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Human 









vulnerability to 









‘natural’ disasters 









This article argues that Hurricane Katrina was not a ‘natural’ 









disaster. Human error caused the catastrophic flooding, and its 









impacts were magnified by the lack of resilience in large parts 









of the New Orleans population. Managing human vulnerability 









and coping capacity is key to disaster prevention 









Christine Eriksen 
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T 









his article considers how natural 









hazards become disasters. It uses 









Hurricane Katrina as a case study to 









demonstrate how government policies, social 









injustice and people’s everyday practices are 









directly linked to short- and long-term disaster 









vulnerability and resilience. It concludes 









that disaster prevention and recovery efforts 









should focus as much on people’s 



coping 









capacity 



as on physical measures like flood- 









proof homes or river levées. 









Hurricane Katrina: the impacts 









Though it occurred 14 years ago, we still have 









much to learn from the ongoing catastrophic 









impacts of Hurricane Katrina. On 29 August 









2005 Katrina wreaked havoc on the Gulf 









Coast of the USA. It caused extensive damage 









from Florida to Texas, but it is best known 









for the flooding of New Orleans, Louisiana, 









which mainly occurred after the eye of the 









storm made landfall east of the city. 









A powerful surge of ocean water caused 









breaches in New Orleans’ huge system of canal 









levées and floodwalls, due to substandard 









wall design and poor levée maintenance. It is 









estimated that 80% of the city was flooded, 









A case study of 
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on low incomes. Even with access to transport, 









disabled people (with or without carers) 









often were not mobile enough to evacuate. 









Hospitals in poorer neighbourhoods did not 









have adequate resources to evacuate citizens, 









and federal help from outside New Orleans 









was slow to arrive. 









The social characteristics of the most 









badly affected people were shown in the 









survivors who fled to the Superdome — the 









NFL football stadium that became the main 









evacuation centre. Most of these evacuees 









were from ethnic minority groups and poor 









households, especially women, children and 









older people. 









Long-term impacts for vulnerable 









groups 









The disaster continued to have a negative 









impact on children’s lives in the decade that 









followed Hurricane Katrina. It is estimated 









that for many schools up to 90% of children 









did not have access to formal education 









for over a year after the hurricane. Many 









schools destroyed by flood water were closed 









permanently. This affected the ability of 









children to catch up and continue their 









education in the longer term. 









race, disability, class, education and religion 









(see Boxes 1–3). These social characteristics 









intersect in everyday life to make people more 









or less resilient. The more social groups in 









which a person is marginalised, the less likely 









they are to have the resources to respond and 









recover. People can be poor or rich in terms 









of 



psychosocial, 



economic and material 









coping capacity 









Unequal human impacts 









Hurricane Katrina therefore showed how 









people already living at the margins of 









society are more vulnerable to disasters. For 









example, lack of public transport in some 









neighbourhoods, combined with inability to 









afford a car, meant many people could not 









evacuate quickly enough. In New Orleans 









25–33% of households had no access to 









a vehicle, and most of these households 









were socially marginalised African 









American families. 









Across the USA, disproportionally more 









women and ethnic minority groups live in 









poverty. In the years before Hurricane Katrina, 









56% of families in New Orleans were single 









mothers with children under the age of 18. 









Many of these were African American women 









Box 1 



Gender 









Women and men experience different levels of risk through the type of work they do, and the 









distributions of power and decision-making processes at home and in the workplace. 









Women more often take on caring responsibilities for children, older people or people with 









disabilities, which complicates their ability to prepare for and respond to a disaster. 









Social pressure to perform certain roles has an impact on men. In the face of a threat such as 









a hazard they may try to perform protective roles that they don’t have the knowledge or ability 









to fulfil safely. For instance, in the USA and Australia many men die trying to protect their homes 









against wildfire because ‘masculine’ behaviour is, in these cultures, equated with strength and a 









degree of risk taking. 









Box 2 



Sexual orientation and identity 









LGBTI (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and intersex) people may be more vulnerable and 









marginalised during emergency response and aid distribution in disaster recovery. They may lose 









safe personal and communal spaces, exposing them to verbal and physical harassment in the 









confined spaces of emergency shelters. In these spaces sexual minorities have to spend weeks or 









months living side by side with heterosexual people, and experience prejudice from those who are 









intolerant of LGBTI people. 









Box 3 



Age and disability 









Lack of physical mobility can increase both household and bodily risk for people who are older 









or have disabilities. They may be unable to reach the phone, open the door when emergency 









personnel door-knock, or leave their house to seek help. Residents with reduced mobility 









therefore have trouble evacuating, in some cases realising evacuation measures are necessary 









only when it is too late, and after most of their neighbourhood has already departed. 









with some areas under more than 4 metres 









of water. The floodwaters did not drain for 









weeks and this became a disease threat. More 









than 1 million people were forced to relocate. 









Of the 1,500 known deaths in Louisiana 









almost all came from the 10–20% of residents 









who remained in New Orleans in the face 









of danger. Most stayed due to family caring 









responsibilities or individual constraints, such 









as lack of transport, isolation from news, old 









age and poor health. To this day, people are 









still repairing and rebuilding homes, while 









many others chose never to return to New 









Orleans after they were displaced by Katrina. 









When disaster strikes, it often has most 









impact on socially marginalised groups who 









are already under pressure. Social groups are 









defined by age, gender, sexuality, ethnicity, 









People queueing to 









be evacuated from 









New Orleans by 









helicopter 
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a top-down ‘expert’ approach to hazard 









protection in many nations. This approach 









makes various assumptions based on 



social 









norms. 



Only in the last few decades have 









we started to question these powerful social 









norms, such as men being more natural 









‘leaders’ than women. 









Social norms — the prejudices we are so 









used to that we don’t see them — help to 









hide discrimination and marginalisation, 









such as sexism, ageism and racism. Until 









recently many dominant groups have rarely 









been challenged to think about their own 









dominance. White, heterosexual men trained 









in science and engineering have traditionally 









a grim picture of long-standing inequality 









on the basis of race, gender, age, sexuality, 









disability, class and education. 









Unequal risk 









Katrina provides an example of how extreme 









natural events, such as hurricanes, tsunamis, 









earthquakes and wildfires, are not disasters 









until a vulnerable group of people is 









exposed to the hazard. Determining people’s 









level of vulnerability to natural hazards 









involves knowing: 









■   the level of individual and community 









exposure to a physical threat 









■   their access to resources that affect their 









coping capacity when the threat is realised 









Katrina shows the links between 









socially marginalised groups and increased 









vulnerability to disaster. Vulnerability has 









increased internationally as a result of global 









environmental change and uneven wealth 









distribution in older and newly emerging 









economies. For instance, in regions like 









southeast Asia there are many new wealthy 









urban developments in hazard-prone areas 









which are protected by engineered safety 









measures such as dams, river levées and 









raised houses built with fortified concrete. 









These types of developments often displace 









socially marginalised communities to unsafe 









and unprotected areas, such as shanty towns 









built on landslide-prone slopes or swampy 









land that floods regularly. 









Together with population growth, extreme 









climatic events put pressure on rescue services, 









systems of infrastructure and healthcare, and 









the communities that depend on them. 









Who makes the decisions? 









Historically, the dominant groups with most 









power in Western countries and beyond have 









been white, heterosexual men. Even when 









men are not dominant, there has been 









‘Understanding the root causes of 









disasters’, 



The Conversation 



(June 2017): 









www.tinyurl.com/y6xp3hoe 









10 Years After Katrina, 



New York Times 









(August 2015): 



www.tinyurl.com/y389ursg 








The Lost Children of Katrina, 



The Atlantic 









(April 2015): 



www.tinyurl.com/nmz7td6 








The factual information in this article is 









from a longitudinal study by Alice Fothergill 









and Lori Peek, who observed the impact of 









Hurricane Katrina on children in the 7 years 









following the disaster (Children 



of Katrina, 









University of Texas Press, 2015). 









Further reading 









Children from families with lower incomes 









were more likely to be geographically displaced 









far from their homes and to move residences 









more often. This meant that they lost social 









support systems in the form of friends and 









family networks, and sometimes encountered 









bullying and discrimination in the places where 









they stayed outside New Orleans. A generation 









of children in and around New Orleans thus 









lost access not just to their schooling but to 









the knowledge and skills that could positively 









shape their future opportunities. 









Unnatural disasters 









Although Katrina was described as a ‘natural 









disaster’, it can be argued that it did not occur 









‘naturally’. Government error in the design 









and upkeep of protective measures made 









the flooding catastrophically worse. It was 









then flood-related causes (not the hurricane 









itself) that killed and harmed many of 









the population who were already socially 









marginalised. The long- and short-term risks 









before, during and after the hurricane were 









highly unequal in terms of the exposure of 









individuals and families, and their capacity to 









cope and recover. The hurricane stripped away 









the surface of social structure and revealed 









Coping capacity 



The ability of people, 









organisations and systems, using available 









skills and resources, to withstand the 









impacts of a natural hazard and to recover 









from these impacts afterwards. 









Psychosocial 



The influence of the 









surrounding social environment on an 









individual’s mental wellness and their 









ability to function. 









Social norms 



A social standard or 

























OEBPS/nav.xhtml








		Cover



		Copyright



		Contents



		Human vulnerability to ‘natural’ disasters: a case study of Hurricane Katrina



		Question and answer: Why have I been given this? Ten tips to improve data interpretation



		How can we manage global warming?



		Making connections: Landscapes, climate and disease



		Geography works: From geography degree to NHS management



		Carbon update: Carbon in the river system



		Centrepiece: The Hong Kong-Zhuhai-Macau megabridge



		Restoring peatlands: can increasing a carbon store help us manage floods?



		Global trade patterns: how are they changing?



		Global governance update: Scales of governance: climate policy in the USA



		Age segregation and place: social inequality in the UK



		Geographical skills: Getting your sampling right



		NEA ideas: Age segregation



		The big picture: Agriculture and water pollution











Guide





		Cover



		Contents



		Human vulnerability to ‘natural’ disasters: a case study of Hurricane Katrina































