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Abstract:

This thesis outlines research that was conducted on the relationship between governance,
public policy and the impacts of disasters. Here, the vulnerability approach to disaster
management is viewed through a political economy perspective, and I contend that political
ideologies and economic structures influence vulnerability to disaster. This perspective is taken
in order to determine how vulnerability reduction fits into a political agenda that combines a
strong central state with a liberal economy. Khao Lak and Koh Phi Phi Don were the most
severely impacted of Thailand’s coastal communities in the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami. These
two communities are used as primary case studies for the research. The population groups that
were most vulnerable to the December 26, 2004 Asian tsunami are identified, and the social,
environmental, political and economic factors that contributed to their vulnerability are analyzed.
The methods of data collection for this project included interviews with key informants and with
residents of Khao Lak and Koh Phi Phi Don. The conclusions drawn from the research fed into a
series of recommendations designed to assist in ongoing disaster vulnerability reduction efforts

in Thai and other developing country communities.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Over the past century, the frequency of recorded disasters has increased dramatically

(EM-DAT, 2005). In 2004, disasters' affected over 135 million and killed over 329 thousand

Figurel: Frequency of Disasters
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people (EM-DAT, 2005). However, many have argued that although disaster agents are rising
vulnerability to hazards is increasing at a much faster pace and accounts for most of the increase
in disaster events (Haque, 2003; David A. McEntire, 1999; Susman, O'Keefe, & Wisner, 1983;
Varley, 1994). Although the 1990s were declared the United Nations International Decade for

Natural Disaster Reduction (IDNDR), the number of disasters increased during this decade (See

' EM-DAT defines a hazard event as a disaster if one of the following criteria is met: 10 or more
people are either confirmed as dead or have been missing and presume dead; 100 people are
reported as affected; there is a declaration of a state of emergency; or if there is a call for
international assistance.



Figure 1) (Twigg, 1998). At the 1994 IDNDR conference in Japan, representatives of the
international community agreed that disaster management requires greater attention to
community-based disaster mitigation which encourages participation in disaster mitigation and
community planning (Newport & Jawahar, 2003; Twigg, 1998). However, follow-up initiatives
have been infrequent and have not been backed by adequate resources (Yodmani, 2001). Unless
social, political, economic, and environmental vulnerability is addressed pre-disaster, an
increased frequency of disasters seems inevitable.

At 7:58 a.m. local time on December 26" 2004, the pressure between the Eurasian and
Indian tectonic plates was suddenly relieved and the largest earthquake in over 50 years, an
estimated magnitude of 9.3 on the Richter scale, resulted (RMS, 2006). On Koh Phi Phi Don,
the earthquake was neither felt nor learned of until much later that morning. It was a quiet
Sunday morning until one woman said to another “Oh, go see, your boat is on the sand”
(Interview 2m, 2005). “We ran together and were surprised that the big ferry was on the beach,
there was no water. Then, it started to come back very fast and every long tail boat was washed
up on the land. The water came to me and I said ‘Oh my God, where is my baby,” but nobody
talked because they were all running” (Interview 2m, 2005).

The Indian plate has been subducting beneath the Burma plate at an annual rate of 5 cm/
year, creating enormous unrelieved pressure. Once this pressure was relieved through the
earthquake, the Burma plate was displaced 4-5 meters upwards, along 1,200 kilometers of
faultline, with a rupture width of over 300 kilometers (CCOP & DMR, 2006): the massive
volume of water that was displaced almost instantaneously caused a devastating tsunami.

The affects of the Indian Ocean tsunami, including over 281,000 lives lost (ADPC, 2005)

and roughly 1.5 million displaced, are not comparable to any disaster within modern history.



Although the western coast of Sumatra has a history of tsunamis, there has not been one with
such a large magnitude since 1861 (RMS, 2006). In the wake of such a large-scale disaster,
disaster relief agencies, humanitarian organizations and academics have been challenged to
adjust and reinvent disaster management strategies. The Andaman-Sumatra earthquake and the
resultant tsunami caused overwhelming impacts in Thailand, Indonesia, India and Sri Lanka and
has stimulated the search for more effective disaster management and preparedness strategies in

order to decrease future vulnerability to tsunamis and other disasters in South-East Asia.

1.1 Structureof Thesis
In the first chapter of this thesis, I identify my research problem, goals, questions and

research rationale. In the second and third chapters, I outline the context of my research within
two main bodies of literature: vulnerabilities literature, in which I define vulnerability and situate
the “vulnerability approach” within the broader field of disaster management; and literature on
the neoliberal economic model and state-led development, in which I trace the benefits and
limitations of each system on disaster vulnerability. The fourth chapter offers a breakdown of
my research methods, details the phases of my research in the field, and provides background
information for my case study site. Following the methodology, the fifth chapter of this thesis
provides information on the geophysical processes that occur in a tsunami, and specifically
discusses the events of the Indian Ocean tsunami in 2004. The sixth chapter describes and
summarizes the research results. A critical analysis and discussion of the research findings is
provided in the seventh chapter, while the research limitations, broader implications of the
findings and considerations for future disaster management strategies are outlined in the

concluding eighth chapter of the thesis.



1.2 Research Problem
Vulnerability, in the context of disaster management, has been widely explored in

disaster management literature; however the link between vulnerability and governance,
particularly governance in coastal zones, has been under-studied. This thesis investigates the
relationship between political ideology, public policy, national governance and vulnerability to
disaster using two case studies: Khao Lak and Koh Phi Phi Don, Thailand. In Thailand, Khao
Lak and Koh Phi Phi experienced the greatest devastation by the tsunami and I hypothesized that
vulnerability in these places was considerably influenced by political structures and authorities.
Here I focus on the causes of human vulnerability pre-tsunami and seek to reveal the underlying
political, environmental, economic and social factors that influenced vulnerability for residents
and tourists of Khao Lak and Koh Phi Phi Don. It is my hypothesis that both global and national
political structures influenced the socio-economic landscape in Thailand and therefore shaped

disaster vulnerability.

1.3 Research Rationale
The paradigmatic shift in disaster management, my confidence in the vulnerability

approach to disasters, and the devastating impacts of the December 26" tsunami for residents of
Kao Lak and Koh Phi Phi Don, have all influenced and steered this thesis. Pre-1970s, the
prevailing ‘dominant’ approach to disaster management considered that disasters were singular
and natural ‘acts of God’. However, this perspective encouraged only a reaction to disasters
rather than preparedness for disaster. As a result, disasters were far more destructive than
necessary. Gilbert F. White (1961), Robert W. Kates (1962) and Ian Burton et al., (1968) were
the first to challenge the dominant approach and to recognize that disasters are usually, in part,
human-invoked. This assertion was the starting point of a paradigm shift towards the ‘alternative

approach’ to disasters. This alternative approach is based on the notion that disasters are



resultant of human behaviors and problems with development. However, in the past decade,
some disaster management theorists have combined these approaches to establish a ‘holistic’
approach, which understands disasters as products of both physical and human invoked causes.
Here, I understand disasters from the holistic perspective: the combination of a natural ‘trigger
event’” with human-invoked vulnerability. More specifically, I adopt the vulnerability approach
to disaster management which has roots in the alternative perspective and is valuable because it
seeks to understand: why a disaster happened; what its impact has been; why it affected a certain
population; and how to estimate future risk (Anderson & Woodrow, 1989).

There are various lenses through which the vulnerability approach has been observed.
For some authors, vulnerability to disasters has been conceptualized as the susceptibility of a
community to a hazard (Hewitt 1997). For others, vulnerability is influenced by industrial
development and technological processes (McEntire 2001). Wisner and Luce (1993) take the
approach that vulnerabilities are revealed by analyzing daily behaviors, actions and patterns,
while others take an ecological approach in which vulnerability is rooted in environmental
fragility (Bryant & Bailey, 1997). Political economic approaches to vulnerability have been used
in a number of disciplines, and essentially understand vulnerability as a phenomenon related to
economic class. The ‘Political Economy Approach’ was derived from the theory or
marginalization (Susman et al., 1983) and is focused on the affects of economic and political
powers on vulnerability (Greenberg & Thomas, 1994). However, the political economy
approach was criticized for not giving adequate attention to environmental influences on
vulnerability. Thus the Political Ecology perspective originated out of a need to integrate human
ecology, political economy and development studies perspectives (P. Blaikie & Brookfield,

1987; Wisner, 2005a). In this research, I take both a political economy and political ecology



approach. The political economy approach enables investigation into the influences of
capitalism on disaster vulnerability, while the political ecology approach is geared towards
understanding the linkages between human agency, policy and environment. There are a number
of advantages to the political ecology approach: it aims for research to integrate social,
environmental and political factors; it focuses on understanding local to global dynamics; and it
seeks to understand the different vulnerabilities human groups face depending on their class,
gender, age, and geography (Stonich, 1993). The political ecology perspective also enables the
investigation of the influence of political ideology on disaster vulnerability. Although one of my
objectives is to demonstrate whether capitalist motivations can increase vulnerability, I do not
presume that vulnerability to disaster would be less extreme under a socialist state. In contrast I
recognize that, for developed countries, capitalism has increased economic security and has
therefore dramatically reduced hazard vulnerability. Western economic and political systems
have significantly reduced vulnerability through national emergency preparedness and
management programs, improved disaster tracking technology and warning systems, education
programs on hazard awareness and response, and increased community participation in disaster
relief and response initiatives. The disaster reduction that has occurred as a result of capitalistic
development should not be overlooked. However, disaster theorists have a responsibility to
remember that in some places “the skewed distribution of resources associated with capitalism
increases liabilities and reduces capacities” (David A. McEntire, 2001, 192). Diasporas of
wealth often limit the opportunity for people to reduce vulnerabilities.

I traveled to Koh Phi Phi Don in October of 2002 on a four day backpacking trip. As a
small-town southern Ontarian, my trip to Koh Phi Phi offered a tropical paradise experience in

which I experienced enchanting differences in environment, climate and people. The December



26™, 2004 tsunami triggered personal sympathy for the Koh Phi Phi Don community, and it was
the connection that I felt to the island that motivated this thesis. The enormity of this disaster
and its impacts, specifically for those economically and socially marginalized, moved me to
review and evaluate disaster management approaches and to study the influence of local

governance on vulnerability.

1.4 Research Goals and Objectives
The broad aim of my research was to determine how Thailand’s political environment

influenced the way in which Khao Lak and Koh Phi Phi residents were impacted by the
December 26™ tsunami. As such, I seek to:
a) Identify how national and local public policy influenced the vulnerability on Khao
Lak and Koh Phi Phi;
b) Determine the degree to which economic inequalities, socio-political
marginalization, and the environmental landscape influenced vulnerability to the
Asian tsunami for Khao Lak and Koh Phi Phi Don residents; and
c) Influence re-development through recommendations on how to reduce future
disaster vulnerability.
In order that these goals are reached it was necessary that my research address a number
of questions:
a) Is the political ideology of Thailand compatible with vulnerability reduction?
b) Is vulnerability reduction (with goals of equity) possible through state-led
development?

c) Are free-market capitalism and vulnerability reduction ideologically compatible?



2 THEVULNERABILITY APPROACH TO DISASTER
MANAGEMENT

The vulnerability approach is a key framework in disaster management and “governs the
art of disaster mitigation” (Winchester, 1992, ix). = My objective here is to situate the
vulnerability approach within the broader context of disaster mitigation. In order to do this, in
this chapter I define disaster mitigation and examine its benefits and limits; define the
vulnerability approach and document its theoretical evolution; review current vulnerabilities
perspectives; and compare vulnerabilities approaches to evaluate their significance. 1 also
explore the ‘holistic’ approach to disaster management and demonstrate how it merges the
‘alternative’ and ‘dominant’ perspectives. I also identify the unique components of the holistic
approach and reveal those characteristics which have been named by some authors as ‘original’
but which I contend are only marginally different from previous perspectives.

2.1 Defining Disaster Mitigation

Disaster management encompasses a broad range of disaster relief and management

strategies. Figure II names the
M anagement

] disaster strategies referred to in

I
(Dominant ApproachN Alternat1ve Holistic Approach
Until 1970°s Approach Late 1990’s

o

this paper and illustrates how

Disaster Preventlon

(Focus on Response and | L ) these are situated within the
Recovery I

(U J Vs ~ oo
Disaster Mitigation Vil sl broader realm of disaster

Approach

|\ I J
; management. As shown in
Disaster

| Preparedness | ) ) L )
Figure II, disaster mitigation is
Figurell: Disaster Management Approaches situated with two other pre-

disaster planning techniques: disaster prevention and disaster preparedness. Although disaster



mitigation has not traditionally been a priority for development organizations, there has recent
been a call for integration between disaster relief and development initiatives (Yodmani 2001;
(Moench, 2005). Disaster mitigation: focuses on capacity building and reducing vulnerability;
recognizes the importance of managing rather than preventing hazards and; seeks to combine
disaster relief and redevelopment. It is the third premise which is particularly significant and

will be further explored here.

2.2 Understanding Disasters and Disaster Management

In order to understand vulnerability to disasters, it is important to identify the meaning of
disaster in the context of the vulnerability approach. From a vulnerability standpoint, disasters
are seen as the combination of a trigger agent (or hazard) and human vulnerability, which often
results from problems with development (i.e. development on unsafe land, poor enforcement of
building codes or land use policies) (David A. McEntire, 2001; O'Keefe, Westgate, & Wisner,
1994; Yodmani, 2001). For this thesis, I adopt Randolph Kent’s (1987) definition: “a disaster
occurs when a disaster agent exposes the vulnerability of a group or groups in such a way that
their lives are directly threatened or sufficient harm has been done to economic and social
structures, inevitably undermining their ability to survive” (Kent, 1987, 4). More simply,
disaster is “the interface between an extreme physical event and a vulnerable human population”

(Susman et al., 1983, 264).

? DISASTER= Hazard + Vulnerable Population.



2.3 Shiftsin the Disaster Management Paradigm

Understandings of disaster have changed significantly over time. During the early and
mid 1900s, the ‘dominant perspective’ understood disasters as ‘acts of God,’3 while, in the
1970s, anthropologists and social geographers conceptualized a new ‘alternative’ view of
disasters which discredited the dominant approach (David A. McEntire, 2001; Varley, 1994;
Weichselgartner, 2001). Although preceded by Burton et al. (1978), Kenneth Hewitt (1983) was
among the first to contest what he called the ‘dominant view’ of disaster management and
became a leading vulnerabilities theorist. Hewitt (1983) contended that the dominant approach
to disasters missed “the main sources of social influence over hazards” by focusing only on how
disasters are attributed to nature (Hewitt, 1983, 7). The ‘dominant perspective’ to disaster
management, he argued, views disasters as singular and normal ‘natural’ or physical events in
the path of development, and fails to address human behaviors as contributors to disaster (Twigg,
1998). In practice, this perspective is inadequate as it facilitates ‘reaction to disaster’ instead of
allowing for disaster preparedness and mitigation pre-disaster. The ‘alternative perspective’
more appropriately views both disaster preparedness and mitigation as important and recognizes
that, in addition to the characteristics of physical/natural hazard phenomena, human behavior and
patterns of development also influence the severity of disaster. While the dominant perspective
views geophysical processes as the centre of disasters, the alternative perspective more fittingly
accounts for human interaction with and on the environment. Thus, the major difference
between the alternative and dominant approaches to disasters is that the alternative perspective
links disasters to societal development. For example, McEntire (1999) and Haque (2003)

theorize that the increase in the number of disasters is related to the increase in numbers of

3 Acts of God are defined as a fatalistic “syndrome whereby individuals feel no personal
responsibility for hazard response and wish to avoid expenditure on risk reduction” Smith, K.
(1996 p. 70).

10



vulnerable people. That is, as societies adopt ill-advised development agendas, the number of

vulnerable people increases. Consequently, in disaster situations, a greater number of people are

affected.

Figurelll: Situating Invulner able Development

Dominant
Approach

Alternative
Approach

Holistic
Approach

Invulnerable
Development

The recently developed
‘holistic approach’® combines the
alternative and dominant
approaches and is valuable because
it recognizes the importance of
both natural and human-made
forces in affecting vulnerability.
This approach suggests that the
‘alternative’ approach (and its
focus on socio-economic and
political causes of disaster) should

be combined with the ‘dominant’

understanding of environmental agents (Alexander, 1993; Cardona, 2003; David A. McEntire,

2001). McEntire (2001) argues that the dominant perspective needs to expand its explanation of

disasters beyond natural causes, while the ‘alternative perspective’ should expand its point of

view beyond the social, economic and political realms (David A. McEntire, 2001). Although the

‘holistic approach’ is considered ‘new’ for integrating natural and human-influenced

vulnerability, the ‘alternative approach’ did not completely ignore natural hazards as influential

* The holistic perspective to disasters, “takes into account multiple sources, catalytic processes,
and the compound interaction of physical, built, technological and social systems” (McEntire

2001, p.190).
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to disaster, rather its focus was on social processes. In fact Hewitt (1983) asserted that “it would
be wrong to suggest that events associated with flood or earthquake in no way reflect the nature
of...geophysical processes” (Hewitt, 1983, 25). Still, the holistic approach has merit because it
focuses more evenly on the natural and human invoked causes of disaster. Pelling and Uitto
(2001) also call for a holistic approach to disaster management and believe that disaster theorists
should extend their focus in order to understand the influence of broader political and economic
structures and patterns on disaster vulnerability (Pelling & Uitto, 2001). This argument
complements a shift in development discourse which has involved critique of ‘alternative
development’ and grassroots initiatives. Still, theorists should strive to understand local-level
vulnerabilities in the context of broader socio-political structures, rather than framing
vulnerabilities solely as resultant of either local patterns or larger political structures. The
‘holistic perspective of disaster,” geared towards development and economic progress to address
vulnerability was the starting point for McEntire’s (2000) concept of ‘invulnerable
development.” Invulnerable development was established as a development plan aimed at
identifying the capacities of an area and reducing both physical and social vulnerabilities (D. A.
McEntire, 2000). One advantage of invulnerable development is its emphasis on identifying the
different actors (i.e. government bodies, civil society and NGOs) that influence vulnerability. In
this way, the invulnerable development approach has the potential to understand local
vulnerabilities in the context of broader political agendas.

There are a number of lenses through which the alternative perspective has been viewed.
Some of these include: the influence of industrial development and technology on vulnerability

(David A. McEntire, 2001); urban vulnerability; disasters and gender (Anderson & Woodrow,

> Weichselgartner defines invulnerable development as “development pursued in such a manner
as to address vulnerabilities” (Weichselgartner, 2002 p. 151).
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1989; Cutter, 1995); disasters in daily life; and the political economy and political ecology
perspectives (Pulwarty & Riebsame, 1997). Each of these is valuable, but the political economy
and political ecology perspectives are best suited to analyzing disaster vulnerability as it relates
to issues of governance. The political ecology approach though is appropriate to this study as it
“applies methods of political economy in ecological contexts” (Wilson, 1996, 76) and is
primarily concerned with the ways that economic and political actors influence the human-
environmental relationship and the impacts of these relationships on the environment. Thus, the
political ecology approach is useful for analyzing the affects of economic and political agents on
the environment. However, I am not only concerned with the influence of political and
economic actors on environmental change, but am also interested in investigating the influence
of these actors on human vulnerability. The political economy perspective fulfills this area of the
study as it is concerned with the ways that vulnerability is influenced by capitalistic styles of
development (Cannon, 2000; Maskrey, 1989; Yodmani, 2001). The political economy approach
to disasters is particularly relevant to this study because it asserts that financial security is
increasingly dependent on the ability of a person to integrate, at the very least, into his local
economy, but more likely on his/her ability to participate in the global economy (Wisner, 2003).
It also maintains that it is the most poor who are often forced to locate and develop livelihoods in
environmentally insecure areas.

The political economy perspective to disasters has grown in the past decade and has been
paralleled by a tendency to view disasters as at least partially a result of human-invoked causes.
For example, McEntire (2001) states that “the skewed distribution of resources associated with
capitalism increases liabilities and reduces capacities” and “capitalism must be altered if not

carefully held in check” (David A. McEntire, 2001, 192). Although this plea may be legitimate,
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it is idealistic and improbable to hope that the global economic system will change. Until then,
political economists should strive for an approach that could sufficiently decrease vulnerability
to natural hazards and maintain economic security for those previously vulnerable. Disaster
strategists should also acknowledge, however, the global spread of Western style capitalism, and
that people are dependent and attached to the capitalistic economic system. Although a number
of vulnerability reduction approaches exist, none seek to integrate critiques of capitalism and

vulnerability reduction, and this is an approach that should be investigated.

2.4 Combining Disaster Relief and Development

Disaster mitigation is a pre-disaster scheme that is situated among disaster prevention and
disaster preparedness. These approaches are underlined by the argument that there has been too
much focus on relief from disasters and there needs to be emphasis on the planning for and
management of disasters (Alley, 1993). Cuny (1983) argues that disaster prevention is expensive
and suggests that because disasters are important and often positive events for the environment,
they should not be ‘prevented’, but should be prepared for and managed (Cuny, 1983). Disaster
preparedness involves reducing vulnerability and building local capacity (including the ability to
respond and recover from disaster). However, it is disaster mitigation which focuses on
combining disaster management and development. This combination has been widely advocated
within the past decade: (McAllister, 1993; David A. McEntire, 2001, 2004; Mileti, 1999).
Disaster mitigation has four key objectives: to minimize destruction of a hazard; to reduce
physical vulnerability; to reduce economic vulnerability; and to strengthen community social
structures.

Ideally, combining development and disaster relief organizations would reduce

vulnerability; however, there are two main barriers to effective disaster mitigation. First, disaster
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mitigation requires a certain level of development (Cuny, 1983). The aim to reduce physical,
economic and environmental vulnerability assumes that political and social systems exist that
will enable economic restructuring. This restructuring would be more plausible in a nation has a
stable political and economic system, but it is more often countries that lack solid political and
economic institutions which experience the greatest impacts of disaster. The second problem is
with the practical implementation of disaster mitigation. Theoretically, a combined development
and disaster relief approach is ideal, but the integration of these is difficult: combining
development and disaster relief initiatives requires larger time and financial commitments by aid
agencies, greater assistance from international donors (for developing country disasters), and can
produce host-country clearance difficulties for aid agencies when disaster relief efforts extend
into development projects. For example, the December 26, 2004 tsunami in the Indian Ocean
devastated the Aceh province in Indonesia. However, as a result of political turmoil and fights
for independence the government initially refused external relief for the province (Keys,
Masterman-Smith, & Cottle, 2004).

Despite these problems, pre-disaster planning has a number of important benefits.
Disaster mitigation reduces vulnerability; decreases the potential for human suffering; builds on
local capacity; focuses on managing rather than preventing hazards; provides a framework for
relief organizations; and integrates development and disaster relief (O'Keefe et al., 1994).
O’Keefe, Westgate et al. (1994) indicate that pre-disaster planning is appropriate because it aims
to “consider and alleviate the causes and not merely the symptoms of disaster” (O'Keefe et al.,
1994, 96). From this perspective, development after relief is particularly important. Since
disaster relief often returns disaster victims to their pre-disaster social and economic positions, it

is less effective at decreasing vulnerability to future disasters (Baird, O'Keefe, Westgate, &
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Wisner, 1975). Disaster mitigation, on the other hand, aims to increase the standard of living for
people instead of returning populations to their pre-disaster status (O'Keefe et al., 1994).

The term ‘resiliency’ has been an important concept in the paradigm of disaster
management. Disaster resilience is described as a characteristic of households or communities
enabling recovery after a disaster (Pelling & Uitto, 2001). Resilient communities are built when
the worlds of relief and development integrate local, national and global institutions and
organizations in meaningful ways: “disaster resilient communities means that disaster reduction
is everyone’s responsibility” (Briceno, 2004, 235). Disaster resilience can involve community
and household preparedness, including obvious preparation measures such as: community
evacuation plans, financial contingency plans, and escape routes. However, resilience also
extends to social capital and community cohesiveness. Communities become more resilient to
disaster situations when they seek to build on existing social capital. Both formal and informal
connections between people can enhance community cohesion and can unite community
members. Social capital can increase a community’s ability to adapt and respond during a
disaster (Pelling, 2003). One restriction is that social capital is often linked to household
members’ livelithoods and economic resources: even basic interaction with neighbors may be
restricted if a household has little means to reciprocate something as minor as dinner invitations.
Thus, resilience is often “enhanced by stimulating local economic development” (Pelling &
Uitto, 2001, 55) at the household or community levels.

Two of the most well-known disaster relief organizations that have combined disaster
relief and development are The Red Cross and Red Crescent societies. These have shifted focus
from relief to development, are now concerned with disaster preparedness and disaster mitigation

contending that ‘Band-aid assistance is inadequate’ (McAllister, 1993). However, to date, few
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other development-focused agencies have attempted to integrate disaster management into their
mission (Yodmani, 2001). Nevertheless, most vulnerabilities theorists continue to argue for the
integration of disaster relief activities and development initiatives (David A. McEntire, 2001;
O'Keefe et al., 1994). In order to adequately reduce vulnerabilities, “precautionary planning
needs to be totally integrated into planning for real development,” but this would take
considerable integration and cooperation between governmental, bilateral, and non-governmental

organizations (David A. McEntire, 2001; O'Keefe et al., 1994,96 ).

2.5 The Vulnerabilities Approach to Disaster Management

Vulnerability is one lens through which disaster mitigation can be viewed. The initial
establishment of the concept of ‘vulnerability’ had roots in the social sciences (Cannon, 2000)
and the approach “serves as a focal point to enable understanding of the unique and complicated
relationship between development and disasters” (David A. McEntire, 2004, 197). The term
vulnerability has been used in a number of disciplines and its meaning varies depending on the
context in which it is used (Vatsa, 2004). In the past decade, vulnerability has been used in the
disciplines of risk, hazard and disaster mitigation (Weichselgartner, 2001). In this thesis, I use
vulnerability in the context of disaster management, and in this context, it has been widely
agreed that vulnerability is defined as the degree at which people are susceptible to hazard (Baird
et al., 1975; Piers Blaikie, Cannon, Davis, & Wisner, 1994; Hewitt, 1997; Lewis, 1999; Maskrey,
1989; Winchester, 1992).

The vulnerability approach to disaster management was introduced in the 1970s and
stemmed from the ‘alternative perspective’. One of the tenets of the alternative approach is that
human behavior determines the level of vulnerability in the event of a disaster (M. R. Bhatt,

1998; Piers Blaikie et al., 1994; Hewitt, 1983; David A. McEntire, 2001; Winchester, 1992).
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The vulnerability approach, not surprisingly, takes vulnerability as the starting point for
understanding why a disaster happened who it impacted, why it impacted a particular group, and
how to estimated future vulnerability (Anderson & Woodrow, 1989). This approach is important
because it aims to reduce future vulnerabilities. The emphasis of the vulnerability approach is on
“how communities are exposed to dangers or become unsafe,” but the focus is on those who are
affected (Hewitt, 1997, 141).

Vulnerabilities are dynamic and are always in a state of flux, (Alcantara-Ayala, 2002;
Downing & Bakker, 1999; Lewis, 1999; David A. McEntire, 2001; Vatsa, 2004). They exist
before a disaster occurs, they contribute to the severity of the disaster, they restrict appropriate
responses to the disaster; and continue after the disaster has subsided (Anderson & Woodrow,
1989). Hewitt (1997) believes that the vulnerability approach sees risk as originating in
vulnerability: vulnerability refers to the inability of people to influence the societal processes
which determine security. This perspective effectively demonstrates the difficulty of changing
larger political and social structures; however it makes assumptions about the desire of
individuals to change them. Although people are often restricted from ‘societal processes which
determine security’ many are also unwilling to participate. Hewitt’s (1997) statement suggests
that those vulnerable to disaster have a desire to influence and participate in broader political
structures, but are ‘unable’ to do so because of restrictions beyond their control. However, this is
not necessarily the case. In some cases, individuals perpetuate their own vulnerability because
they are not interested in participating in political processes or community meetings, or decide
not to participate in risk reduction activities such as household disaster preparedness.

Blaikie et al. (1994) situate vulnerability in an equation for risk: Risk= Vulnerability+

Hazard and this equation has been adopted by many theorists (Piers Blaikie et al., 1994;
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Maskrey, 1989; Twigg, 1998; Vatsa, 2004). This equation is somewhat problematic because it
views vulnerability as static. However with a slight adjustment, Lewis (1999) formulated a more
appropriate equation: Risk=Vulnerability x Hazard. This equation is more accurate because it
considers that there are always multiple factors of vulnerability (poverty, gender, ethnicity, age
etc.) and suggests that a greater number of vulnerable characteristics (ie. poverty, gender, and
ethnicity) can cause disaster vulnerability to increase exponentially. In addition this equation
suggests that more extreme hazard events multiply existing vulnerabilities and magnify risk even
more than Blaikie et al.’s (1994) equation would suggest.

While Hewitt (1997) and Blaikie et al. (1994) focus on risk, Anderson and Woodrow
(1989) and Warmington (1995) perceive that vulnerabilities result from long-term factors that
affect a community’s ability to withstand disasters or respond to and recover from them
effectively. Vulnerabilities exist before disasters, and continuing inattention to problems with
development or inequities in society will result in the perpetuation of vulnerability to disaster.
Despite some conceptual variations regarding vulnerability, vulnerability theorists take

vulnerability reduction as the starting point for disaster management.

2.5.1 Goalsof the Vulnerability Approach

Advocates of the vulnerability approach suggest two broad goals: 1) to reduce physical,
social and economic vulnerability, and; 2) to increase capacity to cope with hazards. However,
there are also more specific goals which vary between vulnerability researchers.

For Hewitt (1997) the aim of the vulnerability approach is to “examine the ways in which
people are actually at risk: their frailties, lack of protection and limited survival capacities”
(Hewitt, 1997, 143). McEntire (2001) suggests that changes in industrial development,

environmental management and technological processes are needed in order to reduce
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vulnerability to hazards, however his approach does not give adequate attention to the influence
of social, political and economic processes on vulnerability. Wisner and Luce (1993) take a
much more ‘local’ approach to vulnerability reduction, arguing that the vulnerability approach
should be focused on analyzing ‘vulnerabilities in daily life’ (Wisner & Luce, 1993). Although
this approach would be useful for reducing individual vulnerability, it would be difficult to apply
such a scheme on a regional or national scale. Similarly, Alcantara-Ayala (2002) and
(Winchester, 1992) believe that the key to understanding vulnerability is understanding the
concept at a household level. This claim has merit in that it considers how household decisions
impact broader socioeconomic and political systems, but Alley (1993) noted that pre-disaster
planning is more appropriately focused at the community- rather than household-level.

Community-level disaster management focuses on involving the entire community in
disaster mitigation plans and strategies. In fact, “a critical element of sustainable disaster
management is communities’ participation” (Pandey & Okazaki, 2005, 2). Community disaster
management integrates local authorities, civil society and aid agencies (in that order), but places
communities at the forefront. = Community-based disaster management stemmed from
recognition that those who are vulnerable are the best at describing their needs and capacities
(Pandey & Okazaki, 2005). Involving an entire community in disaster management increases
disaster resilience since those who would be affected by the disaster are also those who were
responsible for preparing disaster plans and implementing them. In addition, community-based
initiatives have the potential to influence household decision making and maintain access to
regional officials and decision makers.

A broad array of vulnerability approaches exists, but selection of an appropriate disaster

management method is dependent on a number of factors, including the type of disaster and the
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geographical position of those at risk. Thus, before choosing a vulnerability approach, it is
important to identify the vulnerable area and define the specific factors influencing

vulnerabilities in that location.

2.6 Indicatorsof Vulnerability

Both the alternative and vulnerability approaches focus on the concept that vulnerability
is, at least partially, socially produced through human behavior and mismanaged development.
Most often, political, social and economic structures are highlighted as key factors that
contribute to vulnerability (Alcantara-Ayala, 2002; Cardona, 2003; Maskrey, 1989). However,
some scholars perceive different factors that influence vulnerability. For example, Wisner
(2005) focuses specifically on livelihood security, McEntire (2001) stresses physical and
technological variables, and both Mileti (1999) and McEntire (2001) mention cultural attitudes
(i.e. feelings of apathy towards disasters, breakdown of traditional coping measures and fatalistic
attitudes towards disasters) as major causes of increased vulnerability to disasters. Aside from
the economic, political and social processes that are theorized to influence vulnerability, Pelling
and Uitto (2002) suggest that environmental and geographical processes are also key
considerations. Cannon (2000) frames these indicators differently, and argues that vulnerability
originates in: physical fragility; socio-economic fragility; and lack of resilience. Despite the
semantic differences between the factors identified by each of these theorists, there is little
difference in how they understand vulnerability more broadly. The factors most consistently
perceived to influence vulnerability include the: political, economic, cultural, environmental and

social. Each of these will be addressed in more detail here (See Figure 1V).
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FigurelV: Vulnerability Factors
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Political structures significantly impact vulnerability to disasters. Vulnerabilities, as
Hewitt (1997) suggests, “are embedded in, and more or less fully subject to, actions and
developments at all levels of governments” (Hewitt, 1997, 164).

Canada Corp and the Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA) define
governance as “the set of rules, traditions and the practices that define who the decision-makers
are, how they get to be decision-makers in the first place, the kinds of decisions they can make,
the purpose they’re supposed to be serving, to whom they have to listen when they make

decisions, where their money comes from, and to whom they’re accountable for their actions”
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(CIDA, 2005). The concept of ‘good governance’® originated in the neoliberal development
paradigm, specifically in a 1989 World Bank report on Sub-Saharan Africa, and reflected the
World Bank’s concern for state involvement in economics (Santiso, 2001). However, since then
the term ‘good governance’ has been conceived more broadly and assumes that “a transparent,
accountable, participatory, and effective state will reduce corruption, increase growth and
promote democracy” (Orlandini, 2003, p.18). The attributes of good governance include:
upholding the rule of law; promoting human rights; making sound economic choices; and
ensuring transparent, participatory and accountable decision-making processes (UN, 2005). In
contrast, bad governance is defined to include “failures by governments to provide good and
efficient public services; failures to manage the fiscal and the budget problems of the country;
and failures to prevent bureaucratic and political corruption” (Phongpaichit, 2001, p.1).
Governance influences disaster vulnerability by shaping public policy, guiding
development processes and outcomes, and organizing decision makers. In societies with high
numbers of vulnerable people, it is likely that the political environment is corrupt and that
governance is illegitimate but powerful (Hewitt, 1997). Political structures extend from national
politicians to local government officials. If managed inadequately, policies implemented by
these structures reinforce inequities and further vulnerability (Sarewitz, Roger Pielke, &
Keykhah, 2003). Economic processes are often integrated within political structures and also
contribute to disaster vulnerability (Piers Blaikie et al., 1994). Often, deficiencies in economic

well-being lead people to face environmental factors which contribute to vulnerability (Comfort

% According to UNESCAP, good governance is “participatory, consensus oriented, accountable,
transparent, responsive, effective and efficient, equitable and inclusive and follows the rule of
law. It assures that corruption is minimized, the views of minorities are taken into account and
that the voices of the most vulnerable in society are heard in decision-making. It is also
responsive to the present and future needs of society” (UNESCAP, 2005)
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et al., 1999{Twigg, 1998 #32). For example, exposed coasts are often inhabited by people
whose livelihoods are dependent on fishing and tourist vending. Thus, in many cases, the poor
must risk environmental insecurity in order to survive economically. Lack of economic security
“force many of the poor to settle in cheap but dangerous locations” (Twigg, 1998, 2) thereby
increasing vulnerability to disaster and restricting recovery post-disaster.  Socio-cultural
organization can also impede or enhance the ability of a population to cope with disaster. For
instance, social marginalization may restrict individual access to community resources, social
networks and support systems. By contrast, strong social roots are beneficial during times of
disaster: resources can be pooled and strong support systems can motivate and empower

recovery.

2.6.1 Defining Vulnerable Areas

Vulnerability is not consistent across space, in fact, levels of risk and factors of
vulnerability vary significantly across the globe and even within communities (Hewitt, 1997).
Although local vulnerability can be defined in the event of a disaster, there are broader global
trends that make it possible to identify vulnerable areas and to make assumptions about future
populations at risk. Most disaster management theorists agree that developing countries
experience the greatest loss of life per disaster, and that vulnerabilities in the global South are
increasing (Alcéantara-Ayala, 2002; O'Keefe et al., 1994; Wijkman & Timberlake, 1984).
However, some take a more hazard-based approach to vulnerability and argue that those most
vulnerable to disasters are “those living in the most precarious physical environments”
(Liverman, 1994; McAllister, 1993; O'Brien, Eriksen, Schjolden, & Nygaard, 2004, 3). If
disaster management was conceptualized as a continuum between those who viewed

vulnerability as a result of natural/environmental causes (dominant approach) and those who
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viewed vulnerability as resultant of human behaviors (alternative approach), researchers such
as Liverman (1994) would be situated nearer the dominant side. This is because she observes
that people “living in areas likely to experience sea level rise, increasing storminess, drier
conditions, or heavier flooding” are more vulnerable to disaster (Liverman, 1994, 329).
Despite the importance of human-influenced factors that contribute to vulnerability, physical
location and vulnerability are certainly related.

Figure V: Continuum of Vulnerability Per spectives

Dominant Approach Holistic Approach Alternative Approach
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2.6.2 Social Vulnerability: Defining Vulnerable People

The impacts of a disaster are not consistent across populations (Anderson & Woodrow,
1989), however, theorists have identified characteristics that are consistent among vulnerable
groups and have argued that certain groups are especially vulnerable. Members of lower
economic and cultural classes, minority groups, women, the disabled, youth, and the elderly are
all typically more prone to disaster than their counterpart populations (Fordham, 2003; Wisner,
1999, 2005a; Yodmani, 2001). If people hold one or more of these characteristics it will increase

the likelihood that they will experience greater vulnerability to disaster.
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It is also important to mention that these factors of vulnerability are relational and can
magnify the effects of other factors (Wisner, 2005a). For example, a woman may experience
economic insecurity because of her gender. As a result of economic insecurity she might have
limited access to resources leading to poverty and being labeled as ‘lower class.” This low social
position might limit her ability to make important social contacts that could enable her to
establish a better livelihood. Thus, characteristics of vulnerable people act on one another and
are resultant of one another (Wisner, 2005a).

Socio-economic characteristics can also restrict access to risk reduction techniques
(Comfort et al., 1999). For example, a person’s class may inhibit his/her ability to obtain
insurance, social marginalization as a result of ethnicity or physical ability may decrease access
to community assistance programs or neighborhood help, and gender could influence access to
community decision makers and relief programs. Human behaviors and characteristics can
influence ability to tap into risk reduction techniques and can impede a whole community’s
potential to bounce back from disaster (Comfort et al., 1999). The combined characteristics of
any individual influence his/her connectedness to their community and influence his/her ability
to respond to a disaster (Morrow, 1999). Although demographic characteristics are relational,
each trait influences vulnerability for different reasons and it is therefore important to investigate
how each of the five characteristics (class, ethnicity, gender, physical ability, and age) influence
disaster vulnerability.
2.6.2.1 Economic Class

An individual’s class in society has been used as a key measure of vulnerability (Hewitt,
1997; Vatsa, 2004; Wijkman & Timberlake, 1984; Wisner & Luce, 1993). Vasta (2004) believes

that those with “fewer assets, almost no insurance, and less diversified sources of income” are
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more prone to disaster (Vatsa, 2004, 2). Wijkman and Timberlake (1984) agree that in a disaster
situation it is the poor who suffer the most. In fact, countries with low human development
indices experience on average 1052 deaths per disaster, while countries with high human
development indices suffer approximately 23 deaths per disaster (IFRC, 2001). This is often
because the poor are forced to accept livelihoods which make them more vulnerable.
2.6.2.2 Ethnicity

Ethnicity is another determinant of vulnerability. Minority groups often have limited
access to social and natural resources and experience lower average incomes than dominant
ethnic groups (Wisner & Luce, 1993). Financial insecurity for ethnic minorities influences
decisions to reside in disaster prone areas and accept employment that is tied up in more
dangerous locations’. In addition vulnerabilities that ethnic minorities experience are often tied
up in language abilities. If ethnic minorities lack fluency in the dominant language they can
experience difficulties in seeking information, filling in application forms, and tapping into
service programs (Morrow, 1999).
2.6.2.3 Gender

Many have argued that women and men are unevenly affected by disasters (E. R. Bhatt,
1998; Fordham, 2003; Hewitt, 1997; Vatsa, 2004). Wisner and Luce (1993) suggest that
“women generally have less access to resources” (Dankelman & Davidson, 1988) and less
representation in decision making at all levels” (Pietila & Vickers, 1990) and are therefore more
vulnerable than their male counterparts (Wisner & Luce, 1993, 19). In addition, women are
physically less able to evacuate in disaster settings and child care responsibilities often increase

the difficulties of disaster response. Bhatt (1998) draws information from rural and urban

7 Dangerous locations can include residence on “unsafe land and in unsafe shelters or low-cost
dwelling, because there is no other land available at reasonable cost” (UNISDR et al., 2002, 5)
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women of Gujarat, India when she suggests that rural women are more often the victims of
droughts and floods because they are left behind while men look for work (E. R. Bhatt, 1998).
2.6.2.4 Physical Ability

The physically or sensory disabled are also believed more vulnerable in disaster
situations (Phillips & Morrow, 2005). Disabled individuals often lack socio-economic security
pre-disaster and lack the physical ability to respond in a disaster situation. Pain et al. (2001)
indicate that the disabled are more likely to be unemployed, more often hold inferior positions,
have poorer housing, have more limited access to education and transportation, and are
marginalized more frequently than their able-bodied counterparts. As a result of being socially
and economically marginalized before a disaster, the disabled are generally more vulnerable to
the impacts of disaster.
2.6.25 Age

Youth and the elderly are more disaster-prone than adult populations. In part, the
physical restrictions which sometimes accompany these populations make it more difficult to
respond in disaster situations. However, there are broader socio-economic processes of which
youth and elderly are sometimes restricted, which increase their vulnerability. In fact, “older
people and children are often constructed as ‘problematic’ groups who are outsiders to the spaces
of mainstream social life” (Pain et al., 2001, 141). The youth and elderly are often marginalized
before a disaster and in many societies “people are segregated on the basis of age” (Pain et al.,
2001, 152). For women, the lower-class, minority groups, youth, and the elderly, social and
economic marginalization often influences vulnerability during disaster.

Although vulnerable populations often hold one of the above characteristics, this

taxonomic approach is not appropriate in all cases. For example, “not all women are equally
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vulnerable” (Wisner, 2005a, 3). The above characteristics do not define vulnerability, but are
rather characteristics of vulnerability. In a disaster situation, a woman is not inherently
vulnerable, but is more likely to be vulnerable than male counterparts. Furthermore, these social
characteristics are dynamic and are always modified by one another. Fordham (2003) argues
that “Women are not a homogenous category...we must also recognize difference in terms of
race/ethnicity, class/caste, sexuality, [dis]ability, etc. which intersect in complex ways with
gender (Fordham, 2003, 64). Different combinations of these vulnerability characteristics
depend on space and place. As a result, there are large variations between and within
communities, regions and nations in regard to the characteristics of vulnerable groups (Yodmani,

2001).

2.7 Typesof Vulnerability

Anderson and Woodrow (1989) suggest three categories of vulnerability including:
physical/material; social/organizational; and motivational/attitudinal (Anderson & Woodrow,
1989). These categories are useful because they enable monitoring of the processes that create
vulnerability. Physical, or material, vulnerabilities are the most recognizable during times of
disaster. These refer to a lack of resources to fulfill basic needs: i.e. food, water, clothing and
shelter. In disaster situations, it is usually the poor who experience physical/material
vulnerability to the greatest extent (Anderson & Woodrow, 1989). Often, the poor experience
physical vulnerability pre-disaster and vulnerability increases in the event of a trigger agent. In
order to address physical vulnerabilities, promoters of the vulnerability approach ask why certain
groups are materially vulnerable. This may depend on their geographic location or on their

livelihoods among other factors.
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Social/organizational vulnerability contributes in many ways to physical risk. These
vulnerabilities relate to the impacts of a disaster on social organizations. Lack of access to social
groups (including community groups, schools, and religious centers) can limit individual and
community capacity and social cohesion, which can prove detrimental in disaster situations.

Finally, Anderson and Woodrow (1989) suggest that motivational/attitudinal
vulnerabilities significantly impact an individual’s ability to cope with and recover from disaster.
Motivational/Attitudinal vulnerabilities describe “how people in society view themselves and
their ability to affect their environment” (Anderson & Woodrow, 1989, 11). Some may adopt an
‘it can’t happen to me’ disaster psychology and do not take steps to mitigate risk, while others
may recognize their vulnerabilities and manage risk before a disaster strikes. On a practical
level, a vulnerability approach deals with motivational/attitudinal components by examining how
disasters influence people’s motivations. More specifically, vulnerability analysts would
determine whether people felt victimized by disaster or empowered by community cohesion
post-disaster. Motivational/attitudinal vulnerabilities influence the ability of individuals to cope
with disaster and are, in part, dependent on emotional and psychological health. While physical
and social vulnerabilities to disaster are easier to detect in a disaster, (Anderson & Woodrow,
1989; Hewitt, 1997) are among the few authors who have linked the psychological impacts of
disaster with the ability for resilience and recovery. Fatalistic attitudes towards disaster can
increase disaster vulnerability and impede appropriate responses to disasters (Kieft & Nur,
2002). The relationship between disaster recovery and emotional health is significant and should

be emphasized and paid more attention in vulnerabilities discourse.
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2.8 Vulnerabilities Assessments
Shifts in the disaster management paradigm have been congruent with changes in

vulnerability models. Methodologically, the vulnerability approach compliments a paradigm
shift in the development field; towards bottom-up development and good governance (Yodmani,
2001). However, vulnerability assessments are not limited in scale and can be conducted at the
community, regional and national levels. Assessments focus on the factors that cause the
severity of the loss and damage and on how capacity should be developed to reduce vulnerability
in the future (Wisner, 2005a). These assessments involve the ‘mapping’ of vulnerable areas and
populations and the goal is to assess existing conditions “of a given area and its ability to cope
and withstand to specific natural hazard events and their impacts” (Bertens, Bruschi, &
Weichselgartner, 2000, 9).

There have been a number of key models for vulnerability assessment. Most commonly
cited is (Piers Blaikie et al., 1994) ‘Pressure and Release’ (PAR) model (See Figure VI. This

model is a tool for understanding how disasters affect vulnerable people and is based on the idea
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FigureVI: Pressure and Release M odel
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Figure 2.1 ‘Pressures’ that result in disasters: the progression of vulnerability
Source: (Blaikieet. al, 1994)

that vulnerability originates in a series of social factors including: root causes; dynamic
pressures; and unsafe conditions and exposure to hazard (Piers Blaikie et al., 1994). The PAR
model plainly outlines the root causes of vulnerability, but is problematic because it characterizes
these causes as static, when in fact, vulnerabilities are dynamic. In addition, the PAR model
overlooks the relationship between the human and physical environments and shows the trigger
event as isolated from social processes, when most often these act on each other to create
vulnerability.

In the late 1990’s, the Sustainable Livelihoods (SL) approach was conceptualized as a
way of dealing with vulnerability; by focusing on livelihood security to reduce vulnerability

(Twigg, 2001). This framework deals almost exclusively with development and relief problems
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in the South, while the parallel Northern framework is entitled Community Capacity. The
sustainable livelihoods approach is promoted by the British government’s Department for
International Development (DFID), is participatory in nature, and aims to reduce vulnerabilities
that affect people’s assets (Twigg, 2001). However, by focusing on livelihoods this approach
does not give sufficient attention to political, social and environmental causes of vulnerability.
The holistic approach to vulnerabilities has received significant attention within the past
five years. McEntire (2001) developed a holistic model which acknowledges both the
capabilities and liabilities of a given population (David A. McEntire, 2001). This model
accounts for natural and human vulnerabilities and combines the dominant and alternative
approaches to disaster management. This model is not entirely new: it is similar to what was
framed as Vulnerabilities and Capacities Analyses by Anderson and Woodrow (1989). In
McEntire’s (2001) model, vulnerability is shown as a product of risk, susceptibility, resistance
and resilience, a perspective that has been adopted by a number of theorists (see for example
Paton et. al. 2000; McEntire 2000; Pelling and Uitto 2001; Cardona 2003; Klein et al. 2003; and
Pelling 2003. The ideas of ‘resilience’ and ‘resistance’ are similar to what Anderson and
Woodrow (1989) define as ‘capacities.” Whereas resilience “describes an active process of self-
righting, learned resourcefulness and growth- the ability to function psychologically at a level far
greater than expected given the individual’s capabilities and previous experiences” (Paton,
Smith, & Violanti, 2000, 173), capacity refers to the strengths of an individual or community
that will enable them to cope with or recover from disaster (Anderson & Woodrow, 1989). So,
while recent definitions of ‘resilience’ and ‘resistance’ are more complex, they are quite similar

to the earlier defined ‘capacity.’
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Each of these models is useful for understanding vulnerabilities, but for different reasons.
While (Piers Blaikie et al., 1994) PAR model clearly illustrates the root causes of disaster,
McEntire’s (2001) is useful in considering the importance of both social factors and
environmental factors in vulnerabilities. Both of these are important reference tools for work in

the field of disaster relief.

2.9 Benefitsand Limits of the Vulnerability Approach

The vulnerabilities approach is based on the notion that the extent of human suffering in
past disasters is unacceptable. Advocates of this approach view that disaster vulnerability results
from both human-invoked factors and geophysical processes. The social, political and economic
factors of vulnerability, which are influenced by human behavior, frequently increase
vulnerability for people who are often already marginalized by their age, gender, ethnicity,
physical ability and poverty. Decreasing vulnerability is about changing the human behavior that
contributes to it, and the vulnerability approach is appropriate in advancing this objective. The
approach is significant for a number of reasons: it offers guidance for both development and
relief organizations; it identifies risk and enables disaster mitigation strategies; it exposes
inequity; and it reveals the factors, policies and people responsible for existing inequities.

The vulnerability approach is important because it challenges disaster management to
extend beyond disaster relief, and to acknowledge and contend with broader socio-political
structures that lead to vulnerability. In order to do this, these broader issues need to be identified
and analyzed within each disaster situation. For this, Vulnerability Assessments are used, and
there are many practical benefits to their use. Weichselgarnter (2001) suggests that these are
simple to carry out and do not require expert knowledge. Vulnerabilities analyses are beneficial

because they: identify why a disaster happened; identify populations at risk; suggest how to

34



identify risk for future disasters; identify factors that should be ‘restructured’ rather than
‘repaired’ during relief; keep relief teams aware of activities that could contribute to
vulnerability in the future; can be applied across scales (i.e. communities, regions and nations);
encourage local participation and value local knowledge; and can be repeated in order to assess
changes over time.

The premise of the vulnerability approach is ideal; however, it has some practical
limitations. While a vulnerabilities assessment does ‘map’ vulnerable populations, these only
represent vulnerabilities for specific moments in time and cannot make assumptions about how
vulnerabilities will change in the future (Wisner, 2005a). In addition, Yodmani (2001) suggests
that Vulnerabilities Assessments often take place within the formal sector of society and do not
gather information from those most vulnerable: they often capture information only from those
sources available, generally not the most poor and most vulnerable (Yodmani, 2001).
Weichselgartner (2001) suggests that the results of Vulnerabilities Assessments are vague and it
is not possible “to arrive at exact results” (Weichselgartner, 2001, 92). However, ‘exact results’
should not necessarily be the main objective. The major type of data for Vulnerability
Assessment is qualitative; however this is not necessarily a limitation. The vulnerability
approach may have merit in that it has compassion for the marginalized and seeks to empower
them. Kenneth Hewitt (1997) says it well: “empowerment may be much more critical to
reducing... [vulnerability]... than any particular tools, information or regulations to combat a
hazard” (Hewitt, 1997, 153).

Disaster mitigation strategies, including the vulnerability approach have gained
significant attention within the past decade. However, Yodmani (2001) suggests that “there is

more room than ever before for addressing the issues of risk reduction for the poor” (Yodmani,

35



2001, 2). Disaster management initiatives and organizations that combine disaster relief and
development remain subordinate on the agenda of the international community, and projects
which do combine disaster and relief are few and under-funded (Yodmani, 2001). Academics
should, nevertheless, continue to develop the vulnerability approach, seeking to integrate disaster
and development strategies and to establish a framework for measuring social and economic
vulnerability pre-disaster. The vulnerability approach is a key disaster mitigation strategy
because it aims to decrease susceptibility and risk for those who will be most affected by
disaster: those who are the most poor and the most marginalized. Potential researchers of the
vulnerability approach should be motivated by the fact that there is “still-untapped potential of
situational, proactive self assessment of vulnerability and capacity” (Wisner, 2005a, 4).

Disaster vulnerability has only marginally been studied from a political economy
perspective, but this perspective is useful because it seeks to understand the broader political
structures which influence vulnerability and which may impede appropriate disaster response.
The influence of political structures in shaping disaster vulnerability requires more attention
since political structures can influence economic and social roots of vulnerability. It is my
hypothesis that governance significantly influences disaster vulnerability and that specific
strategies are influenced by political ideology. The political approach to vulnerability is

therefore worthy of discussion.
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3 THEIMPACTSOF POLITICAL IDEOLOGY ON
VULNERABILITY

Cannon (1994) suggests that the “vulnerability approach to disasters is immediately
concerned with political and economic power” (Cannon, 1994, 28). Broader political ideologies
shape national and local economies, social life and, often, patterns of inequality. Thus, an
investigation of how different political systems influence their respective societies is a necessary
step in understanding how political systems influence disaster vulnerability. In order to
understand the influence of politics on disaster vulnerability, I take a ‘power-centered’ approach
to political economy. The power-centered approach to political economy is based on the idea
that those who gain wealth also gain power: “the expansion of wealth necessarily means an
expansion of power...since wealth consists of objects that satisfy our wants, wealth gives us the
power to achieve our ends” (Caporaso & Levine, 1992, 165). If power stems from wealth, and
influences an individual’s access to resources, it is important to determine how a nation’s
political ideology influences the distribution of wealth. In the next section I demonstrate how
both neoliberal capitalism and state-led development or ‘managed capitalism’ can influence and
accentuate disaster vulnerability. In addition, I outline the South East Asian path to development

and summarize Thailand’s political ideology.

3.1 State-led Development

Traditionally, FEast and Southeast Asian growth has been characterized by
“macroeconomic stability, high savings rates, and export and industry promotion based on close
business-government relations” (Jongryn, 2005, 10). The East Asian economic model is based
on a strong central state which manages a liberal market and promotes foreign investment

(Jongryn, 2005). The key tenet to state-led development is the government’s role in ‘managing’
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the economy. Pre-1997 financial crisis, East Asian economies were geared to advantage the state
as a whole rather than the individual industries or shareholders. Consumer lending during this
time was generally discouraged, and critics suggest that financial institutions lacked
transparency, with close relationships between bank managers and state officials leading to
corruption (Beeson, 2003). While neoliberals argue that government mismanagement sparked
the Asian financial crisis, advocates of state-led development argue that market liberalization and
a declined regulation of domestic finance initiated the crisis (Beeson, 2003; Phongpaichit &
Baker, 1998). Since the Asian financial crisis, East Asian governments, including Thailand,
have reformed economic policies and reverted to priorities of good governance, increased
privatization and market liberalization (Jongryn, 2005). While some countries have reverted to a
more Western-style capitalism (i.e. a free market system involving relatively low-levels of
government intervention), others (including Thailand and Japan) have maintained a state-led
development in which cooperation between the government and the financial sector has been
maintained.

Since the 1997 financial crisis, Thailand has undergone some economic reforms
(including increased privatization, market liberalization and greater emphasis on economic
transparency) however, the government has maintained central state involvement in the Thai
economy. For example:

e in 1998 the government established Radhanasin Bank, which was
responsible for managing the assets of finance companies that went
bankrupt during the financial crisis;

e the Krung Thai Bank (KTB), also a state-owned bank, was used to control
industry restructuring in the late 1990s, and;

e Thai Airways International, threatened by the financial crisis, was

maintained as a state-controlled enterprise for two years after the end of
the crisis (ultimately privatized thereafter).
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Similarly, in 1999, a government stimulus package was introduced in order to encourage real
estate investment and in the same year the government presented subsidy packages to producers
of sugar (Unknown, 2005g). Clearly, the central state has maintained significant control over
Thailand’s economy since political restructuring after the financial crisis. With a state-led
development system focused on ‘managing capitalism’, it is important to investigate how
Thailand’s political and economic environments and ideologies influence vulnerability to

disaster.

3.2 Linking Vulnerability and Poverty

The debate between the neoliberal and welfare state® ideologies has continued since the
1929 American stock market crash. While liberal economists including Adam Smith and Milton
Friedman argue that economic growth will ‘trickle down’ to the poor, welfare state advocates, in
line with Keynesian economics, assert that capitalist economies fail to demonstrate effective
trickle down effects, and argue the central government should actively pursue economic equity
(Caporaso & Levine, 1992). The goal here is not to affirm or reject either ideology but to
determine the effects of each on disaster vulnerability.

The theoretical debate between the neoliberal and state-led development models does not
focus on disaster vulnerability. However, there are components of the debate which focus on
poverty alleviation and inequality, both of which concern disaster vulnerability. Though it is
important to understand that vulnerability reduction and poverty alleviation are not synonymous

(Chambers, 1982), they are certainly related. Poverty reduction is in fact a component of and

¥ Under the ‘ideal model’ the Centre for Public Policy and Management defines the ‘welfare
state’ as “an ideal model of provision, where the state accepts responsibility for the provision of
comprehensive and universal welfare for its citizens” (CPPM, 2006). Advocates of the ‘welfare
state’ system view “spending on welfare as a useful economic regulator, helping to balance the
economy in periods of recession” (CPPM, 2006).
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contributor to vulnerability reduction (Wisner, 2001). ‘Basic Needs’ literature suggests that
poverty is about deprivation and often inequality, and it refers to the inability of an individual or
group to access opportunities or necessities that are critical within a society (Pyatt, 2000; Sen,
1981). Vulnerability refers to individual or group characteristics which make them susceptible to
a hazard, or impact their ability to cope with or recover from a disaster, and this often includes
poverty (Piers Blaikie et al., 1994). Though poverty may contribute to vulnerability, it is not a
necessary precondition for vulnerability (Cannon, 2000). Still, poverty is an important indicator
of vulnerability and often it is the most poor who are vulnerable in a disaster situation. In order
to determine whether free-market capitalism or state-led development would best reduce

vulnerability, it is important to determine how each addresses issues of poverty.

3.3 The Neoliberal Perspective on Vulnerability

Since the fall of the Soviet bloc and the market liberalization of China, the world has seen
a near collapse of communism, a decline in welfare state advocates, and a virtual mainstreaming
of neoliberal ideology (Beeson, 2003; Veltmeyer, 2002). Neoliberal thought (or the New
Economic Model) gained momentum in the late 1970s and 1980s, when Ronald Reagan and
Margaret Thatcher were elected in the United States and England respectively (Chang, 1999).
The neoliberal model is based on a laissez-faire liberal economic ideology in which, as Adam
Smith argued, the invisible hand of the market would meet public interest. As such, neoliberal
economists advocate: free market systems which promote consumer power; privatization;
liberalization of trade; deregulation of economic activity by the state; and decentralizing state
enterprises (Chang, 1999; Pyatt, 2000; Thomas, 2001; Veltmeyer, 2002). Similarly, liberal
economics holds that increasing economic progress and market liberalization will result in

decreased soci