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DISASTER PLANNINGy EMERGENCY MANAGEMENTy AND CIVIL PROTECTION: 
THE HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT AND CURRENT CHARACTERISTICS OF 

ORGANJZED EFFORTS TO PREVENT AND RESPOND TO DISASTERS 

This article discusses how societies and their subdivisions (particularly at the community 
level) organize themselves for protection against and response to disasters and related 
collective crises of a peacetime nature. Complicating our presentation is that there is not 
much agreement even on the label designating these social arrangements. While "civil 
protection" is a term widely used in Europe, in many other countries around the world, the 
organized efforts to cope with collective threats are called "emergency management" or 
"disaster planning." There is a substantial but not complete overlap in referent among 
these three terms. Also, we will specifically examine the relationship between the 
phenomena called "civil protection" and "civil defense," the last being a term first applied 
to nonmilitary preparations for civilian involvement in wartime situations. 

Even more important, it is only in the last two decades or so that many similarities have 
emerged in the structures and functions of the organizations involved in such efforts. 
Before this, there were relatively few common or prevailing organizational patterns. This 
is mostly because the social evolution of civil protection, emergency management, and 
disaster planning, has been very uneven and rather diverse around the world. 

Given the social dynamics involved, our remarks cover six topics. First, we indicate in 
what ways disasters are generally different from other collective difficulties and 
emergencies that societies and communities face. Second, we discuss in historical terms 
how the human race has been slowly changing its perception of the major source or origin 
of disasters. This is followed, third, by our generalized description of the attempted 
collective responses through history to certain kinds of disastrous occasions snd 
happenings. In our fourth section, we examine the complex relationship between civil 
protection and civil defense. Fifth, we describe the major characteristics of current 
organized social efforts to deal with disasters. Sixth, and last, w e  project certain social 
trends that are changing the nature of disasters and have implications for civil protection 
in the future. 

Our descriptions and analyses are drawn primarily from historical accounts and 
documentary sources. For our purposes, these were generally adequate. As a result of 
the Yokohama Conference of 1994-marking the midpoint of the U. N. lnfernafional Decade 
for Nafural Disaster Reduction-many countries produced documents on the current status 
of their civil protection programs and organizations. Also, many disaster oriented 
governmental bureaucracies have produced reports on their activities, although they are 
often archived in arcane and obscure places. Fortunately, numerous of these documents 
and reports were available in the Disaster Research Center (DRC) library. 
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However, historical documentation about the evolution of civil protection was not always 
easy to obtain. An extensive computer and library search failed to locate any general 
history, popular or scholarly, on such developments through time. On the other hand, 
there are specific reports on the historical evolution in particular societies (e.g., by Dye 
1995 on France; by Battisti 1978 and Baldi 1995 on Italy). It was also very difficult to 
obtain information on the historical evolution and to a lesser extent the current status of 
civil protection in many developing countries. W e  attempted to fill these lacunae by 
contacting researchers knowledgeable about the current situation in such areas as Latin 
America, Asia and Africa. 

There is a somewhat separate literature on civil defense, that is, war oriented 
organizations and programs. The quantity and quality of these sources are similar to the 
civil protection literature. That is, the literature is more numerous, better, and more easily 
available for the current situation and for developed countries, and weaker or incomplete 
for the historical picture and for developing societies. 

The summaries of the disaster research findings w e  present are drawn from various 
sources in the social science literature, usually general discussions (Kreps 1984; Bolton 
1986; Drabek 1986; Dynes, DeMarchi and Pelanda 1987; auf der Heide 1989; Rosenthal, 
Charles and Hart 1989; Drabek and Hoetmer 1991; Aguirre 1993; Nigg 1993; Petak 
1993; Uncited 
statements about social behavior can be taken as being drawn from these sources. 

Dynes 1994, 1995; Dynes and Tierney 1994; Quarantelli 1998). 

W e  first consider the question of how disasters are visualized. This obviously is related 
to the matter of how to react to such phenomena. For example, certain conceptions, such 
as that disasters are inflicted by supernatural forces, imply that to prevent or weaken them, 
steps of a religious nature have to be taken. In contrast, if human actions directly create 
disastrous occasions, a view frequently taken about technological disasters, prevenflon 
of such happenings implies improving the performance of the actors involved. One way 
or another, the visualization of the ways that can be taken to prevent or to respond to 
disasters, depends on the perception of the dynamics of the phenomena in the first place. 
Our approach to this issue comes from our understanding of the historical knowledge and 
social science research on the general topic of disasters. 

I. DISASTERS AS MANIFESTATIONS OF CERTAIN KINDS OF THREATS 

In almost any sense, there is nothing new about disasters. Since the appearance of 
human beings and their communities, they have been faced with myriad risks and dangers, 
both to individuals and/or communities. Most of these threats never become actual. 
Others only effect a few persons or households, and never significantly impact any larger 
collectivity. 

However, occasionally some hazards that manifest themselves bring about massive and 
relatively sudden disruptions of community life, those occasions that today we call 
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"disasters." These are in contrast to chronic and everyday social problems. Disastrous 
crises are marked by a sense of urgency, a need for a prompt reaction, and for quick 
action to prevent a further immediate, often instant, deterioration of the situation. They 
stand in contrast to more diffuse and continuous social pathologies such as poverty, 
unemployment, crime, drug use and other similar negatively viewed phenomena that 
sociologists usually treat as part of the social problems of a society. As Stallings (1 995) 
just recently showed especially with respect to earthquakes, disasters in the main are not 
defined as social problems either by policy makers or citizens at large; instead as many 
scholars have pointed out, they are best viewed for research purposes as rooted in the 
macrolevel processes of social changes or societal development (Quarantelli 1 995a). 

There is a difference of opinion on whether to treat conflictive types of happenings such 
as wars, riots and civil disturbances, terrorist attacks and hostage takings, and massacres 
and pogroms as instances of disasters. The dominant view among researchers in the area 
is that such happenings differ fundamentally from disasters in that in conflict situations, 
one or more of the involved parties are consciously attempting to continue the crisis or to 
make the occasion worse for some participants. While conflictive aspects may appear in 
the later stages of disaster occasions, all those initially involved are interested in bringing 
the crisis to an end as quickly as possible, a contrast to conflict situations. This growing 
distinction between conflict and non-conflict or consensus type crisis situations parallels 
the growth of such a conceptual differentiation in the social sciences for other kinds of 
social phenomena (e.g., see McCarthy and Wolfson 1992 regarding social movements). 

However, there is strong agreement among interested scholars that both conflictive 
situations and consensus disaster occasions are subtypes of what the sociologist, Barton 
(1 970), has called "collective stress situations." To that extent there should be common 
elements. Yet up to now these commonalities have not yet been well identified because 
the few direct comparative studies on this issue, have found more differences than 
similarities (e.g., Quarantelli 1993a). Also, the new concept of "complex emergencies" 
primarily developed by international disaster relief organizations, and focusing on mass 
refugee movements generated by civil strife such as w e  saw recently in Bosnia and 
Rwanda, poses problems of theoretical placement for researchers of collective stress 
situations (Caroline Clarke, personal communication). Our current reaction is that such 
"emergencies" are different in major respects from "disasters" as these are understood by 
most students of the latter phenomena. Some international disaster relief experts also 
take the same position. 

There is also strong agreement that it is not possible to identify disasters in terms of the 
natural or technological agents that might be present (e.g., Perry 1985; Bolton 1986; 
Quarantelli 1991; Towfighi 1991). Early efforts to differentiate natural and technological 
disasters from one another, have mostly disappeared in face of much empirical research 
evidence that this is not a meaningful distinction for planning and managing purposes. 
For instance, what will motivate people to give credence to warning messages, what kinds 
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of warning messages will be effective, etc., does not depend on the specific type of agent 
involved. In general, a disaster is a social happening, and the agent in the situation (and 
sometimes there is no clear-cut agent such as in a famine, or only a rumor about a threat) 
has little direct effect on the individual and group response to such occasions. 

Disasters do differ from one another. However, it is along other non-agent dimensions that 
affect responding behavior. Thus, it would be whether the disaster allows forewarning or 
not (e.g., earthquakes and most chemical explosions do not) or whether they are of short 
or long duration in impact (e.g., tornadoes compared to most floods, or radioactive 
contamination that is more similar in length to the latter rather than the former). Yet these 
differentiations are not specific to any particular agent. 

Some have questioned whether a generic or all-hazards approach is applicable to all 
phases of disasters. However, even mitigation and recovery processes are less agent 
specific than is often thought (see discussion of this in Quarantelli 1992). For example, 
with respect to mitigation, the general kinds of bureaucratic arguments advanced for a 
physical or technical solution to potential disaster problems, the social sources of support 
and resistances in the governmental and private sector to such measures, citizen views 
of the legitimacy and acceptability of the planning suggested, and willingness to put 
preventive measures on a political agenda, show considerable similarities irrespective of 
the particular disaster agent involved. Similarly, what researchers have found about the 
nontechnical difficulties in implementing earthquake mitigation measures (see Drabek, 
Mushkatel and Kilijanek 1983), are not that different from the problems involved in 
instituting hazardous chemical disaster preventive measures (see Tierney 1980). Put 
another way, very many human, group, organizational, community and societal aspects 
of disaster mitigation planning, are generic rather than agent specific. 

11. THE PERCEIVED BUT CHANGING ORIGINS AND SOURCES OF DISASTERS 

As anthropologists have long pointed out, societies have evolved distinctively different 
collective stances and attitudes about the risks they face. These can be categorized in 
three ways. Cultures may have: a) a fatalistic acceptance regarding whatever may 
threaten or occur; b) a belief that whatever happens, while unavoidable, can be adjusted 
to or coped with to some degree; and c) the idea that the threat can be if not prevented at 
least largely mitigated to a considerable extent in the first place. 

The history of the perception of the major source or origin of disasters has roughly 
followed in a very broad chronological order the three indicated possibilities. 

A rather fatalistic view about disasters prevailed in prehistory and much of early historical 
time. They were primarily seen as the results of supernatural forces. In fact, disasters 
were eventually labeled in the legal system of many countries as "Acts of God," with the 
implication that nothing could be done about their occurrence. Such a fatalistic attitude 
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or cultural value does not encourage the development of new social groups or 
arrangements to adjust to or deal with disasters. 

However, with the development of secularism especially in Western Europe and the 
accompanying development of science as another way of obtaining knowledge, a different 
perception of the source of disasters emerged. They were increasingly seen as Acts of 
Nature. Changes in plate tectonics, for example, were interpreted as the source of 
earthquakes. While such an approach did not allow an elimination of most disasters, the 
greater understanding of what was supposedly involved, encouraged the taking of actions 
that could weaken the impact of some disasters. As Voltaire said about the large 
casualties and losses in the 1755 Lisbon earthquake, it should not be perceived as an Act 
of God, but as resulting from building without heed in a highly seismic zone in Portugal. 
In this general view about the basic source of disasters, while the natural hazard itself 
could not be directly controlled, steps nevertheless could be taken to lessen the negative 
effects of the ensuing disastrous occasion. 

However, in the late 20th Century, a still different view of the source of disasters appeared. 
Increasingly w e  have come to see disasters not as Acts of God, or Acts of Nature, but 
as resulting from the Acts of Men and Women. That is, the view devetoped among 
scholars and researchers on the topic, that disasters resulted directly and indirectly from 
the actions, intended or otherwise, of human beings. If people are living in unprotected 
flood plains, in non-earthquake proof buildings in known seismic zones, or next to 
chemical plant complexes, they are creating the necessary conditions for a hazard to 
become a disaster. It is in this sense that many argue that disasters are inherently social 
phenomena; an earthquake for instance is but a physical happening that does not have 
any social consequences unless there are human beings who by their decisions and 
actions create built environments that can be impacted. A hazard at most can only setjhe 
stage for an actual disaster; a disaster as a social happening is both created by and 
manifested by dysfunctional human and group behaviors. 

The same perspective becomes even stronger if the level of analysis is raised from 
behavior to social systems. Using Pelanda's (1981) terms, disasters can be seen as 
manifestations of the social vulnerabilities of societies. In other words, their origins are 
in the structural and cultural dimensions of social systems. Taken to its logical conclusion, 
this approach can say that: 

in a very real sense, sociocultural systems arise to prevent or control 
disasters and crises that threaten the survival and well being of 
human population . . . disasters occur when one or more of the 
sociocultural systems that a population depends on fail to provide an 
adaptation to the environmental conditions which surround it, or when 
one of these systems produces, from within its own technological 
order, an event that threatens the population. The problem of 
understanding disasters then amounts to understanding the 

5 



relationships between particular types of human systems and the 
environmental conditions to which they are related as adaptive 
devices (Bates and Pelanda 1995149; see also, Bates 1989). 

However, as some sociologists have noted, if w e now perceive disasters as resulting from 
Acts of Society, w e  may be partly back to the original attitude about the source of 
disasters. Interpretations of the French sociologist, Emile Durkheim, see him as saying 
that humans in creating the supernatural are simply objectifying social forces, and 
ultimately, society. 

Irrespective of that, the organized efforts to deal with disasters have been markedly 
affected by the view that they result in one sense from human actions, as w e  shall now 
discuss. As our colleague, Russell Dynes has noted, if disasters are Acts of God, then 
a fatalistic attitude is proper. If disasters are Acts of Nature, then attempting engineering 
solutions is appropriate. However, if disasters are Acts of Men and W o m e n  or Society, 
then taking social actions is the course of action to follow. 

111. EVOLUTION OF COLLECTIVE RESPONSES 

The change in the perceived general source of disasters-- from the supernatural through 
nature to society--has been somewhat paralleled by changes in the attempted collective 
response 

Fatalism usually breeds inaction. W e  should note, however, that even in the most fatalistic 
of cultures, human beings have not felt totally unable to act in the face of possible threats. 
Rituals of various kinds, symbolic offerings, prayers and sacrifices have been and still 
continue to be typical ways of trying to deal in some way with the appearance of disasters. 
Religion as a social institution does partly represent a collective response to threats in.the 
social arena. Furthermore, there are stories like those of Noah and the Great Flood in 
Western cultures (with quite similar such stories existing in the prehistory myths of many 
societies everywhere) which are not fully consistent with a totally fatalistic attitude. 
Nevertheless, very little by way of the development of any kind of organized civil protection 
for disasters in general can be seen in prehistory and early historical times in societies 
with dominant fatalistic attitudes. 

The earliest systematic but limited human efforts to try to adjust to and to cope with some 
kinds of disasters, were generated by recurrent fires and floodg. The first of these led 
eventually to the development of fire departments. The second kind of disasters evoked 
certain kinds of specific engineering efforts. However, neither of these two kinds of agent- 
specific social reactions (and also the more general formation of police departments) 
constituted any kind of social invention to develop civil protection generally, although 
obviously they did represent agent-specific attempts to deal with particular kinds of 
disasters. 
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Fires. The Romans were apparently the first to establish organized groups to fight 
fires. These bands, known collectively as Familia Publica were composed of slaves. 
However, they were very inefficient and slow to respond. So when a fire in 6 A.D. burned 
almost a quarter of Rome, the Emperor Augustus abolished the bands, and created the 
Corps of Vigiles, which had full time and trained personnel and specialized equipment. 
They were the first professional fire services in the world. They expanded from Rome into 
the rest of the Empire, for example, to Britain by at least the fifth century A.D.. 

However, such services everywhere slowly disintegrated with the decline of the Roman 
Empire. It was only in 13th Century England, that building regulations started to appear 
aimed at reducing the threat of fires along with the later appearance of fire insurance for 
adjustment to suffered losses. Also, fire engines, privately run by insurance companies, 
eventually appeared in England. However, the Great Fire of 1666 in London, which left 
200,000 homeless and burned out the heart of the city, led to a massive reorganization of 
the fire services in the city. The new arrangement became the model for the structures 
and functions that fire departments have in most places in the world today. 

Nevertheless, fire departments have been overwhelmingly concerned only with fires and 
not with disasters in general (Smith 1978). Recently some such organizations have 
become a little more involved with the crisis periods of disasters. This is because in 
certain Western type societies, they have taken over the general function of providing 
ambulance services and to an extent the providing of emergency medical services. At best 
these are phenomena of the last few decades mostly limited to large cities with Western 
culture types of lifestyles. However, in a few cases, there has been a more direct link 
between the fire area and civil protection generally. For example, in France, a law in 1884 
first gave mayors and local fire departments the responsibilities for fire disasters; this over 
decades evolved in 1982 into the major French system of civil protection, namely ORSEC 
(Dye 1995: 5-10). In Italy, the Directorate for Civil Protection in the Ministry of the Inte'rior 
was partly developed in 1970 out of the state fire department. 

For most of their history, police agencies have been even less involved in disasters 
generally. It is quite common in Western societies to trace the development of modern 
police forces to the establishment of an organized police organization in London in 1829. 
However, anthropological evidence suggests that police functions evolved even in 
preliterate or kinship based societies. Therefore, a police function is identifiable for 
centuries almost everywhere. Nevertheless, specialized police agencies are generally only 
present in societies politically organized as states. More important, the beginning of formal 
social control can be seen as primarily for the protection of the majority against a criminal 
minority (Robinson 1994). 

Therefore, the development of police departments while leading to local specialized 
groups did not constitute any kind of social invention to cope with disasters generally. The 
police everywhere, until very recently, have not had any kind of disaster agent as part of 
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their focus or responsibility (assuming civil disturbances are not categorized as disasters). 
Nevertheless, as a usually present community group with resources, they often in the last 
century responded in whatever way they could at the crisis times of local disasters, 
although primarily with the idea of maintaining social order. Therefore, it is because of this 
historical role that in recent times, some police agencies, such as in Great Britain, have 
evolved as the prime organizations for responding to local disasters. Yet overall the 
police have not been major actors in the development of civil protection for disasters. 
Social control has remained the main function. 

Floods. As to floods, there have been human efforts to try and prevent or reduce 
their effects that go deep into the prehistory of the human race. For instance, there is 
archeological evidence that the ancient Egyptians and Chinese made major attempts to 
control recurrent floodings. For example, in Egypt in the 20th Century B.C., the 12th 
Dynasty Pharaoh, Amenemher II, completed southwest of Cairo what was probably 
history's first substantial river control project, namely an irrigation canal and a dam with 
sluice gates (stories that a Chinese Emperor, 23 centuries before Christ deepened the 
ever flooding Yellow River by massive dredgings and the building of diversion canals, 
appear more legend than historical fact). These and other preventive and mitigative efforts 
in many other societies, although at times massive, were seldom continuously attempted, 
probably because most were not that successful. Moreover, there is little indication that 
specialized civil protection for disasters generally were ever developed from this kind of 
very agent-and-locality specific activity. Thus, although engineering efforts to cope with 
floods have been a function of many societies through the ages (Schnitter 1994), none 
directly led to the evolution of any long lasting organization to deal with disasters in 
general. 

N. THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN CIVIL DEFENSE AND CIVIL PROTECTION . 
Actually, a more specific although usually indirect impetus for creating some kind of civil 
protection were the air raids that accompanied the early wars of the 20th Century. In 
World War I, for the first time, local communities in Europe were subjected to a threat 
coming from afar. However, given that the planes of the time had limited flying ranges and 
load carrying capacities, relatively little was done by way of preparation other than 
sounding alarms. Yet because of the experience and knowledge of those air raids, in the 
decades that followed and especially during World War II, elaborate systems of civil 
defense were developed in many countries (It is in this context that the term civil defense 
has usually although not always come to mean a system for the protection of civilians 
during wartime). This effort often specifically involved the creation of a civil defense 
organization linked to a warning system, semi-trained personnel such as air raid wardens 
and search and rescue crews, and facilities such as bomb shelters, etc. This carried over 
after World War II to the development of civil defense in many countries around the world 
(see Lonnie 1968 for an examination of the early post World War I I  civil defense situation 
in Germany, India, Ireland, Israel, Italy, Malaysia, the Netherlands, the United Kingdom 
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and the United States; see also Vale, 1987 for a later examination of systems in 
Switzerland, the Soviet Union, the United Kingdom and the United States). 

The history of the general evolution of civil defense is itself a complex and diverse story, 
which however we do not address in this paper. Yet even more complex and diverse has 
been the historical dynamics of the relationship between civil defense and civil protection 
activities and organizations. For our purposes, therefore, rather than examining all 
aspects, w e  present only three major generalizations about the relationship. 

1. In some instances, a civil defense emphasis at the national level has led to the 
emergence or development of &al civil protection systems. 

For example, Scanlon notes how a concern with possible future air raids in Canada, 
indirectly helped civil protection to build upon civil defense. He reports that: 

Despite the fact that disasters fall under provincial jurisdiction, the 
first Canadian emergency plans resulted fi-om federal initiative because 
they were related to war rather than to disaster. They were established in 1939 
when Canada was about to go to war against Germany. . . Throughout that 
entire period the federal government pushed the provinces to plan--and paid 
most of the cost of them doing so . . . many of the provinces piggy-backed 
disaster planning onto preparation for civil defense in war (1995: 19; see also, 
Scanlon 1982). 

To an extent, this parallels what occurred in the United States, although the evolution was 
far more complex than in Canada (for historical data through the decades see An 
pverview, 1962; The Develo-, 1967; Norton 1979; Blanchard 1984; McLoughlin 1985; 
Hurley n.d.). At the national level, a civil defense system developed earlier thangny 
comparable disaster planning or emergency management system. However, at the local 
level, the prime concern after World War I 1  became to prepare for and to respond to 
disasters. A DRC report, summarizing earlier studies it had conducted said that the 
following trends emerged in community disaster planning in the 1960s: 

1. The scope of disaster planning was broadened to include a wider 
range of disaster agents . . . 2. There was a decline in the 
assumption that preparation for a nuclear attack was sufficient 
planning for all types of disaster contingencies . . , 3. There was a 
shift in the focus of disaster planning from the emphasis on security 
of the nation to the concern with the viability of the local community 
(Dynes and Quarantelli 1977: 17, italics removed) 

Then the DRC report went on to say that in the decade of the 1970s, the research showed 
that: 

Local civil defense offices vary considerably in the scope of the 
hazards with which they are concerned. Some are completely 
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focused on planning and the associated task dealing with nuclear 
attack. Others are primarily concerned with natural disaster hazards. 
Many are concerned with both but the degree of emphasis on one or 
the other will vary. A smaller number show a range of concern with 
a wide range of hazards--man-made, nuclear, natural disaster, etc. 
(Dynes and Quarantelli 1977: 39). 

The analysis also indicated where the separation started to occur locally between civil 
defense and disaster management. 

Prior to 1950, it was assumed that the activities of the Federal 
government in the natural disaster areas would be transferred to the 
civil defense agency . . . O n  the basis of those assumptions, many 
states and municipalities passed laws which located State and local 
natural disaster preparation in the civil defense. Federal responsibility 
for this function was transferred, however, in 1961, to the Office of 
Emergency Preparedness, and more recently, to the Federal Disaster 
Assistance Administration. The consequences of these actions has 
meant that local and State civil defense programs have often 
emphasized an approach which included community preparedness 
for all types of hazards, including natural disasters, while at the 
Federal level, nuclear concerns . . . were the major preoccupations 
(1975: 50) 

As to the emergency management agencies (although before the late 1970s most were 
called civil defense offices) in local communities: 

Some of them have had a long history of concern for local disasters 
and added concern for nuclear attack on top of this long standing 
concern. Other initially organized around nuclear concerns, have 
gradually given attention to a wider range of hazards . . . Several local 
directors suggested that, over the years, they have resisted the 
exclusive nuclear orientation by the National Office of Civil Defense. 
While they often used them as a resource in the nuclear preparation 
area, much of their effort on the local level was directed toward 
concern for other hazards. Some dislike the term and concept of 
"civil defense" and preferred and used such terms as emergency 
planning or safety to describe what they were doing on the local level. 
A few local officials also expressed some criticism of state level civil 
defense programs (1975: 41-41) 

By the 1980~~ DRC was reporting that: 

. 

many local civil defense agencies. . . gave very low credibility to their 
wartime mission and . . . the more viable officers were those with a 
strong interest and involvement in natural disaster situations 
(Quarantelli 1985b: 10). 
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As in Canada, the push from the national level to develop local civil defense was sometime 
informally used to build disaster management systems at the community level. The so- 
called "dual use" of personnel and resources for both wartime and civilian crises, 
contributed to this. Overall, it would not be incorrect to say that disaster planning and civil 
defense in the United States, especially from the 1960s to the 1980s had an uneasy, 
ambiguous and much criticized relationship. Somewhat linked at the federal governmental 
level, the relationship was often rather separate at the local community level where 
hostility to any kind of civil defense was often strong. Early in the 1980~~ the emphasis 
turned sharply to a focus on disasters and away from civil defense, as symbolically 
indicated by the fact that many of the local offices changed their names from "Office of 
Civil Defense" to usually something with the terms "Emergency Management" or "Disaster 
Planning" in their titles (see the report by Wenger, Quarantelli and Dynes 1987 which 
marked the third time from the 1960s to the 1980s that DRC studied local arrangements 
for crises). 

In the Canadian, American and other examples that could be cited, while there is some 
relationship between civil protection and civil defense, the latter was not the seedbed of 
the former. However, the relationship is far from a linear or always positive one. For 
instance, in the United States, the link between civil defense and the disaster planning or 
emergency management area, along some lines hindered the development of the latter. 
This is because some of the time, attention and resources that might have otherwise gone 
into the institution of better civil protection or disaster planning, was put into a wartime 
oriented effort. Yet the very origin of social science disaster research can be traced, in the 
United States in the early 1950~~ to a military interest in what could be learned from civilian 
disasters that might be applied to how the population might react in air raids involving 
atomic or nuclear weapons. While the American military quickly lost interest after a few 
years in learning about the problem, the initial support did give considerable impetus to 
the start of systematic studies, especially of a sociological nature, of natural knd 
technological disasters that otherwise probably would never have been undertaken until 
decades later. That early research in turn at least indirectly supported the growing interest 
in planning for such disasters in the 1960s by emergency oriented, nonmilitary, 
governmental groups at the local community level in the United States (see Quarantelli 
1987; 1994). 

2. Civil defense systems have sometime been one of the multiple sources out of which 
civil protection has evolved, or currently still involve only one organization. 

In some cases, civil protection has had more than one ancestor, including civil defense. 
For example, New Zealand in the 1930s established an Emergency Precautions Scheme 
(EPS), a programmatic idea borrowed from Great Britain. This arrangement was 
influenced by the 1931 Napier earthquake which generated concern that should a natural 
disaster occur while many able-bodied men were on military service overseas, the ability 
of New Zealand society to respond would be markedly impaired. Then in 1943 the EPS 
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changed its names to Civil Defence. Later, in 1959, EPS as such was incorporated into 
a Ministry of Civil Defence that eventually came under a Secretary of Internal Affairs. In 
1995 a comprehensive review was made of the existing system with the goal of developing 
a new emergency management structure that would have responsibility for protecting 
civilians against any threat, domestic or foreign, to their safety (Neil Britton, personal 
communication). 

The civil defense and civil protection system may be linked through the military. For 
instance, Haga, the home front unit set up by the Israel Defense Force, while initially 
envisioned to be a semi-military organization tied to the Ministry of Defense, essentially 
became an integral part of the Army (Jay Levinson, personal communication). Since the 
recent Gulf War, Haga has been reorganized as the Home Front Command with the 
official philosophy being that it will bring army resources to support civil efforts. 

In other instances, the military is not involved, but the connection between civil defense 
and civil protection in organizational terms is even more direct. In fact, in some cases, the 
distinction between the two is nonexistent. For example, currently in such diverse 
countries as the Czech Republic (Civil Defense 1995) and Singapore (Civil Defence 1985), 
the two functions are the responsibility of only one organization. Planning and response 
in such societies is both for disasters and wartime situations. 

In still other countries, such as France (see Dye 1995), civil protection originated and 
continued independent of civil defense with two mostly separate social spheres under the 
control of completely independent organizations (although for some earlier weak links 
after World War 11, see Chandessais 1964). 

In addition, as Caroline Clarke (personal communication) points out, in much of Latin 
America there is "defensa civil" (which is really civil protection in our terms) which has Loth 
links to the military or internal security forces, and much more recently to those doing 
planning and managing who come out of the environmental and developmental 
organizations. To the extent that civil defense is a function of the armed forces there 
could be a connection with civil protection in such social systems. 

However, what has happened in Mexico might be an indicator of the future evolution of 
civil protection in some developing societies. The current National Civil Protection System 
(SINAPRO) is totally a civilian operation, completely and independently developed of the 
military which up to the time of the Mexico City earthquake of 1984, when its role was 
totally aborted, had formal major responsibility for responding to disasters (see Dynes, 
Quarantelli and Wenger 1990). Within SINAPRO, there is the National Civil Protection 
Council, headed by the President of Mexico, which coordinates activities by both 
governmental and nongovernmental organizations involved in civil protection for both 
natural and technological disasters. Within that framework, the Ministry of the Interior is 
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in charge of operations and is supported by a General Bureau of Civil Protection which 
coordinates civil protection offices in each state in Mexico. 

3. The involvement of the military in disasters is often jpdependea of any existing civil 
protection pc civil defense system. 

Almost any report about a major disaster will note presence of the military in the situation 
(Anderson 1970). Nevertheless, the role in disasters or civilian emergencies by the armed 
forces in any society has been and can be rather diverse. However, it is important to note 
that the involvement of the armed forces in such occasions is often quite independent of 
any relationship between civil defense and civil protection. This is because in almost 
every society, at the crisis period of disasters, the military will provide relevant personnel, 
equipment and facilities. Put another way, the military may have no formal role in either 
a civil defense and/or civil protection system, but nonetheless may be called up in 
disastrous occasions. 

For example, in Japan, where as early as the 1890s a central government disaster 
organization had been established, the very extensive disaster planning is totally 
independent of any possible wartime situation (Disaster Preve nfim 1994). Nevertheless, 
military units do play major roles in response to major disasters in contemporary Japan, 
as could be observed from the 1964 Niigata earthquake through most recently the Kobe 
earthquake. 

However, to put it mildly, there can be a very complicated evolutionary development of civil 
protection which on the way might separately involve both civil defense and the military. 
This can be seen in Italy. In the 1908 Messina earthquake, the military for the first time 
was given major responsibility for responding to civilian disasters. However, after 1927 
the armed forces lost their lead role to the Ministry of the Interior, the Ministry of Public 
Works, and the Red Cross (Battisti 1978). The Interior Ministry eventually assumed 
certain civil defense functions. However, in the 1970s a series of new laws established 
a cabinet level Ministry of Civil Protection for disasters, although the Ministry of the Interior 
(which earlier had also taken over the state fire department organization) was left with 
some responsibilities for crises that might threaten Italy. At the time of the writing of this 
paper, there is also a Directorate for Civil Protection in the Ministry of the Interior. However 
given the volatility of the present Italian political and governmental scene, the current 
situation may have evolved even further than what we have just depicted. 

v. CURRENT CHARACTERISTICS OF CIVIL PROTECTION 
Although there is much diversity and complexity in civil protection activities and 
organizations around the world, some rather common elements have recently evolved. At 
least it is possible to discern certain accelerating tendencies. W e  will note ten such 
trends. Yet even though w e  postulate these existing on a world wide basis, on the whole 
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they are more apparent in developed than in developing societies. This is of practical 
importance because currently far more disasters occur in developing nations. A country, 
such as Bangladesh, has lost more lives in just one major catastrophe, a typhoon, than 
many European societies have totaled in their complete history as nations. Also, economic 
losses are supposedly higher in the developing than developed world. 

1. Civil protection just in this decade has finally become explicitly accepted as a major 
governmental responsibility in practically every country in the world. At the national 
level, usually the relevant activity is quartered in a formal governmental agency, very 
close to but relatively rarely at the highest level such as a Cabinet office. This highest 
level organization frequently has policy and programmatic directive responsibilities, but 
seldom operational ones, which are mostly delegated to local community units. This is 
quite a change from even two decades ago when a United Nations (UN) survey found 
dozens of country had no formal national disaster planning and no explicit civil protection 
organization. 

There is a much more mixed picture at the local community level. W e  can see this even 
in the United States that is one of the leaders in instituting disaster planning. For example, 
in 1982 the International City Management Association in its first national survey of 
emergency planning, found that about 20 percent of local governments did not have a 
formal disaster plan (FEgency Manqaemerlt 1983). Undoubtedly that percentage would 
be lower today in the United States, but for many countries in the world, especially 
developing societies the percentage would undoubtedly be much higher. 

Furthermore, planning for disasters is not too high on the attention agenda of citizens at 
large. Nevertheless, most of the population, in modern societies at least, does see civil 
protection as both an acceptable and expected responsibility of the governm’ent. 
Interestingly, this perception and expectation cuts across most political ideologies, 
whether of the left or the right. 

Related to this is that citizen groups advocating disaster planing have been emerging in 
the last decade or so ( Stallings and Quarantelli 1985). Many of them were initially 
concerned with the risks associated with nuclear power. However, recently citizen groups 
concerned with natural hazards and disasters have emerged, not only in developed 
societies (for examples in the United States, see Quarantelli 1984), but elsewhere too. 

2. O n  a world wide basis, the civil protection arrangements are very heterogeneous. 
What exists also is often organizationally complex and poorly integrated, both internally 
and externally. At one extreme are the relatively elaborate social organizations and 
arrangements in such societies as Japan and the United States. In the latter, at the 
national level, there is the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) with ten 
regional offices; below them are fifty state level offices and within each state most 
communities have civil protection groups of some kind. These entities range from formal 
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bureaucracies with full time personnel to only one part time semi-volunteer official at a 
village level (for seven major local types that exist, see Wenger, Quarantelli and Dynes 
1986). 

However, even in the more elaborate civil protection systems there is often poor 
integration between the higher and lower levels. The possible complexity and difficulty are 
illustrated by Italy where currently the national and regional/local levels have unintegrated 
missions and goals (which is further complicated by an unclear relationship between two 
national level entities, the Department of Civil Protection at the Cabinet level and the 
Directorate for Civil Protection in the Ministry of the Interior). 

The structural or organizational patterns of civil protection in advanced societies also differ 
significantly along other important dimensions. For example, there are very centralized 
national level systems such as in Japan. In contrast to this hierarchical system with almost 
all authority at the top level, are where lower governmental levels are the most important 
social actors. For instance, there is a very decentralized system in Australia, where the 
federal government has little formal power with respect to responding to or planning for 
disasters. As another example, England for the most part has no national disaster level 
planning of any kind although slowly moving in that direction (see Glenarther 1986). 

Then at the other extreme, in some developing countries, particularly in SubSaharan 
Africa, there exists only a nominal social organization at the national level, few if any local 
units, and no formal planning of any kind. In these societies, when disasters occur, the 
relevant crisis time functions are carried out by international relief organizations, both 
private--frequently religious ones--and those from the United Nations (and as indicated 
earlier, often the armed forces of the society). 

In part because of what has just been indicated, at a slow but accelerating rate, civil 
protection is establishing itself both organizationally and functionally at the international 
level. The UN itself has several, not well integrated, disaster oriented organizations with 
diverse missions. The major lead agency at present is the Department of Humanitarian 
Affairs (DHA), headquartered in Geneva, which is concerned with a variety of collective 
stress situations. Missions range from dealing with refugees as a result of civil strife 
situations to maintaining strategically located stockpiles for quick responses to natural 
disasters. The activities and programs of all the international groups in the civil protection 
area are necessarily heavily colored by political considerations. 

-. 

To a considerable extent, all the existing structures for and functions of civil protection 
simply reflect the prevailing political/economic/cultural patterns of different societies. 
Nevertheless, looked at over time, certain common tendencies are evident everywhere. 
All governments of whatever political ideology have come to accept the idea that civil 
protection is a governmental responsibility, and usually that a specialized organization, 
usually of a civil nature, is needed for this purpose (although even in a disaster prone 
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society such as India, national disaster management is a function within the Ministry of 
Agriculture, but does not exist in a separate organization). Associated with this is the 
growing acceptance of the notion that disaster planning can be undertaken. Because 
these notions presently are seen as commonplace, it should be noted that these are views 
of very recent origin, mostly appearing only in the last few decades. 

3. There is a rather mixed but slowly developing picture regarding the links of civil 
protection to the planning and managing of other non-disaster community threats such as 
conflict type and public health situations. For the most part, the first type is usually the 
prime responsibility of social control agencies such as the police and the military. The 
second type is almost always in the purview in some way of the health systems of the 
society. 

In the main, all societies have organizations such as the police and the military for 
handling internal and external threats to the social system. In fact, in some developing 
countries especially of SubSaharan Africa, the army is often the only viable national level 
institution with relevant resources for dealing with any major crises. Increasingly, 
governments are accelerating separating organizations and processes for handling civil 
disturbances, riots, terrorism, etc., which are different from those used for civil disasters. 
Sometimes, the separation is not yet complete as can be seen in the example we 
previously gave of Italy. Nevertheless, except in certain sections of the developing world, 
there has been a tendency to give social control agencies such as the police only a 
secondary and subordinate role in disasters, especially in the planning for but somewhat 
less so in the managing of disasters. It is also quite noticeable that particularly in 
developed societies, there are strongly held views that the military should be kept from 
having a lead or even a major role in disasters. 

Another problematical arena has to do with disasters generally and the "health" area. For 
example, epidemics and plagues are frequently treated as public health problems and by 
the medical organizations in a society. Often they are not categorized as disasters or 
handled primarily by the disaster organizations of the social system involved. It is 
noticeable that the AIDS epidemic has been clearly avoided by disaster planners and 
emergency managers; even disaster researchers have generally not studied many aspects 
of this phenomenon although in their writings they sometime refer to past situations such 
as the Black Death plague in the Middle Ages in Europe as a "disaster." 

\ 

Yet just as conflict situations are being slowly separated from the disaster area, there are 
some indications that this is also starting to happen with respect to certain kinds of serious 
and recurrent health problems that in some sense can be thought of as involving an 
"epidemic." Some disaster 
researchers have suggested this is happening because much of the planning and 
managing for these other crises differ too much from those necessary for disastrous 
occasions. Others, especially officials from planning and management agencies, have 

There are probably several reasons for this trend. 

16 



expressed concern that attention to AIDS (as well as "complex emergencies") could lead 
to such phenomena absorbing most of the resources for civil protection, and leaving little 
for more traditional disasters (Caroline Clarke, personal communication). Whatever the 
reason, there is reason to think this differentiating trend will continue. From a sociological 
point of view, it would simply reflect the continuing specialization the division of labor that 
characterizes modern societies. 

4. There has been in the last decade an accelerating focus in the civil protection area on 
using a generic or an all hazards approach, rather than setting up agent specific entities 
or functions (e.g., for floods or chemical threats). The agent specific approach assumes 
that each type of disaster agent (e.g., a volcanic eruption, a nuclear radiation fallout) or 
classes of agents possess certain distinctive characteristics for what occurs. Yet 
increasingly it has been recognized that a hazard per se is not a disaster; a disaster is a 
social happening. From this perspective, as said earlier, a disaster can be identified only 
in terms of some features of a social occasion, that is, some characteristics of the 
individuals and groups reacting in a crisis. This socially oriented conception of a disaster 
forces a focus on the common or similar properties of the social occasion and away from 
the specific physical features of each natural and technological agent and impact. Thus, 
there has been an increasing movement away from agent specific formulations and an 
emphasis on across-the-board features in the response. As such, it is more and more 
being accepted that civil protection should take a generic rather than agent specific 
approach to disasters. 

Nevertheless, this point of view frequently encounters considerable resistance. It seems 
to violate common sense, for as an example, are not chemical hazards different from 
floods hazards? (which of course ignores the fact that the question is not a meaningful one 
to start with if hazards are seen as distinctively different from disasters). Equal19 as 
important, many physical hazardous "agents" are the objects of concern of particular 
government agencies, or in more sociological terms, are the major work domains or 
territories of certain organizations. To forego a specific hazard approach is often to 
undermine the very rationale for the existence of the organization (if it was established to 
deal with earthquakes or with oil spills, for example, the bureaucracies involved will resist 
their mission being eliminated or at least reduced in a more general or generic approach 
to civil protection). Also, in some although not all societies, specific private sectors such 
as the nuclear power or chemical industries are very reluctant to turn over important 
control or supervision of their major work activities to a government agency, an almost 
necessary structural organizational arrangement if a generic approach to disasters is 
taken. 

Given all this, it is not surprising that the generic approach to disasters is not fully in 
place even in countries such as the United States where the all hazards approach is 
official policy. But the direction of the trend is clear. More societies such as Great Britain, 
Australia and Canada have recently formally adopted the generic view, although the 
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terminology used to refer to the process is not standardized. The all hazard approach is 
also likely to be reinforced as the civil protection area increasingly adopts a four stage or 
phase approach to disaster planning, which we will now discuss. 

5. There is a move toward differentiating disasters into time or stage phases. The idea 
of differentiation was first developed by disaster researchers in the late 1970s. However, 
an explicit typology was first advanced by Hillary Whitaker as part of a project she 
undertook for the U.S. National Governors' Association on state level emergency planning 
(see 1978 Fmera encv Pr eparedness Project 1978). Building on this, civil protection-- 
although perhaps more accurately-disaster planning, is increasingly being thought of in 
terms of four different phases or stages. 

These are: (1.) Mitigation, which includes the policies and actions undertaken at a time 
distant (usually considerably before) from an actual disaster situation, and which are 
intended to prevent or reduce a disaster impact when it occurs. Examples would be 
building codes, land use regulations, educational and training information, insurance. (2.) 
Preparedness, which has to do with the steps and measures planned for and undertaken 
when the probability of a disaster in a particular locality is immediate. Examples would be 
the issuance of warnings and the evacuation of people. (3.) Response refers to those 
actions taken during and immediately after impact to deal with crisis time problems. This 
is illustrated by search and rescue efforts and the providing of emergency medical 
services. (4.) Recovery, which has generally to do with activities carried out after the 
response in the crisis time period is over. Examples would be the rebuilding of homes and 
the reopening on a regular basis of businesses. 

In actual practice the terms are not always clearly differentiated. For instance, the 1994 
Yokohama Conference was mostly organized around the theme of disaster mitigatjbn. 
However, most countries in their presentations used the term "mitigation" to cover all four 
phases of disaster planning. Nevertheless, some reports, such as the one by the United 
States, mostly emphasized mitigation in the narrower sense of the term. Likewise, only in 
some societies has the fourfold differentiation been officially formalized and implemented 
in practice. Yet compared to the situation even just a decade ago, a trend toward a phase 
or stage differentiation of disaster planning has clearly begun. 

The fourfold distinction is perhaps also somewhat helpful in understanding the slightly 
different foci of the terms, disaster planning, emergency management and civil protection. 
Thus, the use of the term, "emergency management" typically means a major concern 
with mostly the preparedness and response phases of disasters. O n  the other hand, 
"disaster planning" frequently has reference to the full range of activities from mitigation 
through recovery. As to "civil protection," it often has less reference to a time stage than 
to the social arrangements in place for generally dealing with disasters and other civilian 
type kinds of societal and community crises. Thus, while the referents of the three terms 
have some common elements, they are not identical (with a further complication being that 
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when the terms are translated the connotations and denotations of the three terms are not 
identical in different languages). Nevertheless, there is enough overlap to allow usage as 
in this paper of any of the terms without loss of meaningful communication. 

6. In many countries there has been a growing explicit emphasis on disaster mitigation. 
That is, there has been a considerable acceleration of the attention and efforts made to 
institute measures and action that will if not prevent at least reduce the impact of disasters. 
While preventive or mitigatory actions in the civil protection area have long been 
undertaken by human beings as w e  earlier illustrated, what is relatively new in the recent 
emphasis is its official explicitness, the scope of the programs that are being planned and 
implemented, and the resources being used in the effort. 

In developed countries this change in focus has been driven by several factors: the ever 
increasing economic costs of disasters and disaster relief, the complaints and pressure 
from citizens and activist groups who increasingly think that governments should try to 
prevent disasters in the first place rather than just reacting to their occurrence, and a 
research driven understanding that many emergency-time problems in a disaster response 
can only be reduced or solved by actions taken long before a crisis. In developing 
countries, the process has additionally been reinforced by a recognition that national 
development can be seriously set back by a major disaster, in some cases, the material 
losses can be up to five or more percent of the yearly gross national product. Thus, there 
is considerable pressure to link disaster planning to development planning, a linkage 
reinforced by the position taken on this matter by the World Bank and other international 
lending agencies (Kreimer and Munasinghe 1991). 

Indicative of this general trend was the proclamation in 1990 by the United Nations of the 
international Decade for Natural Disaster Reduction, which has as one of its major theses, 
disaster mitigation. Overall this involves an effort by theUN to put disasters on the 
attention and action agenda of countries in the world, especially those of a developing 
nature. While certain statements and actions linked to the Decade have been nominal and 
proforma, and while not all nations are participating and others are involved mostly 
because of possible commercial exploitation, it is clear that the U N  program has generally 
succeeded in getting world wide attention and in a significant number of developing 
countries especially, has led to considerable improvement in disaster planning. 

7. Despite the much greater use of planning, so far the implementation has been uneven. 
It is clear that it is easier to plan than to bring that planning into being in an actual disaster. 
Thus, studies have shown that the preparedness planning is better than the response 
patterns. Hoetmer noted that while disaster planning is widespread in American cities: 

What is puzzling is that after years of research on organizational 
behavior in emergencies, local government continues to be surprised 
when standard procedures in lengthy, detailed plans are irrelevant in 
the real disaster (1984: I) 
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In the United States, this matter has been studied for over two decades by DRC (see, e.g., 
Anderson 1969; Dynes and Quarantelli 1977; Quarantelli 1985; Wenger, Quarantelli and 
Dynes 1986; Quarantelli 1988). The response of the local emergency management 
agencies (many in the past once known as local civil defense offices), have generally 
continued to be problem plagued. There is as there was in the previous 20 years , 
persistent problems regarding coordination, communication, resource allocation, task 
assignment, and organizational responsibility. It would be incorrect to say that there has 
been no overall improvement, or that any particular emergency management agency might 
not do a good job in any particular disaster (e.g. for success cases see Wenger, 
Quarantelli and Dynes 1986; see also, Drabek 1994 for another case study). However, 
the responses to disasters in general, have not matched the considerably better 
preparedness planning that has been undertaken. 

The unevenness between preparedness planning and response is attributable to several 
different factors (see Caplow, Bahr and Chadwick 1984; Kartez 1984; Kartez, Kelley and 
Lindell 1987). For one, there continues to be a failure of local agencies to recognize that 
they have to take a system or overall perspective. There also continues to be an 
underestimation of the need to plan for flexibility and improvisation in the crisis time 
response (Kartez and Lindell 1987). As Kreps has written: 

... effective emergency management requires both improvisation and 
preparedness. Without improvisation, emergency management loses 
flexibility in the fact of changing conditions. Without, preparedness, 
emergency management loses clarity and efficiency in meeting 
essential disaster-related demands (1991 : 33). 

Finally, there is little recognition that there are inherent limits to any kind of planning. Here 
again Kreps makes the point well: . 

Even so, according to disaster studies of the last thirty years, 
preparedness and actual disaster responses have their limits. Much 
of what goes on will inevitably have to be improvised. Gaps and 
inefficiencies will exist, yet things still get done (1991: 45-46) 

Studies of how well disaster preparedness planning is implemented in actual practice 
outside of the United States, are rather rare. However, some work in Canada, Japan, Italy 
and elsewhere do suggest that the problem is not peculiar to the United States. Britton 
(I 991 a, 1991 b), for example, has shown problematic aspects in responses to disasters in 
Australia. 

8. There has developed, compared to what existed just a decade or so ago, a much more 
sophisticated approach to issues associated with disasters. For instance, there is 
growing recognition, that planning is not managing (Quarantelli 1985b). More and more 
a distinction is being drawn between the two processes. The former has to do with 
strategy, the overall approach to disaster problems. The latter, tactics, have to do with the 

20 



specific contingencies that have to be dealt with in an actual disaster situation. Because 
there is only a partial correlation between the two processes, it is possible to have good 
planning but poor managing of a disaster occasion. This difference between the processes 
is starting to be recognized in societies with the most advanced disaster planning. It is not 
an accident that the name of the major federal organization concerned with disasters in the 
United States went in a two decade time period from the Office of Emergency Planning 
(and at one time, Emergency Preparedness) to the Federal Emergency Management 
Agency. 

Another example of this growing tendency is an increasing acceptance in the civil 
protection area, that the greatest problematical areas in preparing for and responding to 
disasters are with the participating organizations more than the affected victims. That is, 
research has shown that human beings as a whole react well to the crisis of a disaster 
occasion. They do not break down in panic flight, or engage in antisocial behavior such 
as looting. Instead the survivors show much prosocial behavior, undertaking for instance, 
by far the bulk of the search and rescue efforts for casualties, and also they are very active 
in providing whatever food, clothing and shelter is needed. In an important sense, 
individuals rise to the challenge of a disaster (at the operational level, this was noted in 
a UN report on the Kobe earthquake in Japan (see The Great Hanshin-Awaji 1995). 

In contrast, research has shown that responding organizations frequently falter in their 
efforts to manage the crisis period. They are almost always inefficient and sometimes 
ineffective in their emergency time activities. Seldom is the necessary coordination 
achieved among the many organizations that converge on the disaster site, what disaster 
researchers have characterized as the "mass assault" mostly of an organizational nature 
that occurs when a disaster impacts. Studies show that the generally poor overall 
organizational response in community disasters stems from many factors: poor prior 
disaster preparedness; the difficulty of bureaucracies that operate well in everyday 
situations to shift to the greater flexibility and innovation required in crises; the necessarily 
inadequate information base available in the immediate impact period; the difficulties in 
understanding the new roles and functions of the many emergent (without prior-to-impact 
existence) groups that appear at the height of the disaster; and unresolved confusion over 
jurisdictional responsibilities or organizational domains (these research based 
observations were also operationally noted in Kobe, see the UN report cited above). 

Disaster concerned organizations have many problems, structural and otherwise, but they 
are seldom those expected. Among the more crisis oriented groups involved in civil 
protection the following particularly stand out. Many fail to recognize that disasters are 
both quantitatively and qualitatively different from everyday emergencies. Planning for the 
latter is necessarily inadequate for the former. Also, at the crisis period of a disaster there 
are information flow, decision making and coordination difficulties within and between 
responding organizations. Planning that fails to recognize that there is much emergent 
behavior associated with these matters, will necessarily lead to inadequate managing. 
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Also, although it may be a memorable experience, studies suggest that only selective 
organizational learning and changes at best will follow a disaster. Although modifications 
in disaster planning and emergency management have not kept pace with the ever 
increasing base of research knowledge, changes are moving in the right direction. 

Especially important is the fact that there is greater awareness of such typical problems, 
and an increase in efforts to deal with them. Longitudinal studies and observations over 
the last several decades indicate a considerable and continuing improvement in 
organizational planning and managing of disasters in many societies, although there are 
almost no civil protection systems, even in developed countries, which could be presently 
characterized as being ideal or excellent by normative criteria derived from research 
studies. 

As just implied, research is being more and more used for civil protection problems, 
especially the emergency management of disasters. W e  do not want to imply that the 
research findings are fully applied, or even that they are accepted by all disaster planners 
and managers. Far more is known than is applied. Nevertheless, there has been a 
creeping use of studies of a social science nature that provided data on the actual and 
typical problems that surface in disaster occasions. 

However, w e  should not become too sanguine about the spread of research based 
knowledge in the disaster area, especially among practitioners or research users. A 
former Director of the U. S. National Institute of Mental Health program for Disaster and 
Emergency Health very recently wrote that: 'I w e  now know. . . that looting is practically 
inevitable in major disasters" (Frederick 1995220). No example or source is cited for the 
statement, which is not surprising since four decades of research on that issue 
conclusively point in the opposite direction. -. 

9. However, while research has undoubtedly contributed to the development of civil 
protection, somewhat more important in the evolution particularly at the operational level 
have been non-scientific factors. As sociologists have long pointed out (Blumer 1969; 
Lofland 1992; Aguirre 1994), all social phenomena are subject to fads and fashions. 
These labels refer to a preoccupation by diffuse collectivities on a nontraditional object 
or process; the focus could range from a new scientific theory to a recreational activity 
(Aguirre, Quarantelli and Mendoza 1988). As such, unlike in popular discourse, to call 
something a fad or a fashion is not a form of name calling. The labeling is particularly 
applicable to diffusion of innovations of any kind where their acceptance stems not from 
their intrinsic value or external merit, but for reasons such as political considerations, 
efforts by organizations to maintain their existence in the face of declining use of their 
services, the vested interests of those who have developed an innovation, etc. 

W e  can see such recent fads in the disaster area. As one example, w e  can cite the 
widespread adoption in the United States of the Incident Command System (ICM) as the 
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organizationaVoperationa1 model for disaster management. It has been pushed by 
elements of the fire community. However, there is no systematic empirical evidence to 
support it as necessarily a good idea, let alone the only management system that ought 
to be used. In fact, such research data as do exist indicate serious problems with any use 
of ICM (see, Wenger, Quarantelli and Dynes 1989; Wenger, Quarantelli and Dynes 1990; 
see also, Stoffel 1994) 

Another faddish innovation is the supposed widespread appearance of post-traumatic 
stress disorders (PTSD) in the aftermath of disasters (e.g., Kalayjian 1995). Appearing 
first in the United States, this notion has spread to such countries such as Australia, 
Armenia and recently surfaced after the Kobe earthquake in Japan. Along many lines, it 
is possible to see that a "mental health disaster industry," as some have characterized it, 
has come into being with vested interests for trying to develop this particular viewpoint. 

Actually more important from a research viewpoint is the degree, if any, to which disasters 
generate PTSD, the underlying rationale advanced for advocating extensive crisis 
intervention measures. The issue is a complicated one. The very concept of PTSD was 

(DSM), as have formalized in the Ugmostic and Statistical Mm!.~l of Mental Disorders 
other diagnostic labels, more as a result of their advocacy by certain pressure groups than 
of scientific evidence (see Forever Revisina: The DSM Process, 1987). The concept itself 
has been challenged on theoretical grounds as has the idea of mental disorder (see 
Wakefield 1992). Elsewhere we have extensively discussed the research evidence from 
disaster situations (Quarantelli 1985a), and so have others (e.g., Robins 1990; for a 
balanced proponent of the concept, see Green 1994). It would take us too far afield to 
further consider these matters in this paper. Sufficient for our purposes here, is that a 
strong case can be made that the diffusion of the current crisis intervention model to deal 
with PTSD has strong faddish characteristics, whatever the ultimate research verdicfwill 
be on the negative mental health effects of disasters. 

. .  

Even the current emphasis on mitigation, whether by the UN International Decade for 
Natural Disaster Reduction or by FEMA, could be viewed as somewhat faddish. Do we 
really know that mitigation is the hest strategy. Where is the empirical research evidence 
that a focus on mitigation will have the greatest payoff? At a theoretical level, that notion 
has been fundamentally challenged by political scientists and cultural anthropologists. For 
instance, Douglas and Wildavsky (1 982; Wildavsky 1988) argue that there is greater value 
in developing societal resiliency to better cope with environmental adversities. Now at one 
level, the taking of long ahead of time efforts to prevent or reduce disasters, certainly is 
logical and makes much sense to us. Yet w e  are extremely hard pressed to cite 
systematic empirical research data of a comparative nature that supports the idea. It may 
be correct, but w e  at present do not know that is the case apart from anecdotal 
impressions. The diffusion of the idea can be understood in terms of a faddish innovation. 
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There is no reason to think that fads will disappear in the disaster planning or any other 
area. They are an inherent part of social life. Fads and fashions also actually have some 
value in the development of an area. Among other things, they do involve the use of new 
ideas and procedures, and nontraditional activities, etc. and generally that is good for 
any area, civil protection or otherwise. Furthermore, their appearance is likely to generate 
research, testing what accounts for their adoption and its value for an area. 

IO. The personnel and equipmentlfacilities of civil protection have considerably improved 
in recent years. Instead of a second career for retired military officers, as was typical in 
the civil protection systems of many countries after World War II, most recent recruits 
seem to have a more genuine interest in the work and look upon it as a career. Also, while 
the field has not yet become a clear-cut profession, there is clear movement in that 
direction in some societies with the development of regular college level curricula and 
even some higher level educational degrees in emergency management, a number of 
certification programs, advanced courses in training institutes, and professional 
associations, journals and newsletters (for details mostly about the United States, see 
Malone, 1993). To be sure much of the training effort focuses on logistic problems and 
suggests the handling of problems with a military like orientation. Yet there is also 
evidence of a social science research knowledge creep into more educational activities 
such as that provided by the Emergency Administration and Planning Institute at the 
University of North Texas in the United States (Neal 1993), at the Australian Emergency 
Management Institute, and the Oxford Centre for Emergency Preparedness and Response 
in England. In Mexico, in 1989 the National Disaster Prevention Center (CENAPRED) 
was established with the goal of providing technical support related to training, research, 
and dissemination of techniques for disaster reduction. The Europeans have established 
eleven specialized disaster-related centers, some of which have major training and 
educational functions (see .Network 1994). In the United States, the Natural Haza'rds 
Research and Applications Information Center at the University of Colorado has as one 
of its prime missions, bridging the gap between research and practice (for a discussion of 
the varied activities the Center undertakes, see Myers 1993). 

In addition, at an accelerating rate, advantage is being taken in the civil protection area 
of recent technological developments. In many of the more developed countries, 
computers, cellular phones, complex geographic information systems, electronic 
networking and similar high tech innovations are becoming standard equipment or 
facilities. However, the use of such technology while generally positive, does create new 
kinds of problems, for example, an overdependence on the technology and an 
underestimation of the social infrastructure necessary for effective operations. It also 
means that the richer are getting richer and the poorer getting poorer, when a comparison 
is made of their adoption in developed and in developing countries. 

VI. FUTURE EVOLUTION 
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Whatever the situation for civil protection is at present, the future will be different. There 
are two major factors that will change the current situation. The first is that there will be 
more and worst disasters in the 21st Century. The second is the increased and better 
research about disasters that will be available. 

As the world continues to industrialize and to urbanize, it is continually creating conditions 
for more and worse disasters (Quarantelli 1995b). Both social processes, which are 
simply a feature of social change, will increase the number of potential disaster agents and 
enlarge the vulnerabilities of communities and populations that will be at risk. 

Making for an increase in agents are: (1) the accelerating incidents of accidents and 
mishaps in the chemical and nuclear areas; (2) technological advances that reduce some 
hazards but make some old threats more dangerous such as fire protective materials that 
slow the spread of fires but that can asphyxiate people; (3) new versions of old and past 
dangers such as urban droughts; (4) the emergence of innovative kinds of technologies 
such as computers and biogenetic engineering whose breakdowns will present distinctively 
new dangers; and (5) an increase in multiple (e.g., natural disasters creating technological 
ones) or synergistic type disasters resulting in more severe environmental consequences. 

Increasing the vulnerabilities are that: (1 ) both natural and technological disaster agents 
will simply have more built-up areas to impact; (2) more vulnerable kinds of populations 
will be impacted than in the past such as the growing number of the aged in highly 
developed societies and the very young in developing countries; (3) metropolitan areas 
will be increasingly impacted and along certain lines the social organizations (rigid 
bureaucracies) and population configurations (e.g., diverse multiethnic groups) of urban 
communities are not well suited for coping with disasters; (4) increasingly localities will 
have disastrous conditions from sources that may be quite distant (as Western Europe had 
from the radioactive fallout from Chernobyl) and even from the past (such as buried 
hazardous wastes); and (5) certain future disasters have catastrophic potential for social 
life although they may produce no casualties or much property damage as could occur in 
computer system disasters. 

While potentials are not actualities, by almost any criteria that could be used, w e  almost 
certainly will have more and worse disasters. However, this tendency will be partly 
counterbalanced by the fact that there will be more and better research on disasters. 

There is not only more social science research than ever before about the civil protection 
area, but equally as important, it is increasing and becoming internationalized. Several 
decades ago, there was only a small body of reliable knowledge available, and it had been 
generated in and about mostly a few societies such as the United States, Japan, Canada 
and some European nations. Currently, there are at least four dozen countries around the 
world whose own scientists are involved in disaster studies. These range from Russia to 
Argentina, from India to Mexico, from The Netherlands to China (for detailed abstracts of 

25 



around 100 studies in the former Soviet Union and current Russia, see Quarantelli and 
Mozgovaya 1994). 

In addition, while the Disaster Research Center and The Natural Hazards Research and 
Applications Information Center in the United States (joined somewhat later by the 
Emergency Communications Research Unit in Canada) existed alone for decades, there 
are now new major social science disaster research centers and institutes elsewhere in 
the world such as the Disaster Prevention and Limitation Unit in England, the Social 
Science Institute for Catastrophe and Accidents in Germany, and the Natural Hazards 
Research Centre in Australia, as well as smaller active research groups, among others, 
in Armenia, China, France, Mexico, Greece, Japan, the Netherlands, India, Sweden, Italy 
and Russia. Additionally, The Council of Europe member countries through the EUR-OPA 
Major Hazards Agreernenf have established a network of European specialized centers 
on disaster problems. Of the eleven centers so far created, four undertake social science 
research on disasters (at the Higher Institute of Emergency Planning in Belgium, the 
European Centre for Research into Techniques for Informing the Population in Emergency 
Situations (CEISE) located in Spain, the European Centre for Disaster Medicine (CEMEC) 
in San Marino, and the European Natural Disasters Training Centre (AFEM) in Turkey (see 
Network 1994). 

Bilateral conference involving research scholars have become more common (e.g., 
Quarantelli and Pelanda 1989; Quarantelli and Popov 1993). Publications have also 
started to appear in other than the English language (e.g., see Metreveli 1978; Pelanda 
1981 ; Cattarinussi and Pelanda 1981 ; Lagadec 1988, 1991 ; Battisti 1991; Quarantelli 
1993b; for Japanese language publications see Yamamoto and Qurantelli 1984). 

Furthermore, these researchers have developed their own professional infrastructure h d  
have their own associations (e.g. , The International Research Cornrniffee on Disasters; 
The lnfernational Hazards Study Group), as well as journals (e.g., Disaster Prevention and 
JVlanaaement; The International Journal of Mass Emeraencies and Disasters; Journal of 
Contingencies and Crisis Management; and Disasters: Journal of Disaster Studies and 
U m e n t )  and newsletters (e.9. , Unscheduled Evenfs; The Natural Hazards Observer) 
publishing on disaster-related topics. 

The studies have been somewhat uneven with certain topics being intensively studied and 
others almost ignored. For example, there is a solid body of knowledge about warning 
systems and warning messages, but we know almost nothing about the handling of the 
dead. Initial research focused heavily on the response of human beings in crises; the 
more recent research has focused much on disaster aspects of organizations and 
communities. The earliest work particularly concentrated on the crisis time period. 
Currently there has been a substantial increase in research on both the mitigation and the 
recovery phases of disasters. Civil protection organizations have been fairly extensively 
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studied in the United States, but for some reason, except for an isolated study here and 
there, have not been given as much attention elsewhere. 

Unfortunately, although in some respects disasters are worst for developing countries, 
there is less research, especially of a social nature, in those societies. However, recent 
developments in such countries as Mexico, India and Brazil give some hope that social 
science research into disasters will accelerate in those parts of the world too. In Mexico, 
CENAPRED is supposed to do does research not only on the characteristics of natural 
phenomena but also on the human activities that are potential sources for disasters; there 
is also research on the social aspects of disaster prevention at the National Autonomous 
University of Mexico (UNAM). Now as w e  said earlier, while it would be naive to see 
research as the major factor in bringing about changes in civil protection, it is an operative 
factor that is more likely to become more important. 

Civil protection systems and organizations will be seriously challenged by future disasters. 
Measured against some ideal standard, the outlook is not too bright. Yet measured 
against what has existed in the past, what has evolved to the present, and what w e  can 
expect in the future, w e  can project continuing improvements in disaster planning and 
managing. 
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