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After Hurricane Katrina struck the Gulf Coast of the United States in late August
2005, and the world was shocked by the images of the thousands of victims

stranded in the Superdome of New Orleans, many people asked, "How could this
happen in the United States?" The images broadcast from New Orleans and other
affected areas resembled too closely what we typically see in developing countries.
Yet while the parallels are many, the most striking one is the impact of natural dis-
asters on the poor. While those with the means to heed the evacuation order fled the
area, those left behind were the most vulnerable: the sickest, the oldest, the youngest
and the poorest. Katrina provided a grim reminder that any city can be caught
unprepared for disaster, while also reminding us of the level of poverty that exists in
parts of one of the world's wealthiest nations.

The tragedies that Katrina wrought upon the United States are much more com-
mon in developing countries, particularly among the poorer segments of the popu-
lation. It is this undeniable link between poverty and the impacts of disasters that
makes disaster risk management an integral part of the World Bank's mission to
fight poverty. Natural disasters are a major source of risk for poor people. However,
this vulnerability also happens to be one of the most overlooked dimensions of
poverty. One possible reason is that disasters have traditionally been considered a
humanitarian assistance issue rather than one of development. Relief and develop-
ment were viewed as two different "industries" with very separate mandates, actors
and sources of funds.

This approach is being reconsidered by members of the international communi-
ty, and partieularly by its largest reconstruction and development investor, the World
Bank. If the Millennium Development Goals are to be achieved, then the reduction
of disaster risk must be addressed in an aggressive manner. This article reviews var-
ious experiences in disaster risk management, particularly those of the World Bank,
explores the inadequacies of the traditional approach that has focused on reaction
and recovery and looks at efforts to change the policy frameworks that attend this field.
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THE WORLD BANK'S DISASTER PROJECT PORTFOLIO

Tbe World Bank has a long tradition of supporting the disaster management

efforts of its client countries, particularly in post-disaster reconstruction. In fact,

"reconstruction" is literally its middle name—the International Bank for

Reconstruction and Development. Beginning with the European reconstruction

efforts after the Second World War, the World Bank has always played a major role

in post-disaster reconstruction and recovery. Since 1980, the World Bank has

approved more than $14 billion to support over 160 emergency reconstruction proj-

ects. However, this underestimates the amount tbe World Bank has provided in

post-disaster reconstruction support, as these figures do not include amounts reallo-

cated from ongoing development projects in the immediate wake of disasters. In

these scenarios, the World Bank typically reviews the ongoing country project port-

folio to see what funding can be released for emergency relief. These amounts remain

under the original loan or credit agreements, and often go unnoticed in disaster lend-

ing figures. The amount of reallocated funding probably adds another 30 percent to

overall reconstruction figures.

Through its development projects, the World Bank has also provided support for

ex ante risk reduction investments. Nearly 390 additional projects approved since

1980 have components dedicated to mitigating the impacts of disasters. Tbe total

lending amounts of tbese initiatives near $27 billion. However, this figure overesti-

mates the amount invested in pre-disaster risk reduction, as it includes tbe entire

loan amount of projects that may include risk reduction components. For instance,

a forestry project may incorporate funding to train firefighters, promote fire preven-

tion in communities, build firebreaks, etc.

To the extent tbat development investments help reduce poverty and its attendant

vulnerabilities. World Bank portfolios in tbeir entirety can be considered investments in

disaster risk reduction. However, as discussed in the lessons below, this will not be tbe

case until development models actively integrate disaster risk management.

LESSONS FROM EXPERIENCE IN DISASTER RECOVERY

The organization of tbe World Bank's operations into distinct lending sectors

has contributed to an ad hoc approach to disaster risk management for decades.

Other "hard" sectors of World Bank lending, such as water, transport, agriculture,

health and education, have been managed more strategically, often with sector analy-

sis and strategies tbat guide project design. Other multidisciplinary topics that bad

also been neglected for many years, such as environment and gender, were eventu-

ally recognized as priority areas. Operations then benefited from a more strategic

approach to these areas, and the development of safeguards, requiring each project

design to address how these issues were handled. However, disaster risk manage-

ment, while constituting a substantial portion of World Bank lending, has remained
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until recently an "orphan sector" that lacked strategic planning.

This began to change in 1998, when the World Bank established a central unit

to focus on disaster risk management. The Hazard Risk Management team (former-

ly called the Disaster Management Facility) dedicated itself to monitoring the World

Bank's disaster-related interventions as a sec-

tor of investment, with the aim of extracting DisaSter-risk m a n a g e m e n t
lessons to inform future World Bank engage- V«oc rprnained. an "orn
ment in the area. The unit's objectives are to , « , M I

r .,.,, . • A- sector until recently.
racilitate a more strategic response to disaster J

emergencies and to enhance the World Bank's poverty alleviation efforts by integrat-

ing effective disaster risk reduction into development activities.

The first objective in improving the World Bank's disaster emergency response

focused on efforts to extract lessons from the World Bank's many reconstruction

projects, and the experience of other partners. Indeed, working with external part-

ners has been critical to tapping into the wide array of disaster risk management

expertise around the globe. In 2000, the World Bank launched the ProVention

Consortium, a global coalition of governments, international organizations, aca-

demic institutions, the private sector and civil society organizations dedicated to

increasing the safety of vulnerable communities and to reducing the impact of dis-

asters in developing countries. The ProVention network includes organizations

involved in all phases of disaster risk management—from risk analysis to emergency

relief to post-disaster recovery. Forging links and closer interaction with these agen-

cies has promoted new thinking in the field, and has ushered in the development of

innovative tools for managing risk.

With the ProVention Consortium, the World Bank led an inter-agency review of

lessons from recovery efforts following five major disasters: the Bangladesh floods of

1998, Honduras after Hurricane Mitch in 1998, the 2001 earthquake in Gujarat,

India, the 2000 and 2001 floods in Mozambique, and the 1999 Marmara earth-

quake in Turkey. Based on these five cases, as well as reviews from completed World

Bank reconstruction operations, a number of lessons have emerged that relate to

timing and sequencing and the overall focus of disaster recovery interventions.
TIMING AND SEQUENCING OF ACTIVITIES

Agencies involved in disaster response and recovery tend to plan around distinct

phases of "relief," "recovery" and "development." Current World Bank policy is very

clear that it is not a relief organization, but rather supports the restoration of "assets

and production levels in the disrupted economy."' UN agencies have more recently

begun to promote the concept of "transition recovery," or the period during which

relief activities have drawn to a close, but recovery is yet to begin.2 One example is in

Aceh where, one year after the Indian Ocean tsunami of 2004, large-scale housing
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reconstruction has yet to begin, and 67,000 people remain in temporary barracks or

rotting tents. While people wait for permanent housing, a program instituted in the

first months of 2006 focused on ensuring that all internally displaced people (IDP)

have suitable transitional housing.^ Although the concept of transition recovery is

useful for agency planning purposes, the design of new phases reflects the failure of

aid agencies to provide adequate support to disaster recovery—just as the very need

for disaster reconstruction assistance reflects the failures of development.

In fact, all of these phases are artificial terms. The ProVention case studies con-

cluded that recovery operations converge with the development process, and that

many communities live in a permanent state of

1 n c pri3.SCS or rcilCr, recovery, because "temporary relief" has become a

permanent coping strategy."* In many countries, we

^^^ ^^^^ "temporary housing" often becomes perma-

nent housing for the poor, and, due to improper

terms. construction standards, the cycle of vulnerability

continues. The staff of agencies engaged in post-disaster relief or recovery activities

should be trained to work flexibly throughout these varying contexts.

Recovery projects themselves are often too short to address the projected length

of recovery. Real-time recovery from a significant disaster can take five years or

more. However, donors often have their own timetable, which commonly ranges

from one to three years. For example, U.S. relief for Honduras following Hurricane

Mitch towards the end of 1998 had to be spent by December 2001. Six years later,

field assessments revealed that hundreds of people remained in temporary shelters.^

World Bank policy dictates that emergency recovery projects last up to three years,

although they are extended in many cases, reflecting the longer timeframe of recov-

ery. The pressure to disburse funds can result in hurried design and implementation

that renders some projects inappropriate.

In this regard, governments and donors need to be realistic about what can be

achieved in the short and longer terms. There is certainly a tendency to take advan-

tage of the brief window of opportunity that these situations provide to incorporate

numerous disaster prevention components into emergency operations. An ideal and

comprehensive reconstruction strategy should merge with development planning

and address the long-term issues related to disaster reduction. However, emergency

recovery projects need to take into account the weakened administrative capacity

that disasters bring, while exploiting the opportunity to strengthen risk management

capacity. Emergency operations should focus on urgent reconstruction priorities.

And certainly any reconstruction of housing, public buildings and infrastructure

should include disaster-resistant technologies and safe siting. However, strengthen-

ing institutions and capacity for effective disaster prevention is a longer-term invest-

ment that requires careful design and an extended implementation schedule. The
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World Bank has taken an increasingly phased approach in providing disaster recov-

ery assistance, including studies on emergency operations to identify long-term risk

reduction needs, and then designing activities for a follow-on investment.

One of the most basic principles of sound development management is placing

local communities in the driver's seat of planning, design and implementation so

that activities adequately reflect their needs and assure ownership and sustainabili-

ty. This same principle applies to disaster-recovery projects, wherein community par-

ticipation reaps myriad benefits that include addressing psychological trauma, capac-

ity building, improved governance and increased social capital. However, the

urgency of rapid delivery, both real and perceived, can often lead to a perception on

the part of aid agencies that proper community consultation is not feasible. The

ProVention case studies found a high failure rate for recovery programs that did not

explicitly incorporate the concerns of affected populations.

One year after the Indian Ocean tsunami, a report on the recovery status in

Aceh noted that while the event left many government units in disarray, communi-

ty leaders took an active role and ensured that nearly everyone had basic shelter in

the immediate aftermath, and that there were no unchecked epidemics. This level of

participation is credited with convincing the government of Indonesia to make a

firm commitment to using a community-driven development approach to the recov-

ery efforts. There are certainly difficult tradeoffs involved with ensuring an ade-

quate level of participation and promoting swift recovery. The Aceh report noted

that while these tradeoffs may slow the pace of reconstruction, they hopefully

enhance its sustainability. Only time will tell in this case, but there is evidence from

other countries to indicate that affected communities want to participate fully in dis-

aster response, even if it implies slower implementation.6

Focus OF RECOVERY EFFORTS

Past experience indicates that large-scale infrastructure and housing are major

investments in disaster recovery, accounting for as much as 50 percent of total fund-

ing. In contrast, insufficient attention has been given to the impact of recovery inter-

ventions on people's livelihoods. While the rehabilitation of infrastructure and hous-

ing are key tools in restoring people's productive capacities, the ProVention case

studies note that this connection was not always made, and they recommend further

analysis on whether these measures enhance or negate livelihood strategies.''

Direct support for community subsistence through such mechanisms as cash

payments, food or cash for work programs, have traditionally been considered an

activity of relief agencies, and not a focus of the World Bank's. In fact. World Bank

policy states, "The [World] Bank finances investment and productive activities,

rather than relief or consumption." However, over the years, the World Bank has

realized the importance of maintaining livelihoods of disaster-affected communities
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in order to prevent their slipping deeper into poverty. The World Bank's policy on
financing cash payments has been waived many times and recent reconstruction projects
increasingly include livelihoods components. World Bank policy on emergency lending
is currendy under revision, and the new policy will likely incorporate this change.

Housing reconstruction is often a major feature of the World Bank's relief pro-
grams. As a top priority for disaster-affected communities, this is sometimes the
most political issue in a recovery program, and one of the most desirable for donors
to support in terms of visibility. However, the complexities entailed in this realm of
disaster recovery go beyond politics. One disaster review goes so far as to suggest
that agencies question whether they have the mandate and capacity to engage in
housing reconstruction.8 In Honduras after Hurricane Mitch, for example, many
NGOs got involved in housing reconstruction for the first time, which led to many
incidents of incomplete or sub-standard housing projects. In Tegucigalpa, some hous-
ing resettlement projects remained largely uninhabited and un-serviced four years
after the event. In some cases, the time limit of external funding was blamed for hur-
ried and incomplete projects.

The World Bank, however, has extensive experience in reconstructing housing
after disasters. Some lessons specific to housing reconstruction include the following:

• Proper sequencing of housing reconstruction—land assembly, distribution
of materials and construction of infrastructure networks and so on—is
important.

• Land acquisition should be one of the first steps to take, and take quickly,
after a natural disaster.

• Relocation is a major issue. Decisions to relocate affected populations
should be contingent upon: (i) consent of the target population; (ii) legal
tenure of new sites and responsible agency's control over them; (iii) accessi-
bility of new sites for intended population. There is a need to assess
whether the reasons for relocation are technically correct before planning to
relocate people or entire villages. The tendency to return an evacuated
population is almost irresistible in the case of coastal communities, for
instance. Moreover, when relocating people away from one risk, it is impor-
tant to keep exposure to new risks in mind. While it may be important to
settle people away from flood-prone areas, in situ reconstruction should be
promoted after earthquakes to take advantage of existing infrastructure and
community facilities, while minimizing resettlement and its attendant
social dislocation. In situ reconstruction has stimulated considerable self-
help efforts in low-cost reconstruction. It also provides a good opportunity
to build on the knowledge growing out of the experiences of other develop-
ing countries as they face similar emergencies.
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• Housing technology should be simple and culturally appropriate.

• Local construction materials should be used to deal with building bottle-

necks.

• Cost recovery procedures vary in form, advantages and disadvantages.

• Some operations indicated that tight quality audit arrangements with inde-

pendent teams are essential for large-scale emergency reconstruction of pri-

vate dwellings by owners and for the reconstruction of public infrastructure.

IMPACTS

Major disasters have sometimes been cited as catalysts to enact social change on

issues that would not advance in "normal" times. A shining example from recent

experience is the peace accord signed in August 2005 between the Free Aceh

Movement (GAM) and the government of Indonesia, bring-

ing to an end a nearly 30-year conflict in the region.

Progress on the peace agreement is credited in part to the p r O P r a m S CcUl

impact of the tsunami, and with the significant resources

flowing into the region now, there is an unprecedented A

opportunity for lasting peace and recovery.9 In order to nur- o

ture this fragile accord, it will be critical to link the tsunami recovery programs with

ongoing conflict resolution efforts and to ensure that recovery from both disasters is

carried out in an equitable and transparent manner.

The promotion of gender equality is another important area that can often be

addressed easily and speedily in the recovery process. For example, deeding newly

constructed houses in both family names, including women in housing design and

construction, promoting land rights for women, building non-traditional skills

through income-generation projects, distributing relief through women, and funding

women's groups to monitor disaster recovery projects are practical steps that can be

taken to empower women, and, at the very least, to avoid the reinforcement of any

existing gender inequities. In the five ProVention case studies, attention to the pro-

motion of gender equity was fairly limited, although some good practices were iden-

tified. In Honduras, for example, increased female representation in community

organizations helped empower women in other areas of life, according to those

involved. In Mozambique, women who were interviewed in Chokwe province

claimed that gender relations had changed as a result of the flooding. This was due

to aid agencies insisting on gender equity in the form of participation in housing

committees that supervised construction, as well as their inclusion in training cours-

es for craftspeople, which led to the formation of a women's carpenter association.'O

Given that natural disasters have wide-reaching impacts, recovery programs

need to be actively pro-poor, and can provide an effective vehicle for poverty reduc-

tion. Many project documents note that the poor are hardest hit by disaster, and
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therefore seem to assume the connection to recovery programming helping the poor.

Perhaps this is a safe assumption in some cases, for example, Mozambique, where

nearly 70 percent of the population live below the poverty line. In this case, the com-

munity survey found that following the 2000 floods, agriculturally-based rural com-

munities with low levels of capital investment or agronomical inputs were generally

well served by the World Bank's livelihood strategies which

JKeCOVery were restored shortly after the floods. However, the

PrO2'r3.mS n e e d Mozambique government and agencies generally avoided the

i^r\ Kf3 oz-^-itr^Kr issue of large asset depletion like that of cattle and fisheries
LO De dCLivety , , .

•̂  equipment, which has resulted in some rural communities

pi(J-pUUl. being significantly more vulnerable than they were before the

floods. It is encouraging that newer disaster recovery projects prepared by the World

Bank have an increasing focus on supporting the livelihoods of the poor through

cash grant schemes, microfinance programs and recovery of small and medium

enterprises. Unfortunately, the impact of recovery programs on the poor has not

been systematically tracked and needs more quantitative analysis.

The lessons described above, among others, are critical to improving the post-

disaster recovery support the World Bank provides to its borrowers. Perhaps a more

important realization permeating the World Bank and other members of the inter-

national community over recent years is that of the need to treat disasters as part of

development rather than as disruptions to it.

Helping to put disaster risk reduction on the World Bank's agenda as a priority

were the early efforts of the Hazard Risk Management team with several partners to

document the economic and longer-term developmental impacts of disasters. Prior

to this, there was a relatively small body of development literature that focused on

this subject, which relegated disasters to the sole mandate of humanitarian assistance

organizations. When poverty reduction is measured in terms of GDP growth, it is neces-

sary to show how it is impacted in order to make disasters a priority for development.''

Some economists argue that disasters can have a positive impact on emerging

economies due to the post-disaster construction boom and the introduction of new

and improved technologies.'2 This would not be the case for hazards such as

droughts, which cause little physical damage but severe direct and indirect damages

to household economies. These economists' views also do not account for the

unequal distributional impacts of disasters, nor their social and human consequences.

Over-reliance on international assistance for post-disaster relief and recovery has

major limitations. Multilateral assistance can take a long time to disburse. As a

result, the human impact and level of economic disruption are exacerbated by

delayed responses. There are also limitations to consider regarding the effectiveness

of relief and reconstruction aid. While resource allocation requires careful targeting

to reach those most affected, the urgency of the situation and the pressure (both on
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donors and recipient governments) to disburse funding detracts from the planning

process. Resources may be targeted based on bureaucratic or political considera-

tions, rather than directed to those expenditures and investments most likely to

restore economic activity quicldy. In many cases, there is a great deal of leakage of

funds earmarked for response and recovery, and the aid does not reach the poor.

And while a construction boom may provide some short-term benefits,

researchers such as Charlotte Benson and Edward J. Clay have done much to docu-

ment the longer-term adverse impacts of disasters on developing economies.'3 The

quantity of funds available for relief and reconstruction may not be sufficient, even

with additional borrowing and grants from the donor community, leaving a sub-

stantial resource gap. Moreover, the diversion of limited fiscal resources away from

other key development projects can have longer term adverse economic effects.

Overseas Development Institute notes that disasters have little impact on overall aid

flows, and that donors respond to disasters by reallocating money rather than pro-

viding fresh funds.'''

FROM RECOVERY TO RISK REDUCTION

Mainstreaming disaster risk management into development requires the incor-

poration of hazard risks into policy frameworks, and allocating the necessary

resources to manage those risks. It also requires an understanding of the relation-

ship between poverty and disasters, and how they reinforce each other. The German

aid agency {Deutsche Gesellschaft fur Technische Zusammenarbeit, or CTZ) calls

poverty and disasters the "co-dependent pair" and notes that economic development

can in some cases increase disaster vulnerability.'^ Indeed, Keith Smith calls for a

balanced view of disasters, integrating the behavioral model that focuses on the geo-

physical extreme as the cause of the disaster, and the structural model, which empha-

sizes the role of institutional factors and global forces in increasing the marginaliza-

tion of the poor, and hence, hazard vulnerability.'^ Where the behavioral model

relies on technical fixes to reduce disaster impacts, the structural school promotes

the use of local knowledge and community-based initiatives for managing risks.

From a practical point of view, there is clearly a need for both top-down and bottom-

up approaches in reducing disaster impacts in developing countries.

For its part, the World Bank is increasing efforts on a number of fronts to man-

age disaster risk in a more proactive way. It is working with several partners, includ-

ing Columbia University's Earth Institute, to identify global disaster risk "hotspots"

in order to inform the development planning efforts of aid agencies and govern-

ments.''' Within the World Bank, for example, this analysis is used to target the

Country Assistance Strategies of disaster-prone countries to integrate risk reduction

as a development priority.

At the project level, the World Bank is working with partners to develop tools
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and training for mainstreaming disaster risk into the design and implementation of

investments. These include methodologies to better analyze the costs and benefits

of mitigation investments, and construction guidelines for disaster resistant hospi-

tals and health centers. The benefits at this level are obvious: in Grenada, the World

Bank funded retrofitted emergency shelters and an education development project

that included the retrofitting of schools. After Hurricane Ivan hit the island in

September 2004, the damage assessment mission found that the retrofitted shelters

operated effectively, and the two schools under the World Bank's education program

not only survived without significant damage, but were also used as shelters. The

World Bank is also exploring more efficient and effective mechanisms for financing

disaster risk. For example, the Marmara Earthquake Emergency Reconstruction

Project has implemented the Turkish Catastrophe Insurance Pool (TCIP). The intro-

duction of liability and compulsory property insurance shifts the financial burden of

natural disasters to the TCIP, which in turn arranges for risk transfer to global rein-

surance and capital markets and builds up national earthquake reserves. In

Colombia, the ongoing Disaster Vulnerability Reduction Project will support invest-

ment in local risk reduction measures and include a fast disbursing component that

will be activated in the event of a disaster emergency.

Other projects provide support at the community level for a bottom-up

approach in risk reduction. For instance, in Nicaragua, communities are implement-

ing flood monitoring and early warning systems. In Ecuador and Peru, one initia-

tive is exploring how indigenous knowledge and scientific technologies can be com-

bined to better manage the impacts of El Niiio events. A guidebook for microfinance

institutions was also developed so that they can both protect themselves as institu-

tions during disasters, and better support the recovery of the communities they serve.

CONCLUSION

As the largest provider of reconstruction and development assistance, the World
Bank bears a responsibility to promote a more developmental approach to reducing
disaster risk. Efforts are building momentum, and exciting progress has been made
in a number of countries to foster a more proactive approach to managing disaster
risk. But much more remains to be done, and each actor has a critical role to play.
A number of bilateral and multilateral aid agencies, including the United Kingdom's
Department for International Development, the Inter-American Development Bank
and others are revising their policies and approach to disaster risk management.
More donors, civil society actors and governments need to shift from a reactive to a
preventative approach in order to protect lives and avoid losses. The technologies
for risk reduction are well-known and must be applied. We also need to better
acknowledge the global economic forces that contribute to the vulnerability of the
poor, and strengthen local capacity for managing risk.
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Education and awareness at all levels is key to changing how we think and act
towards natural risks. Local communities need to be educated and empowered both
to live with the risks of their environment and to demand better services from their
local and national officials. At the national and international levels, we need to find
the right incentives and rewards for effective risk management, as there is still too
much to gain politically, both for donors and governments, from making disaster
response an apparent aspect of the development agenda. Until this happens, the
cycle will continue, and disasters will continue to widen the gap between rich and
poor—seemingly, but erroneously, with no one but nature to blame. W
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