, biology, political science, sociology, and anthropology.

At the same time, Latour points out, the world in action is not one that observes those differences, and it is one where what is meaningful and cultural and what is material and objective are intimately intertwined and co-constituted. Analyses that explain disasters as effects of a root cause that lies strictly in the objective material (i.e., where disaster is reduced to a natural hazard) or in the sociocultural worlds (i.e., social constructivist approaches) are flawed because they miss the inseparability of things like meaning and matter, society and environment, and politics and scientific knowledge. The relevance of Latour’s observations toward analyzing and narrowing the gap between academic knowledge on disasters and policy and practice is that disasters take form and magnitude through inseparable co-constitutive relationships between subjects we are accustomed to separating into different fields of inquiry (e.g., semiology studied by humanists, politics studied by political scientists, environment studied by biologists and ecologists, the material world studied by geophysicists), when what we need is a transdisciplinary approach that cuts across these artificial differences. It is also worth noting that the institutions designed to reduce disaster incidence are designed in ways that sustain the above-mentioned separations between fields of inquiry and practice, creating gaps between policy, various forms of knowledge (e.g., landscape engineering, geology, anthropology, political science), and political culture and jurisdiction.

To illustrate these points, I use several examples from my own research on hydro-meteorologically triggered disasters in Mexico in the context of the global capitalist political economy—sometimes referred to as globalization, sometimes as neoliberalism—and climate change. Furthermore, I also detail how the persistence of disasters is not only the effect of gaps between knowledge, policy, and practice, but also the result of connections and intimacies (some unspoken, some tacitly accepted) between the factors and agents that shape disasters. Disaster mitigation then becomes a matter not only of identifying gaps, but also of recognizing and naming ties between those elements that are assumed to remain separate in modern forms of governance and thought, yet remain closely related in human-environment relations.

Finally, I conclude by reviewing how addressing the gaps and connections between materiality, politics, and disaster risk knowledge requires us to reconsider the priority given toward fiscal and capitalist indicators as measures of social well-being and development. Disaster mitigation requires us to critically examine the environmental impact of a global political economy driven by commodity production and consumption. In addition, it requires us to foreground a concern with environmental justice and land use planning that earnestly addresses the livelihood and housing necessities of those most impacted by disasters on locally relevant terms. Taking on these issues, in turn, demands a reimagining of governance and development in a way that challenges socio-evolutionary teleologies rooted in capitalist or neoliberal visions of so-called progress and addresses the postcolonial politics that enhance disaster risk in Mexico, among other places.

Gaps between Scientific Knowledge and Governance

On 15 September 2013, I found myself in El Zócalo, the central plaza of Mexico City, with a population of 35 million. El Zócalo is a 700-year-old space of statecraft that precedes the colonization of Mesoamerica, and is where, every year during El Grito, the country’s state-sponsored celebration of national independence, Mexicans celebrate Mexican statehood. In 2013 President Enrique Peña Nieto of the PRI (Institutional Revolutionary Party) found himself fending off accusations of electoral fraud and decreasing support in public opinion polls. To counteract these trends and informal indictments, the city government invested close to a million Mexican pesos to hire musical ensembles for the entertainment of crowds, while the PRI party spent an undetermined amount to bus in spectators from rural areas to fill in for those city residents who chose to boycott the celebrations downtown.

At El Zócalo, police clad in riot gear controlled the bused-in attendees who had been promised 150 pesos, free transportation, and a spectacle of popular music, military parades, and fireworks. Over my head, the huge national flag that regularly adorns the central plaza waved under a strong southeasterly wind, its colossal undulations beneath rapidly moving clouds creating an impressive effect. The winds that animated the massive flag were the remnants of Hurricane Manuel, a category one storm making its way across the country’s Pacific Coast. Within a twenty-four-hour period, Manuel would coincide with rains and winds precipitated by another similar phenomenon, Hurricane Ingrid, which was saturating the country at the same time from its Gulf of Mexico coast.

The storms interacted with centuries-old land-use patterns, settlement, political structures, and social inequity-making practices, with the effect of causing landslides and floods in rural and urban areas in the states of Guerrero, Veracruz, and Oaxaca. At least two hundred people were killed, an estimated sixty thousand were displaced, and 50,120 homes were destroyed; all told the storms caused 58.5 billion Mexican pesos ($4.64 billion) in damage (Beven 2014; Pasch and Zelinsky 2014). The 2013 disaster affected the affluent, middle class, tourists, the urban poor, and marginalized rural communities in varying ways. The highway connecting Mexico City and the Pacific Coast resort of Acapulco washed away at various locations, cutting off communication between the two areas. In Acapulco itself middle-class housing developments sponsored by state agencies slipped under water, demonstrating a failure at the intersection of urban planning, development, and governmental flood risk assessment programs. Torrential rains also caused flash floods in the city, trapping up to forty thousand tourists in their hotel rooms, requiring extraordinary efforts on the part of state authorities to coordinate the airborne evacuation of vacationers via the local airport, and bringing the tourism industry to a standstill. In the rural areas of the State of Guerrero, economically marginalized and predominantly indigenous communities had a dramatically different experience. In the town of La Pintada, a landslide claimed sixty lives and buried a substantial part of the settlement.

In the immediate aftermath of the storm, several government officials were quick to invoke climate change as a primary culprit behind the disaster. The National Secretariat of Environment and Natural Resources issued a press release confirming that Hurricanes Ingrid and Manuel were phenomena associated with global warming, which they said promised to generate more extreme events like severe storms and droughts. The press release referenced the fifth report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), claiming that oceanic waters surrounding Mexico have experienced a rise of 0.44°C in their first seventy-five meters of depth, which the agency pointed to as a primary driver in the formation of tropical storms and hurricanes (Ponce 2013). On a similar note, Maria Amparo Martinez, the director general of the National Institute of Ecology and Climate Change (INECC) noted that the seawaters surrounding Mexico are now referred to as la alberca caliente (the warm pool) because of its temperatures that average 26–27°C (Ponce 2013).

The attribution of the Ingrid-Manuel disaster to climate change, however, met with criticisms on the part of the Mexican social scientists who study disasters. They viewed the statement as a rhetorical strategy to represent the catastrophe as an event whose mitigation is out of the capacity of Mexican state agencies. As buttress, press releases pronounced climate change as an anthropogenic phenomenon that was engendered by development practices that occurred beyond the country’s borders and was, therefore, out of state agencies’ control. Furthermore, the attribution of Manuel and Ingrid’s catastrophic effects to climate change obscured several gaps and connections between scientific knowledge, governance, development practices, and material agency that were also implicated, and perhaps even more directly, in the 2013 catastrophe.

First among the gaps was a lack of coordination between existing risk maps used by Mexico’s National Center for Disaster Prevention (CENAPRED) and urban development initiatives. In 2001, for example, Acapulco’s municipal government purposely modified the city’s Urban Development Plans to authorize construction in areas identified by CENAPRED as high flood risk and not suitable for settlement. Such was also the case for the housing developments in Acapulco’s peri-urban area known as Laguna de Tres Palos. This part of the urban landscape was, in fact, heavily affected during the 2013 floods, which destroyed government-subsidized housing created for middle-class families (Nájar 2013).

According to Mexico’s federal secretary of agrarian, territorial, and urban development, Acapulco city officials had the legal and geographic instruments necessary to regulate urbanization and prevent much of the flooding disaster. Among these instruments were documents like the Urban Development Plan and CENAPRED’s National Risk Atlas, but these items alone did not impede the construction of either irregular or government-sanctioned settlements in flood-prone zones. Political and economic interests, it turned out, could override existing knowledge about disaster risk in the shaping of Acapulco’s urbanization. In the words of Secretary Jorge Carlos Ramirez Marin: “It’s a story of legalized disaster, a story that legalizes a lack of regulation, for Guerrero has, since 1998, a Plan of Urban Development, which they modified in 2001. What was first an obligation became optional. They used their authority, and a law that prohibited construction was changed because it would only be accepted when it was of obvious [financial] benefit to the metropolis” (Muñoz 2013, 1).

The invocation of climate change by some government officials as the cause of the Ingrid and Manuel catastrophe, then, created a discursive gap that isolated climate as the key element in creating the 2013 disaster and downplayed the role of land use, development, and political practices at the local level. This is what anthropologists of disaster often call the representation of disaster as “natural” hazard—that is, the objective material world as the maker of disaster. However, in Mexico disasters also feature a key political-economic dimension that exceeds the mitigating efficacy of technological and scientific knowledge alone.

It is noteworthy that the gap between disaster risk knowledge and land use in Acapulco featured a flipside of connections and intimacies between political culture, capitalist tourism development, and the local environment’s material agency that shaped the 2013 disaster. CENAPRED is charged with the task of drafting the risk maps and issuing warnings when geophysical hazards present themselves, but the making of development decisions that impact land use and engender vulnerability lie outside of its jurisdiction. This power, instead, is granted to local municipal presidents and local governments, where elected officials, as in the case of Acapulco, are left to choose freely between short-term—and often personal—economic gain and long-term disaster prevention. This is a classic example of those global development trends identified in the GAR. In the making of decisions like those made by Acapulco city officials, political culture, development initiatives, and material agency connect and become mutually intertwined in such a way that they engender a disaster.

What is also of interest here is that there is nothing natural or inevitable about such gaps and connections; instead, people create them in the act of parceling out jurisdiction to different governmental agencies at varying levels of national, state, and municipal government in a manner that produces vulnerability through development projects. Meanwhile, disasters take form and magnitude across these boundaries as a result of the ways people engage local environments through development practices. This is what Latour (1993) would call hybrid networks or collectives that implode separations between nature and culture, objects and subjects, meaning and matter, and science and politics.

Gaps in Disaster Risk Knowledge Making

The risk maps commissioned by CENAPRED and compiled in the Mexican National Risk Atlas are credited with the capacity to identify areas susceptible to catastrophes when hydro-meteorological hazards present themselves. But here lies another gap in disaster reduction: Although funding for creating risk maps is ample, ethnographic interviews suggest that the accuracy of information within the maps is often questionable. Funding is provided to municipal presidents who, disaster researchers suspect, pocket the better part of donated funds. The remaining funds are used to contract freelance geographers who do minimal work to meet CENAPRED’s guidelines. As a geographer working in the high-landslide risk city of Teziutlán, in the state of Puebla, commented over the course of my ethnographic research: “The plans are not trustworthy. If CENAPRED gives 100,000 pesos to the municipal government to draft a risk map, the municipal president will give a geography graduate student 10,000 pesos to do the job and keeps the rest. The student then does a quick cut-and-paste job, and the map is not accurate” (author’s fieldnotes 2013).

At the CENAPRED offices, on the other hand, the National Risk Atlas is fetishized as an objective representation of Mexico’s risks as they really exist. During an ethnographic interview with the staff of the hydro-meteorological risk division, officials proudly displayed the maps on flat-screen monitors as the organization’s primary accomplishment in DRR. The risk map then becomes a form of representation that claims to represent the real, and becomes more real than what it represents while at the same time omitting the messy connections and intimacies between postcolonial political culture and techno-scientific risk map–making practices, such as corruption, siphoning of risk map funds, or subcontracting of risk maps to exploitable graduate students. I use the term “postcolonial” to express the idea that the colonial order of things did not vanish with nineteenth-century independence movements in Latin America, but continued to unfold and transform in the postindependence period and as an effect of subsequent imperial, capitalist, and neoliberal global relationships between Mexico and world powers, including the United States. What is particularly relevant here in Mexico and other Latin American countries is the establishment of government as a mechanism for personal gain during the colonial period and the perpetuation of this political culture until the present.

It is also true that even when CENAPRED maps are accurate, hazards such as landslides, which occur at highly localized levels, manage to elude the scale of those risk maps that are drafted to the agency’s standards. So there are two gaps here: the first are gaps in disaster reduction between CENAPRED and local governments that commission the production of risk maps, and the second is the gap of representation between existing technologies for representing risk and vulnerability and the actual behavior of disaster-triggering geophysical phenomena on the ground.

Gaps in Disaster Response

In the absence of effective creation and application of disaster risk knowledge in some parts of Mexico, hydro-meteorologically triggered disasters remain events that government can respond to only through the institution of Civil Protection and Emergencies (Protección Civil y Emergencias), a state agency developed in the aftermath of Mexico City’s 1985 earthquake and charged with the task of disaster response and management.

The efficacy of Civil Protection—which, in collaboration with CENAPRED, is responsible for disseminating and enforcing evacuation orders and assisting populations during catastrophes—is also contingent on Mexico’s unique postcolonial political practices, bringing about another set of gaps and connections that shape disasters. Take what government officials refer to as the Year of Hidalgo (El Año de Hidalgo), a name given to periods when newly elected political administrations take charge. The Year of Hidalgo refers to the popular saying, “En año de Hidalgo, que chingue su madre el que deje algo” (In the year of Hidalgo, may he who leaves anything behind fornicate with his mother). The proverb references Miguel Hidalgo, a Mexican Revolutionary War hero whose insurgent campaign became renowned for subaltern looting of elite estates.

Today, the year of Hidalgo refers to the practice in which outgoing political appointees pillage state property, regarding computers, vehicles, and any portable state resources as loot to be taken at the end of their tenure. In landslide-prone cities like Teziutlán, the Year of Hidalgo can have a significant effect on the response capacities of Civil Protection officials. First, as in many other nations including the United States, directors of Civil Protection are themselves political appointees who are given the positions as rewards for their assistance during incoming municipal presidents’ campaigns. These officials, who are expected to become a key linkage between university disaster researchers and CENAPRED technicians in mitigation efforts, often lack proper training as disaster and risk managers, and their leadership styles can vary from disengaged to authoritarian.
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