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Counting the victims: from Darfur to New Orleans

Prepared for the Iowa City Foreign Relations Council

September 29th, 2006 

In the current issue of Science magazine of the AAAS there is a contribution in the Policy forum in which two sociologists attempt to estimate the death toll form the recent conflict in Darfur.   It’s actually very hard to do and estimates range through a full order of magnitude.  It’s not hard to understand why.  This is not a conventional war with known numbers of troops engaged ina battlefield operation.  Generals don’t call roll call to see who’s missing.  There are no true body counts.  These a militia troops of unknown number operating against citizens and other militia or government troops of equally unknown number.  


It’s very hard to get independent actors into a conflict zone like this for the purpose of getting estimates of casualties.  Independent observers are never welcome.  The Red Cross, MSF, IRC and others are there to save lives and mediate to the injured, not to count bodies.  There is a great tendency for one party in the conflict to exaggerate the casualties on the opposite side and minimize their own.  In civil wars, such as Darfur is sometimes described the government tends to play down the size of the casualties.  Proponents for one side or the other will often overstate or understate the case, not necessarily with improper intent.  Hard data is really hard to get hold of so verified death tolls are not easy to come by.  The authors of the study, Hagen and Polloni estimate that the number is greater than 200,000.  That’s big; it rivals the number of victims in some of the Nazi concentration camps.   


The reason to try to estimate the real death toll, rather than accept the ones suggested by parties with particular interests in the outcome of the conflict is that the death toll is a direct measure of the scale and human consequences of the conflict.  If only a few thousand have been killed perhaps we shouldn’t worry so much about this situation.  If several hundred thousand have died as the conflict continues and widens it is cause for great concern.  


Since Hurricane Katrina made landfall near New Orleans on August 29th last year I have been trying to find out how may people lost their lives in that catastrophe and for the very same reason.  Just how large a tragedy was Katrina?  It has been surprisingly difficult to get an answer to that question.  What is the official death toll?  For that matter what is the official agency that keeps the official death toll?   The reason there is difficulty estimating the Katrina death toll is surprisingly similar to those at play in conflict situations.   I hadn’t expected that.  I’ll tell you what I think the death toll might be at the end of these remarks.  


Let me make a few comments about natural disasters and what they mean to human well-being and particularly to attempts to improve human well being in poorer parts of the world.  


There really is almost no such thing as a natural disaster.  In fact, even though we are talking about earthquakes, floods, hurricanes etc sociologists and cultural anthropologists who study these disasters tend to avoid the word natural in this context or put the word in quotations.  The idea is that there are almost always suites of reasons, other than the forces of nature that govern what happens in a disaster situation and turn an extreme of nature from a hazard into a disaster.   Nature may be the least culpable agent in some cases.  A disaster is defined not in terms of the natural phenomenology but as an extreme event that overpowers a community such that it needs external aid to cope. 


Different societies at different stages of development have different capacities to cope.  We all know from news reports that the death toll from disasters in poor countries is much higher than in rich countries.  We hear of tens of thousands of people dying in cyclones or floods or earthquakes in poor countries and relatively few in geophysically or meteorologically similar events in rich countries.  These comparisons are not simple to make but are very robust to first order   We know, for instance, that the recent earthquake in Pakistan is thought to have taken about 100,000 lives while a very similar earthquake in California, the Northridge earthquake, took less that 100 lives.  That is there is three orders of magnitude difference in deaths from geophysically similar events.  Population density is important in determining the death toll of course and many poor countries are very densely populated, but Pakistan is not 1000 times more densely populated than San Francisco.  Other factors must be play.


The Pakistan casualty number has the same level of difficulty of estimation as the Darfur casualties.  It does not represent 100,000 bodies in morgues properly identified and documented with names, age, race and cause of death.  Honestly, it’s an outright guess based on some counted bodies but mostly estimates of the numbers of people who were living the region of the earthquake compared to an estimate of the number of survivors.  Neither is known to any great accuracy.  In very poor places census information is typically way out of date and very unreliable.  Even in our country, where we spend more than any other country of census taking, there remains a serious question of the size of the undercount.  Many people such as undocumented migrants are not counted at all and some don’t want to be.  The fact is, in many instances, particularly in the poorest settings we have only the sketchiest idea of how many people die in natural disasters.  We do know the numbers are very large but we don’t know just how large.  That means we don’t really have much idea of the true scale of the human impact that disasters bring.  


We also don’t have a very good sense of the full scale of economic losses.  The figures we tend to hear about, particularly in richer countries are the insured property losses.  Insurance and re-insurance companies can make very rapid assessments of their liabilities and do so very rapidly because it is so important to their business.  Not everything is insured of course.  In poor countries very little is insured.  Insurance companies breathed a sigh of relief after the tsunami of December 2004 because although almost 300,000 lives were lost (another estimate) the property losses were small by comparison.  There is typically an inverse relationship loss of live and loss of insured property.   The value of critical infrastructure such as roads, bridges and schools may not get included in loss estimation right away if they are not insured.  


Furthermore the cost can be much greater than those associated with immediate losses.  For countries that are low in development status the extent of productive capacity is also low and often quite fragile.  Trade and commerce may depend on one or a very few industries and their loss can be devastating in the longer term, having a far greater impact than the cost of building stock that is lost.  There seems to be something like a Kusnitz or J-curve involved.  In other words, for countries that are at the very bottom of the development ladder, perhaps not even on the first rung, the impact of disasters is not deeply felt and is not a huge impediment to development.  A number of countries in sub-Saharan Africa are actually going backwards in GNP per capita and in those places a disaster actually has little effect – when you’ve got nothing you’ve got nothing to lose.   For countries a little further up where there are a small number of industries (textiles for instance a typical in countries near the bottom of development status) and those industries are vulnerable to damage by flooding or other disaster the consequences can be a significant set back in development.  The lower rungs on the development ladder are very weak, easily broken and hard to repair.  


What often happens, especially in poor countries, is that the recovery period intersects the disaster recurrence time in such a way that disasters actually suppress development in a very real way.  We can think about this at a personal or a country level.  Consider that you own a house in the outer banks of the Carolina’s and a storm damages or destroys it.  You are prosperous the house is insured and you can rebuild quickly so that you have a house that is ready to be damaged all over again.  Everything is fine.  The storm was an inconvenience but in short order you are back again.  But consider now that you live in Honduras and your livelihood depends on fishing from a small boat, the only boat you own.  You make enough to subsist and just a little more.  The boat isn’t worth much in dollar terms and not insured but it is your livelihood.  You have very little savings and no alternative skills.  The very same strength of storm that damaged the home in the Carolina’s now sinks your boat.  Your livelihood support system is gone.  Your savings wont buy a new boat so you have to take out a loan to get going again.  Your income is now diverted to paying the loan so you can’t send your daughter to school.  Your health suffers because you can’t afford medical attention and some days you can’t work at all and you don’t have money to pay someone to work the boat for you.  You get into difficulty repaying the loan.  You are living on the very edge of viability in a deepening spiral of increasing poverty; and then another storm comes and puts the new boat out of action.  You have no savings, your debt capacity is gone, now you have to pay a loan on a boat you can’t even use to generate income.  You are in deep, deep trouble.  The next storm came before you had time to recover from the previous one.


Scale this up to country level and you’ll easily see what happens.  Poor countries have very little if any savings and most carry very large debt burdens.  The institutions of emergency management are often weak and critical infrastructure is fragile.  Most important the known ingredients of development such as schooling and health care and roads for trade are often particularly vulnerable and seldom insured.   Disasters have a sort of doubling effect on the suppression of development.  Imagine a disaster such as an earthquake that takes out a lot of critical built infrastructure like hospitals and schools.  Say that infrastructure took ten years to put in place and hence you can expect it will take ten years to replace, even if there is external aid.  In those ten years the best you can do is get back to the point you were at just prior to the disaster.  But you have also lost ten years of development opportunity so the net effect is a twenty-year loss of development.  Disasters give the poor a double whammy.   


This is sometimes called a recovery gap – the gap between your theoretical growth trajectory and the one you actually achieve because you keep getting knocked below the curve by repeated catastrophes.   The important thing to recognize is that large recovery gaps are characteristics of poor countries.  Two things determine the size of the gap; the recurrence time of serious natural extremes and the vulnerability of the economy to disaster shocks.  The first describes the natural phenomenon, the second is the social vulnerability; strength of the rungs on the development ladder. 


There is a tantalizing geographic correlation that will give you pause as a quick thought experiment.  Jeff Sachs, Director of the Earth Institute at Columbia University and special advisor the the Secretary general of the United Nations has pointed out that today on our planet the poorest people are concentrated in the equatorial regions in the tropics and arid zones. There isn’t a north-south divide as much as there is a deep low latitude depression in human well-being.  The twenty poorest countries in the world are in sub-Saharan Africa for instance.  Only three countries lying near the equator are rich.  Some countries in temperate zones are poor such as some of the post-soviet countries but in a general sense the locus of human misery in the world today is in the tropics.  At the same time the tropics are, of course, the place where tropical diseases such as Malaria are most concentrated.  They are also the locus of certain severe weather extremes.  Tropical storms are just that – Tropical.  Storms do occur in the high latitudes as well but the most intense high latitude storms occur where no one lives.  The temperate zones are – well – temperate.  They are places where it’s easier to live.  Crops grow very well and diseases are typically not as severe as in the tropics.  Extreme food shortages have occurred in temperate zones.  The Irish potato famine took more lives as a percentage of population than any famine in modern history.  But to a very good first order approximation the equatorial regions are the locus of both the deepest poverty and the harshest natural conditions.   Is this correlation or causation?   Is it just coincidence or the deep heart of development dilemma?


So here’s the critical question -- its very clear that disaster vulnerability is an outcome of poverty, but can one make the case that disaster vulnerability is a driver of poverty?   Are countries poor, in part, because they are vulnerable to disasters or at least are they inhibited in their progress out of poverty by the repeated harassments of nature?


This question has no known answer but is absolutely fundamental to understanding the sustainable development challenge.  Today, natural disasters are most often treated in the context of humanitarian emergencies.  They are dominantly the business of aid providers like the Red Cross etc.  But if disasters are a key factor in development as I have suggested then they are the business of development agencies like USAID and DfID in the UK.  Making societies resilient to disaster is a strategy for sustainable development and human improvement.  


With public health the situation is now well understood.  It is easy to understand why a person living in a poor country is likely to have a lover standard of health than someone living in a rich country.   Not only is the environment more likely to make you ill, the opportunity for treatment is much less.  Malaria, TB, dengue and now HIV/AIDS are all endemic or epidemic in poor countries and not in richer countries.  Clearly poor countries are places where getting sick is very likely.  However, there is an insidious feedback.  People who are sick cannot work, even at subsistence work.  Fields can’t be harvested, fish can’t be caught (remember the fisherman in Honduras).   You can’t go to your job in a textile factory.   Your illness reduces your production and hence your income so you become poorer.  Sick children cannot go to school so they can’t improve themselves and get better paying jobs.  So ill health, a clear outcome of poverty,  also determines the conditions of poverty.  There is just no argument about this.  


We say there is a co-dependence – poverty causes ill health; ill health causes poverty.  The WHO Commission on Macroeconomics and Health established the nature and scale of the linkages showing very clearly that investments in health are investments in human development.  Such linkages simply have not yet been established for disasters.  We need a commission on macroeconomics and disasters to establish the quantitative links between the consequences of natural extremes and the potential for human improvement.


I began with some remarks on death in Darfur and an allusion to Hurricane Katrina.  Let me conclude by returning there.


Why did so many people have to die in an armed violence break out in Darfur; why did so many die in an outbreak of nature in New Orleans?   Is there any connection between these two catastrophes?   There is no direct connection but there may be a dialectic connection.    We now know that both primarily impacted the poorest people in their respective countries.  For Darfur no one seemed very surprised.  Remember that Sudan is actually developing very strongly.  The capital Khartoum is experiencing a building boom.  The conflict is distant and mostly out of sight.   Katrina seems to have caught us by surprise.   For the last year or so since Katrina, because I am aware that its hard to discover the true death tolls of disasters in poor countries I have been trying to determine what the death toll was for Katrina.  The answer is, flatly I don’t know.  It seems, it depends how you count.  We have to count all those who drowned of course and those crushed in building collapses.  But do we count those who had a prior medical condition such as heart disease or respiratory problems that were fatally aggravated by the trauma of the hurricane?  In New York in August there was brief but intense heat wave but only a few people died.  Or did a lot of people actually die.  If you confine the deaths to Mayor Bloomberg’s strict definition of those who died of the medical condition of heat stroke, it is just a few.  But add those who died from prior conditions aggravated by the extreme heat and you have many, many more.  


For Katrina do we count the person who committed suicide in the Superdome?  What about the person who died of a drug overdose there also?  Do we count the old woman who was run down by a car in the street during the ludicrously last minute evacuation of New Orleans?  Was she a traffic accident victim or a hurricane victim?   Or those who were hospitalized and lost their life support in the power outage.  Or those who might have been euthanized by hospital staff in the confusion and catharsis of the unfolding catastrophe.  Do we count the young black men shot as looters in the days after the hurricane?  The National Guard was giving orders to shoot on sight and carried them out well.  Apparently we know how to give orders to take lives but we don’t know how to give orders to save lives.  


I honestly don’t know how many people died, and I believe that no one knows how many people died in Katrina.   I also think that no one will ever know because we will never be able to agree on a definition of victim.  I think an honest count of all the direct and indirect victims will give a number well in excess of two thousand but I don’t really know and I never will.  All we can do, and this has been my obsession for almost a year now, is to make a list of all the deaths that occurred on August 29th and during its long aftermath together with the circumstances of the deaths and let others through their use of a particular definition decide what the death toll is.  


What does any of this have to do with Darfur?  It seems to me that the source of the uncertainties in the totals of victims are quite similar and very much subject to definition, interpretation and, frankly, spin depending on who is giving the estimate.  It’s also important to ask just what is the source of the tragedy in Darfur and if it bears any resemblance to Katrina.  The sources of conflict in Darfur are very complex and quite ancient.  There is a long history of ethnic tensions in the region coupled with livelihood tensions.  Arab pastoralists live in ethnic and livelihood tensions with black African farmers.  One group is, or believes itself to be less favored by the government than the other and is deeply disaffected and considers themselves to be marginalized and disadvantaged.   The government is very distant and the rule of law is weak.  Conditions are relentlessly harsh.  Even in the best times the region is dry and is a very, very hard place to exist.  Almost no one prospers.  


To these horrid base conditions add drought; a persistent drought in the Horn of Africa that is now almost a decade long.  Normally harsh conditions become unbearable and food shortages for people and cattle become extreme.  Pastoralists who have always moved into farming areas seasonally to feed their herds now go more deeply into the farming regions and stay longer.  Groups who have always been in tension are now face to face, struggling for scarce resources just to survive.  The conditions for tragedy are set.  


It’s not exactly that way in the Lower Ninth Ward of New Orleans but its not an easy place to live either.  It’s home to the poorest people in New Orleans and some of the poorest in the nation.  It is geographically and socially isolated.  The people there feel marginalized.  As we all know, but thought little of, they live well below the level of adjacent lakes and rivers.   The physical and social preconditions of tragedy are set there also.  Katrina was a large storm but not so large that it should have killed two thousand when quite similar storms in Florida and the Carolina’s take few if any lives.  The social autopsy of Katrina makes clear that this tragedy on our own coast bears disquieting echoes of poor world tragedies globally.


The eminent ecologist and humanist E.O. Wilson at Harvard has said that human kind will pass through a harrowing bottleneck this century as the population approaches 9 billion and life support systems get desperately strained.  As we stain the Earth’s carrying capacity ecosystem by lost ecosystem, species by lost species, aquifer by dried up aquifer, river by depleted river, glacier by retreating glacier, desert by encroaching desert, year by hotter year we may be setting the base conditions for global tragedy Dafur-like tragedy.  No, Janjaweed warriors won’t come riding into Times Square but we are very good at all forms of direct and more subtle conflict whether armed, political or commercial.


The conflict in Darfur will never be fully settled until we solve the problem of water shortages that causes food insecurity that triggers the violent struggle for scarce recourses.  


No doubt we will pass through the harrowing bottleneck that Ed Wilson imagines.   But what is on the other side may not look too inviting.  It could look like the killing fields of Darfur if we don’t with urgency come to understand how to manage the central challenges of sustainable development. There will be a lot of dead to count if we don’t.

