When Disaster Strikes, What Makes the Poor Vulnerable?
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Nature may be blind to social class and economic status, but the reality is that the poor die in greater numbers and endure higher economic losses during disasters. Figures from the United Nations Development Programme show that people in countries ranked among the lowest 20 percent in the Human Development Index are 10 to 1,000 times more likely to die in a natural disaster than people from countries in the top 20 percent. Nearly 300,000 people lost their lives at the end of 2004 when, in the words of a folk song written about the Galveston flood of 1900, “death came howling from the ocean/death called you’ve got to go.” The Indian Ocean tsunami hit the poorest region of Sri Lanka hardest, where day-to-day labor adds less than 5 percent to the economy and where the vast majority of survivors are still waiting to move into permanent housing.
Marginalized people occupy the riskiest environments: they live on steep slopes subject to landslides and in swamps and flood-prone riverbanks of urban peripheries. They live in poorly built houses that collapse easily when shaken by earthquakes. More than 100,000 died recently in Pakistan from an earthquake similar in magnitude to those that have hit California over the past decades but in contrast, have taken relatively few lives. Women often die in much greater numbers because they are more likely to be at home and will risk their own lives to save children, making escape more difficult. The poor are also less likely to have access to services most needed in a disaster’s aftermath. These are the tragic hallmarks of disasters in poor countries. 

In the United States and other rich countries, loss of life due to these disasters is relatively low, property loss high, gender has little influence, and if social class has a role, it is not mentioned. But this year, about 100 years after the Galveston flood, death came howling once again from the same ocean in the name of Katrina. We watched aghast as the death toll reached poor-world proportions and recoiled in horror as television cameras revealed the terrible    reality of our ill-prepared nation. Social class dealt the fateful hand in deciding who lived and who died.  

In the days after the storm, much was said about how Katrina had made America look like a poor country because of the reported incidents of looting, with black people behaving lawlessly. These images mirror what we often see portrayed in poorly governed countries. We now know that those reports greatly exaggerated the truth. What really makes us look like a poor-world country is the fact that the most vulnerable families were permitted to endure the greatest suffering. The abject failure of our emergency institutions to properly respond echoes the poor world also. We did add our own twist. The utter abandonment of the elderly of all races is unique.

Nature will always send death howling from the oceans and global warming may cause the howl to be much louder in the future. But we have the power to ensure that all lives are valued and protected, regardless of age or other social and economic factors.
