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Security and Natural Disasters

by 
Robert Mandel

Few events leave people feeling more helpless and insecure than the onset
of a natural disaster.  As the visibility of disruption precipitated by such calami-
ties has escalated in recent years, they have been the subject of more concerted
attention from both affected countries and international relief organizations.
While most analyses of these catastrophes have focused on how to improve
humanitarian relief efforts, how to deal with psychological and sociological trau-
ma to human communities, and how to prepare better for such emergencies, they
have largely ignored the impact on the domestic and international political secu-
rity of the area.  This study attempts to begin to remedy that deficiency by inves-
tigating the security payoffs from natural disasters.

While the overall global frequency of cataclysmic natural disasters has
remained relatively stable over the centuries, several emerging trends surround-
ing these events make a fresh analysis of their security implications particularly
urgent.  For a variety of reasons to be examined later, the toll of human death and
property damage has dramatically increased,1 far outstripping the coping capac-
ities of the local, national, and even global assistance efforts.  During the 1990s,
ironically designated by the United Nations as the International Decade for
Natural Disaster Prevention, we have witnessed the “most costly spate of storms,
floods, and fires in history.”2 The costs of natural disasters to the global econo-
my have been exceeding $50,000 million per year, killing an average of 140,000
people most of whom reside in the Third World.3 Nonetheless, catastrophic
deaths are fewer than might occur otherwise because of widespread improve-
ments in warning, evacuation, and disaster prevention.4 But despite these major
technological advances, most analysts agree that a larger number of people feel
far more vulnerable than ever before to the consequences of natural hazards, due
at least in part to increased global exposure to any major calamity anywhere in
the world.  The pattern of disaster relief has become haphazard and fleeting, as
such aid “is highly variable and follows no logic of need and cost-effective-
ness,”5 and non-governmental organizations have assumed a far more pivotal
role than ever in the past.  Perhaps most importantly from a security perspective,
the military has been playing an ever more central role in government disaster
relief efforts.  

Robert Mandel is Professor and Chair of the Department of International Affairs
at Lewis and Clark College.
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THEORETICAL CONTEXT

Natural disasters in many ways serve as lighting rods for national and
international security problems, highlighting characteristics of both donors and
recipients of disaster relief, and may indeed elicit taking a fresh look at the def-
inition of security itself.6 Looking first at the recipients, disasters can provide a
measure of the preparedness and integrity of the affected society, showing both
the adherence by the people to sound building and land use codes and the avoid-
ance by the government of corruption and ineptitude.  Second, disasters can
reveal the extent to which victim countries realistically recognize their capacities
and limitations to cope with the crisis.  In particular, governmental responses to
natural disasters may be one of the few ways available for assessing the extent
of first, these regimes’ desperation (or possibly humility), measured by their will-
ingness or unwillingness to sacrifice national pride and hubris and accept offers
of outside help occur; second, their autonomy, measured by their ability or inabil-
ity to rely on their own resources to manage a resulting crisis; third, their tech-
nological faith, measured by their attempts during and after a catastrophe to seek
technological remedies insulating them from the violent forces of nature; and
fourth, their resiliency, measured by the speed of readjustment and rebuilding
after a calamity.  

Turning to the donors, disasters first may provide clues to governments’
internationalist commitment to burden-sharing – and possibly even their under-
lying altruism and compassion – illuminating the willingness of aid providers
both to expend resources on others’ problems without any guarantees of tangible
returns on their investment as well as to overlook past antagonisms and rivalries
with affected populations.  Second, disasters may serve as a yardstick of the
speed and effectiveness of responsiveness to external foreign policy predica-
ments, highlighting donors’ capacity to employ their security forces in the man-
agement of complex humanitarian emergencies overseas.  In the broadest sense,
natural disasters can help to reveal the actual scope and meaning of any country’s
global or regional security doctrine.

This important disaster-security linkage is embedded in a wide and varied
theoretical context:  

disasters, as few other research subjects, throw both theoretical and
practical issues into high relief; the first, by their tendency to lay bare
the essential features and processes of social and cultural organiza-
tion and, second, by the urgency of the needs of those threatened or
stricken by disasters for effective prevention, protection, relief, or
reconstruction.7

While links exist to globalization, legitimacy, regime transformation, and per-
ceptual trust/distrust, the most important theoretical perspectives appear to be
first, those pertaining to geopolitics and ecopolitics, giving a context for analyz-
ing the relationship of disruptions in the physical world to security concerns; and
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second, those pertaining to post-Cold War security transformation and manage-
ment of complex humanitarian emergencies, providing a context for evaluating
how human responses to these disruptions link up with broader security priori-
ties.

Geopolitics, in part through its useful distinction between determinism and
possibilism,8 emphasizes that, while modern society preaches that humans are
masters of the physical world with virtually unlimited potentiality based on
human ingenuity, in reality topography and natural resources are crucial deter-
minants of the success or failure of human activity.  Geopolitical literature is still
the best at showing how and when a country’s natural assets and liabilities,
including their volatility and vulnerability to disruption, help to shape its poten-
tial national power.  From an ecopolitics vantage point,9 natural disasters provide
in many ways the most meaningful gauge of how our management of the natu-
ral environment affects our vulnerability and resiliency to natural calamities.
With geopolitics in some ways establishing a “floor” demonstrating how the
presence of natural assets can insulate a state from the effects of disaster or
increase its resiliency to them, ecopolitics in some sense sets a “ceiling” indicat-
ing limits on these advantages and how human activity can make natural disrup-
tions a lot more deadly.  Both geopolitical and ecopolitical perspectives empha-
size that natural disasters demonstrate that at some macro-level nature is still in
control.    

Studies of the changing post-Cold War security system emphasize its far
greater fluidity and unpredictability in responding to challenges requiring joint
action than in the Cold War bipolar world.10 These perspectives highlight both
the structural determinants present in international anarchy that prevent the
emergence of sustained and coherent responses to disaster, and the tensions cre-
ated between broad humanitarian impulses and narrow and self-interested for-
eign policy considerations affecting the pattern of international disaster manage-
ment.  The literature on managing complex humanitarian emergencies shows
how natural disasters test both the coherence of policy about where to intervene
and the mettle of rapid deployment systems to respond quickly and effectively to
an unorthodox kind of unforeseen and highly dangerous threat.11 This relatively
new line of analysis is particularly effective in identifying both the positive and
negative ramifications of using traditional military forces to provide aid to
resolve these natural catastrophes and the linkages between such calamities with
conflict management and the reconstruction of failed states.  So while the secu-
rity transformation literature emphasizes the broad impediments to globally
coordinated and appropriate responses to disasters, the complex emergency liter-
ature concentrates on the narrower kinds of opportunities and dangers that
emerge once action is taken.  Both perspectives indicate that timely and effective
international management of natural disasters would be exceedingly difficult in
the current context.
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Together these theories provide a roadmap for pursuing the analysis of the
security impact of natural disasters.  This study explores first, the diversity of
natural disasters themselves, clarifying the trigger for security disruption; the dif-
ferential patterns of human vulnerability to these disasters, clarifying the insecu-
rity resulting from the catastrophe; the trends in disaster relief to assist those
affected, clarifying the domestic and international security management respons-
es to the calamity; and finally, and most importantly, the consequent overall secu-
rity impact, clarifying the changes in internal and external security resulting from
these management responses. 

TYPE OF DISASTERS 

This study focuses on a particular kind of natural calamity.  In terms of the
sort of events considered, the emphasis is on major recent acute disasters, char-
acterized by sudden onset and short duration, where nature plays a prominent
triggering role and where the potential for disruption seems highest.  Natural dis-
asters pose some of the most intractable security problems because they are at
least as destabilizing as manmade political, economic, ethnic, or religious con-
flicts and kill more people on average than civil strife,12 and they present more
challenges for remedial action due to the difficulty of isolating human culprits.
Skeptics need only compare the staggering tangible devastation (in human lives
and property) from natural disasters since the end of the Cold War to the loss of
property and life due to domestic and international violent clashes during the
same time period; the comparative figures are not even close.  

While there is little doubt that the distinction between natural and man-
made disasters is artificial, due to the amplification of natural hazard disruption
resulting from environmentally insensitive human behavior, the differences in
attitudes and responses seem crucial when a calamity is seen as exclusively the
product of human action.  The reason for excluding chronic natural forces last-
ing months or more with gradual incremental rather than immediate massive
impacts, such as drought, is that these tend to trigger less of a crisis atmosphere
potentially resulting in dramatic changes in internal and external security; for
this reason, the literature on environmental and resource conflict13 is largely
irrelevant here despite natural disasters’ stimulation of tension-escalating scarci-
ty.  Choosing to analyze recent disasters is due to a desire to see the particular
dynamics in the post-Cold War context.  While there is no precise standardized
uniformly accepted definition of what constitutes a major disaster, the most
common yardsticks14 involve large (often over $1,000,000) amounts of proper-
ty damage or large (often over 100) numbers of people killed, injured, or dis-
placed, and these criteria serve well for this analysis.  In the end, however, it
should be clear that the type of events selected represents the most extreme
cases, not typical manifestations of everyday disruptions due to the violent
forces of nature. 
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More specifically, this study encompasses four major categories of natural
disasters:  floods, severe windstorms (called hurricanes, cyclones, or typhoons in
different parts of the world), earthquakes, and volcanoes.  Although many
humans perceive them as freak once-in-a-lifetime occurrences, in reality they
occur on a regular basis, quite frequently in some especially vulnerable coun-
tries.15 Floods, resulting from an increase in rainfall or snow melt or a decrease
in the river system capacity to absorb or channel water safely, tend to disrupt the
lives of more people than the rest, not just through drowning and direct injury but
also through associated diseases and famine.16 Severe windstorms, triggered by
sharp differences in atmospheric pressure, hit especially hard at human settle-
ments in low-lying coastal areas in tropical and subtropical countries, carrying
with them the energy equivalent of Hiroshima-sized atomic bombs and wreaking
havoc through wave action and flooding as well as through the force of the wind
itself.17 Earthquakes, which are the consequence of movements in the earth’s
crust causing tremors, liquefaction, and ground rupture, cause most of their
deaths through building failures.18 Volcanoes, the final culmination of the erup-
tion of molten rock or lava, ash, and gases due to pressure from the earth’s core,
generally cause the smallest amount of human injury and death but continuous-
ly tempt people back into danger because of the highly fertile soil surrounding
them.19

HUMAN VULNERABILITY TO DISASTER

For some observers, examining closely the issue of human vulnerability to
natural disaster appears to be superfluous, as they assume such vulnerability is a
constant, impossible to alter, or simply a function of the magnitude of a disaster
itself.  Quite to the contrary, closer scrutiny calls into question this assumption
of uniform vulnerability, especially when it is defined as involving not only loca-
tion in a geophysically or meteorologically hazardous area but also risk amplifi-
cation, mitigation, and perception components among the susceptible popula-
tion.20 It is evident across time that “disasters of equal force often produce
unequal consequences” due to the nature of the affected area’s physical infra-
structure, the population’s attitudes and practices, the region’s medical capabili-
ties, and the effectiveness of indigenous disaster warning, management, and
relief.21

Some key underlying causes of vulnerability are population growth, urban-
ization, economic pressures, and land degradation.22 All four compound each
other, as increased population causes poor individuals to move to less safe areas
and to live in more densely packed situations where immunity to natural calami-
ty is extremely low.  The poorest of the poor live in the most disaster-prone
areas.23 Rapid change, such as a sudden economic downturn, can combine with
natural disasters to accentuate or create the kind of mass vulnerability that trig-
gers humanitarian emergencies.24 While awareness and preparedness are impor-
tant, having the resources to change a vulnerable predicament is absolutely cru-
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cial.  It is painfully evident that human action has often exacerbated the conse-
quences of natural disasters.  Recently, “a deadly mix of population growth, envi-
ronmental abuses and warfare has yielded what relief experts call a three-decade-
long ‘disaster boom,’” with international aid groups rushing to disasters almost
weekly.25 Inadvertently people may be “changing their environment to make it
more prone to some disasters, and are behaving so as to make themselves more
vulnerable to these hazards,” exhibited through both growing Third World over-
cultivation and deforestation of flood-vulnerable land and overly-dense habita-
tion on steep hills in earthquake-vulnerable cities; and intensifying advanced
industrial society economic growth and over-reliance on fragile modern technol-
ogy.26

Different types of vulnerability emerge in developed and developing areas.
Developing nations are far less prepared to deal with these calamities,27 having
far fewer resources to cope with them once they occur, and thus the numbers
killed is often quite large.  Historical experiences with the external control pres-
ent in colonialism have made many of these societies fatalistic with regard to
their expectations surrounding natural disasters.  There are now several disaster
crisis areas in the developing world “that are so vulnerable they are in a virtual-
ly permanent state of emergency.”28 In contrast, despite having more resources
that offer a kind of cushion against disaster, the massive structures located in the
richest countries in the world make them extremely vulnerable to costly proper-
ty damage,29 if not as much to loss of life.  Indeed, the Office of Technology
Assessment notes that, after a natural disaster, in the Third World a house can be
rebuilt with local labor and materials in just two days, while in the United States
it would be barely possible to obtain a building permit in that time.30

GOVERNMENT-SPONSORED DISASTER RELIEF

Governmental responses to natural disasters, undertaken by both domestic
regimes in affected countries and foreign regimes providing bilateral assistance,
are the focus of this study at least in part because they constitute the source (other
than of course local citizen-initiated relief efforts) that even many intergovern-
mental and non-governmental organizations acknowledge is clearly the largest
and most stable in the long run.  Until the 1920s, disaster relief was strictly a
bilateral government-to-government affair; then the Red Cross and a number of
semi-public citizen groups began to provide greater assistance, and after World
War II national governments assumed a larger relief role than before as bilateral
aid programs aimed at economic development began to include substantial allot-
ments for disaster management.31 During the 1990s, disaster aid rose as devel-
opment assistance declined, even though most recently there has been a slight
decline in donor funding for emergency relief.32 As changing legal norms have
relaxed the principle of noninterference in the internal affairs of sovereign
nations, and as changing political expectations linked to the spread of democra-
cy have universalized concern for human suffering and deprivation, pressures for
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governmental foreign intervention in humanitarian emergencies has increased.33

The countries with government ministries that have formed special bureaus to
deal with disaster aid include Great Britain, France, Sweden, Australia, New
Zealand, Canada, and the United States.34 The major forms of disaster relief are
relief and rehabilitation, insurance, land-use changes and relocation, attempting
through technical means to modify the severity of the disaster itself, and preven-
tive measures such as retaining walls, improvements in building design, and
early warning systems.35 It is important to remember, however, that despite
international relief efforts, after natural disasters “the local people still do most
of their own ‘relieving’ and reconstructing” as they have done for centuries
before the advent of foreign aid.36

As one would expect, government-sponsored foreign disaster relief has
had more than its share of problems.  Often coordination with local authorities in
a post-disaster situation is difficult if not impossible, as there frequently can be
“paralysis of host-nation governance and the collapse of state institutions” dur-
ing the chaos.37 Even when such governments are intact and functional, they
may be insensitive to the needs of the victims within their own borders.38

Furthermore, affected “governments may be too proud to admit that they are
unable effectively to feed their populations; they might reckon that desperately
needed tourist receipts – not to mention receipts from agricultural exports –
would vanish” if the seriousness of a catastrophe were known.39 Thus national
governments in disaster areas may suppress or distort information about the
scope and severity of the disaster.40

Outside intervention to help with a disaster “often does not understand the
role played by coping mechanisms in a culture,” as foreigners “are not familiar
with a society and how it works.”41 Victims may not use the disaster aid pro-
vided and may have no idea how to use productively goods received; recipient
communities may have little to say about the quantity and quality of the relief
they receive.42 Examples of inappropriate and often counterproductive disaster
aid include a British charity sending packs of tea, tissues, and Tampax to a dis-
aster area; the European Community sending powdered milk to an earthquake
area where few cows had perished but there was no water; a humanitarian group
sending chicken cooked in pork fat to non-pig-eating Moslem disaster victims;
and a West German charity constructing 1,000 polystyrene igloos which proved
too hot to live in and (since they could not be dismantled or moved) had to be
burned down, giving off toxic fumes.43 Disaster aid may be extremely transient,
arriving suddenly in huge quantities and then ceasing, leaving affected commu-
nities in a difficult adjustment dilemma.44 Because of the urgent needs immedi-
ately following natural catastrophes, the emphasis rather naturally has been on
immediate Band-Aid solutions rather than on underlying structural deficiencies,
with short-term emergency needs taking precedence over important long-term
priorities.45 At the same time, “deficiencies in infrastructure (for example, in
sanitation and water supplies) may falsely be attributed to the disaster,” leading
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to an overstatement of needs created strictly by the catastrophe.46 It is, of course,
always possible that disaster aid will “reward the gambler and penalize the pru-
dent,” as such relief “may actually encourage people to build or rebuild unsafe
structures or structures in unsafe areas.”47

In considering when disaster relief assistance is granted or withheld, a
number of influences play a critical role.  These include the magnitude of the dis-
aster, the media coverage, the perceived helplessness of the victims, and the will-
ingness of those affected to accept outside help.  It is a cynical truth that “disas-
ters that kill a few quickly get much more ‘relief’ than disasters that grind peo-
ple down slowly.”48 Among the types of natural disasters, aid to earthquake vic-
tims tends to be especially enthusiastic.49 It is widely accepted that “media cov-
erage of disasters profoundly affects both public opinion and public policymak-
ing in the latter stages of an emergency,” educating those exposed and creating
pressure for resource allocation to relieve the suffering; but such coverage is
“limited, random, and unreliable,” and so inaccurate and superficial that it has
“in some cases encouraged the wrong response to a crisis.”50

Politicization of disaster relief is common if not universal.  Disaster aid
generally tends to go to political allies and those already receiving other forms
of government assistance.51 Even within countries, “governments in disaster sit-
uations have often made decisions not on the basis of the interests of disaster vic-
tims but rather in light of perceived political imperatives,” such as by steering
relief to one favored ethnic group rather than another.52 The United States gov-
ernment is not immune to this kind of behavior, as “the State Department has
tried to use disaster assistance – in fact all of USAID’s budget – to advance
immediate U.S. foreign policy goals, sometimes to the detriment of long-term
interests;”53 for example, it has in the past due to ideological differences refused
to offer disaster relief to Cuba during and after a severe hurricane.54 Even non-
altruistic economic motives may play a role here:  “Canadians or Argentineans
rich in grain may profit when the droughts and floods occurring elsewhere help
to raise world prices;”55 and a lot of disaster relief “is merely the export of sur-
plus commodities, regardless of their utility.”56 Politics, along with pride and a
sense of the limited effectiveness of foreign relief also affects who will accept
foreign disaster assistance:  for example, after the Guatemala City earthquake of
1976, Guatemala refused to accept disaster aid from Britain because the two
were in dispute over Belize.57

A special set of complexities arises when the military is involved in pro-
viding disaster relief.  In most natural disasters, the government military plays a
key role because the military can send self-sufficient units to the field quickly
and has good communications and access to transport and heavy machinery.58

Even though the military has always been heavily involved in natural disaster
relief,59 with the end of the Cold War it has been uncomfortably ordered more
frequently and more dangerously to help in this area and to perform side-by side
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with groups composed of many of its most vocal critics – humanitarian relief
organizations.60 On the international level, it should be noted that only the
United States, United Kingdom, France, Canada, Germany, and Russia have the
long-range military airlift capability required to deliver large quantities of for-
eign humanitarian aid.61 In many places, “military forces are the instrument of
first, rather than last, resort to mitigate the effects of disasters.62 Because after
disasters there is often looting of relief supplies before they get to their desig-
nated destination, such security forces seem essential.63

But while even the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent
Societies admit that “many look enviously at the resource base, discipline, and
‘can-do’ mentality of professional armies” in the disaster context, the same
organization points out that adherence to the tradition of neutrality, impartiality,
and independence necessarily must mean that international humanitarian assis-
tance “is apolitical and, by definition, excludes the use of military force,” voic-
ing its strong concern about the blurring of humanitarian/political-military
lines:64

The trend has been for humanitarian agencies to become politicized
and for military elements to enter the humanitarian arena.  The latter
has been facilitated by the tendency of governments to exploit
humanitarian actions as substitutes for policy and political action.
This has been a mutually-reinforcing error; humanitarians feel
obliged to act when the politico-military establishment fails to do so,
and the military then become involved in humanitarian activity to
protect the compromised, and thus vulnerable, aid workers.  Neither
group has been served by the exchange.

The mode of military operation during these catastrophes may not always be the
most appropriate in this regard:  “army units have been known to move into a dis-
aster area like an invading army and to treat survivors like prisoners of war,
ordering them here and there;” and in some cases these units have organized
orderly compact tent camps, which have resulted in people being far from their
domestic animals and the homes they want to rebuild, in the rapid spread of dis-
ease, and in feelings of helplessness and passivity among the victims.65 The mil-
itary themselves, rarely enthusiastic to begin with about participating in human-
itarian aid, note the absence of tangible objectives, their lack of expertise in reha-
bilitation, and their fear of “mission creep” in dealing with disaster relief.66 Thus
despite the logical complementarity between neutral humanitarian responses to
complex emergencies and political-military peacekeeping operations,67 in prac-
tice there can be considerable friction between the two.
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SECURITY IMPACT

In today’s global system where people feel disconnected and isolated from
violent forces of nature, cataclysmic natural disasters have the potential either to
reinforce or to shake up the prevailing status quo.  The notion of security
employed here is “the pursuit of psychological and physical safety … to prevent
direct threats … from endangering the survival of these regimes, their citizenry,
or their ways of life.”68 Part of any meaningful notion of security is the idea that
there is a social contract between the ruler and the ruled, in which the citizenry
expects protection from the state in return for loyalty and taxes:  in the context
of natural disasters, this means that there is a clear expansion of the security
agenda69 to encompass disaster victims’ expectations of state responses to their
predicament.  The stability-oriented definition presented here clearly encom-
passes not just the protection of human life and the maintenance of the prevail-
ing lifestyle, but also the continuation of the government in power.  While natu-
ral disasters clearly have the potential to kill people and substantially degrade the
way of life, questions arise about the possibility that they may simultaneously
increase support for government regimes and promotion of intergovernmental
cooperation.  

In this regard, two complementary hypotheses emerge claiming in differ-
ent ways a uniform “silver lining” to the “dark cloud” of security disruption from
natural disasters:  

(1) Natural disasters tend to strengthen national governmental stability by
increasing domestic unity as everyone bands together in the face of
common destruction; and

(2) Natural disasters tend to strengthen international governmental coop-
eration by increasing the bonds between donor and recipient countries
as recipients feel grateful toward donors and donors feel compassion-
ate toward recipients.

These common presumptions are much too sweeping and cry out for sus-
tained examination.  To argue simply that natural disasters are two-edged swords
which can promote both security or insecurity is frankly not helpful.

The basis for the first belief is the widespread assumption that “the instinct
to avoid the fatalities and the property damage inflicted by extreme geophysical
events often transcends the economic and political divisions of mankind in the
immediate aftermath of a disaster.”70 During the emergency phase of a disaster,
especially, the claim is that “differences within the community tend to be put
aside and conflicts held in abeyance.”71 More specifically, the causes of internal
cooperation after a major calamity include the presence of an external threat, the
ability to perceive and specify the exact agent of disaster, the general consensus
on priorities, the creation of community-wide problems, the focusing of attention
on the present, the leveling of social distinctions, and the strengthening of com-
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munity identification.72 Despite the virtually inevitable crisis in the domestic
political system triggered by a natural catastrophe, encompassing a questioning
of the government’s management capacity to forestall disaster, the joint efforts of
local communities and government officials to rebuild after massive destruction
that was clearly nobody’s direct fault is supposed to foster a major positive polit-
ical payoff. 

The basis for the second belief is the widely held premise that foreign dis-
aster relief may generate extraordinary feelings of goodwill highlighting a
donor’s national character and moral principled leadership, raising the legitima-
cy of democracies in the eyes of the public, and improve external diplomatic
relations significantly.73 Despite possible perceived power asymmetries between
donor and recipient, where if the donor is more powerful disaster aid may rein-
force a sense of external dependence and if the recipient is more powerful disas-
ter aid may be viewed as an unnecessary intrusion, the relationship between the
two nations is assumed to improve because of the tangible efforts made to help
in times of humanitarian emergency and the resulting formation of emotional
bonds between the two societies.  Even though foreign disaster relief often
proves to be inappropriate or ineffective, the positive motivation of the donor is
the key to this alliance-building international security payoff, often termed “dis-
aster diplomacy.” 

CASE EXAMPLES

This study briefly examines in chronological order six major disasters, list-
ed in Figure 1, to get a sense of how they fare with respect to the two security
hypotheses.  All took place during the last half-decade of the century, between
1995 and 2000, and – despite their differences in scale – appear as a whole to
embody the kind of catastrophic consequences representative of this period (by
several measures these were the most devastating natural disasters during this
time frame).  Aside from their magnitude in terms of human and property dam-
age, these cases were purposely selected to encompass a wide range of regions,
including sub-Saharan Africa, the Middle East, Central America and the
Caribbean, East Asia, and Central Europe, to occur in settings with varied levels
of industrial development; and to incorporate all four types of natural disaster.
Given the recent occurrence of these cases and the thinness of the evidence, any
conclusions about them are inescapably tentative.

Japan Earthquake

In the early morning of 17 January 1995, an earthquake (specifically
named The Great Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake) measuring 7.2 on the Richter scale
struck the port city of Kobe, Japan.  While it lasted only 11 seconds, it had the
equivalent impact of over 340 kilotons of TNT, killed over 5,500 people, left
over 300,000 homeless, and destroyed over 100,000 houses, with total damage
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estimated at $95 billion.74 Although Japan has been perhaps the world leader in
earthquake research and technology, implementing extensive seismic monitoring
systems and strict building codes for both structures and highways, and its citi-
zens regularly practice earthquake drills, the impact was devastating.

Because the response by the Japanese government was both slow and inef-
fective, the domestic security effect was quite negative.  The government was
reluctant to swallow its pride and ask for help from its Self-Defense Forces, caus-
ing four hours to pass between when the quake hit and officials finally request-
ed aid, while the internal military assistance took a full two days to arrive in
force.75 Bureaucratic red tape also blocked Japanese relief efforts, as the gov-
ernment bureaucracy appeared to be “more concerned with preservation of its
own control, or of the national ‘face,’ than with emergency relief . . . when the
crisis struck, the central government was paralyzed, and the city, prefectural, and
national police, fire brigades, water authorities, highway authorities, and Self-
Defense Forces were shown to be unreliable.”76 Although Japanese citizens
rarely rail against their government, in this case there were widespread vocal crit-
icisms of the ineptitude of the official authorities, and even the prime minister
admitted that the government response had been “confused.”77

Figure 1:

NATURAL DISASTER CASE STUDIES

Country Disaster Type Date National/International
Security Impact

Japan Earthquake January 1995 Criticism of Domestic Government
(Kobe) Discouragement of Foreign Disaster

Aid

Montserrat Volcano July 1995 Criticism of Domestic Government
Strained Montserrat-Britain Relations

Poland Flood July 1997 Criticism of Domestic Government
No Impact on Foreign Relations

Honduras Hurricane October 1998 Criticism of Domestic Government
(Mitch) Strained Honduras-United States

Relations

Turkey Earthquake August 1999 Criticism of Domestic Government
Improved Greece-Turkey Relations

Mozambique Flood February 2000 No Impact on Support for Domestic
Regime
Improved South Africa-Mozambique
Ties
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On the international level, the Japanese government made foreign human-
itarian relief all but impossible, forfeiting in the process an opportunity to
strengthen global security ties.  From the United States President Clinton made
an open offer of support within hours of the quake, but Japan refused to utilize
2,000 available beds on a nearby American carrier because it was a nuclear-
armed vessel and took two days before allowing an American airlift of blankets
to get underway.78 The Japanese government similarly turned away or postponed
relief assistance from other countries as well:  Tokyo bureaucrats in the Foreign
Ministry delayed a Swiss rescue team for a day and a half, a French rescue team
for three days and a half, a British rescue team for five days, and foreign doctors
from several locations for days because they lacked Japanese registration; all in
all, of 62 offers of assistance from foreign governments, Japan accepted only
20.79

Montserrat Volcano

In July 1995, a volcano (named Soufriere Hills) that had been dormant for
over 400 years erupted on the 39-square-mile Caribbean island of Monserrat,
permanently changing the lives of the 11,000 people who lived there.  Ejecting
upward a superheated cloud of ash, steam, and rocks that made two-thirds of the
island uninhabitable, the cataclysmic event killed nobody but virtually shut down
the country:  it directly caused most hotels and restaurants to close, cruise ships
to avoid the island, a medical school to move abroad, unemployment to sky-
rocket, the capital city Plymouth to become a ghost town, and over a third of the
inhabitants – about 4,000 people – quickly to pack up and leave the island for the
long-term.80 Situated over a subduction zone where the North and South
American tectonic plates push beneath the Caribbean plate to form the Lesser
Antilles islands, Montserrat has continued to experience low level volcanic activ-
ity since that time, including a milder eruption in June 1997 that killed over 20
people.

Domestically, inhabitants of Montserrat became quite disgruntled with
their own government.  Many on the island blamed the regime for ineptitude and
inaction, forcing Chief Minister Bertrand Osborne to resign after only nine
months in office in the years following the eruption, due in part to dissatisfaction
with his ability to obtain disaster relief from Britain.81 It is generally accepted
that the Montserrat government “woefully mishandled” disaster relief from the
start, with no general announcement of what the remaining inhabitants should do
in the event of an emergency evacuation and with no significant construction of
temporary housing.82 The volcano has now stimulated a broader and quite unset-
tling debate among those in Montserrat about constitutional and citizenship
rights, as they are legal citizens neither of Britain nor of non-independent
Montserrat.83

On the international level, the volcanic eruption has served to introduce
and amplify major strains between Montserrat and its colonial ruler, the United
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Kingdom.  Thanks to this natural disaster, “Monserrat now has the most aid-
dependent economy in the world, with $60 million in donations from Britain” for
the less than 4,000 inhabitants between 1995 and 1997.84 The Monserrat gov-
ernment has criticized the British government for offering inhabitants financial
incentives (modest relocation allotments) to leave the island but none to stay, and
the British Secretary of International Development complained that Montserrat’s
residents were unrealistic in their demands and “soon would be seeking a ‘gold-
en elephant.’”85 In addition, with more than 3,000 former residents of Monserrat
having migrated to Antigua, representing almost five percent of the population of
this 30-mile-away island, Antigua’s government has felt frustrated and strained
to the limit in its ability to provide housing, education, medical treatment, jobs,
and social services for its own people, angry at Britain for not providing it with
more refugee assistance.86

Poland Flood

Beginning on 5 July 1997, two-week-long torrential rain due to an abnor-
mal weather system caused the Oder, Vistula, Niesse, and Morava Rivers to over-
flow their banks, triggering the worst flood in a century in Poland.  Many
European rivers are highly susceptible to flooding because their banks have been
reinforced with dikes and canal-like walls, “turning them into funnels that pre-
vent high waters from dissipating naturally.”87 While Germany’s eastern state of
Brandenburg was able to protect itself from significant damage due to massive
and speedy mobilization by the German government, and the Czech government
also reacted quickly, Poland did not have the resources to do so and was over-
whelmed.  Afterwards the damage was staggering:  Poland suffered more than
any other country in the region, with 1,360 towns, 45,000 buildings, and 5,000
kilometers of roads and railways flooded; 55 people killed and tens of thousands
destitute; and damage estimates estimated at $3 billion.88

The domestic criticism of the Polish government after the deluge was quite
severe.  When Polish Prime Minister Wlodzimierz Cimoszewicz announced
early on that the country had no reserve funds for disaster aid and would not
declare a state of emergency, villagers revolted and refused to leave their homes
or abandon the dikes protecting their property as government engineers arrived
to blast holes in the dikes to ease the rush of the swollen rivers; this turmoil
forced Cimoszewicz to reverse his decision and belatedly deploy hundreds of
army troops in a relief effort.89 Few officials in Poland appeared to be capable
of explaining how to get the much-publicized government reimbursements of
$1,000 for disaster damage; top officials within Poland’s hardest hit region,
including military commanders, were abroad or on vacation when disaster
struck; and the catastrophe ended up “laying bare crucial gaps in this fledgling
democracy,” with old Communist ways of thinking where people waited for top-
down communication still predominating.90 Polish citizens specifically blamed
the ruling Democratic Left Alliance for being more concerned with an upcoming
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parliamentary election campaign and with congratulating itself over Poland’s
just-announced acceptance into NATO than with saving the country; in the end,
the government’s loss of this election in September was in large part due to the
bungled flood response.91

Internationally, regional disaster assistance was forthcoming, but it did not
seem to stimulate major long-term changes in cross-national security coopera-
tion.  Bilateral governmental assistance was impressive, with the Hungarian gov-
ernment sending over water pumps and Germany making $224,000 initially
available to help Polish flood victims and ultimately providing $7.5 million in
official and unofficial disaster aid to Poland and the Czech Republic.92 Although
the generally amicable relations between donors and recipients did not transform
significantly, at the very least as a result of the disaster Germany and Poland
began very preliminary discussions of a joint approach to the European Union
for financial help to modernize dikes along the Oder River.93

Honduras Hurricane

At the end of October 1998, Hurricane Mitch – reportedly the most
destructive storm in the Western Hemisphere in 200 years – ripped through
Central America and unleashed 290 kilometer-per-hour winds and a year’s rain-
fall in just two days.  In Honduras, where the impact was by far the worst, the
storm killed 6,000 people in landslides and floods (out of a total of 10,000 total
deaths), made 80,000 homeless, and wrought an estimated $3.6 billion worth of
damage (60 percent of the Honduran annual gross domestic product), including
destroying 60 percent of the country’s bridges, 25 percent of its schools, and 50
percent of its agricultural productivity.94 The toll was staggering by any meas-
ure.

Domestically, the Honduran government was incapable of responding to
the catastrophe.  It did not place the country on alert, spearhead an effort to
muster sandbags, plan evacuations, or organize backup power supplies; instead,
it simply “hoped the hurricane would go away.”95 Widespread environmental
degradation, particularly deforestation, as well as poverty and population growth
made the problems triggered by the storm virtually insuperable in any case.
Confusion about government policies reigned, as many thought central govern-
ment officials would not allow them to rebuild structures close to a swollen river,
while local officials said that was acceptable.96 Needless to say, the result of
these failings was increasing unhappiness by the Honduran people with their
own government.97

From an international perspective, relations between Honduras and other
nations in the Western Hemisphere did not significantly improve as a result of
Hurricane Mitch, and strains emerged particularly in relations with the United
States.  Close to $100 million in international relief assistance poured in, but it
did not even come close to meeting the need.98 American soldiers rescued 600
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people, and the United States alone initially pledged $70 million (actually even-
tually spending $300 million on immediate relief efforts), including $24 million
for food aid, $16.3 million for water and sanitation, and $30 million for aircraft
and other services from the Defense Department; yet the United States received
widespread criticism from Honduras for doing “far too little” to help out with the
disaster.99 While President Clinton also granted as a result of the storm tempo-
rary refuge for 18 months to about 150,000 Hondurans and Nicaraguans illegal-
ly living in the United States, Honduran leaders viewed this move only as a tem-
porary safety valve “falling far short” in dealing with the larger tensions between
the two countries dealing with illegal migrants.  And Salvadorans and
Guatemalans objected to unfair treatment because they did not receive this
offer.100

Turkey Earthquake

At 3:01 AM on 17 August 1999, one of the deadliest earthquakes of the
century hit northern Turkey, flattening the Turkish city of Izmit.  Measuring 7.4
on the Richter scale, the ground moved laterally nearly 10 feet thrust by the ener-
gy of 100 megatons of TNT as one of the tectonic plates in the North Anatolian
Fault shifted.  In the aftermath at least 18,000 people lost their lives and 1.5 mil-
lion people were at least temporarily homeless.101

Domestically, the efforts of the Turkish government to manage this crisis
failed miserably.  Its rescue efforts “collapsed into chaos and disappeared in hun-
dred-kilometer traffic jams,” with communication so disrupted that at one point
Prime Minister Bulent Ecevit used a televised press briefing to convey instruc-
tions back to officials in Ankara.102 The catastrophe was compounded by the fact
that, although Turkish building codes incorporated stiff earthquake-resistant
standards, it became clear quickly that corrupt Turkish contractors not subject to
stringent governmental inspections cheated quite a bit.  It is not surprising that
after the quake, the predominant sentiment in Turkey was outrage, as during the
disaster Turkish government officials “utterly failed to convey the sense that they
care much for their people”:  anger at the government (which had no dedicated
rescue team) for not reacting swiftly enough to rescue and help survivors, anger
at the army for not mobilizing into action sooner, and anger at the country’s
bureaucrats for allowing poorly constructed buildings to have been erected in the
first place.103

The scope of the international response to this disaster was virtually
unprecedented, with a distinctly positive payoff.  The United States dispatched a
crack search-and-rescue team, along with three Navy hospital ships and plane-
loads of supplies; and more than 30 other countries helped out.104 But most
notable and effective was the sizable relief effort from Turkey’s historic enemy
Greece, which within 12 hours of the quake sent three planeloads of relief sup-
plies to Turkey and continued to provide rescue workers, doctors, field kitchens,
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medical supplies, and fire fighting aircraft throughout the crisis.105 Beyond the
Greek government’s efforts, ordinary Greek citizens jammed the phone lines to
the Turkish Embassy in Athens soon after the disaster to express sympathy for
the quake victims and ask what they could do to help out, in the end donating
massive quantities of blood for the Turkish victims and even offering their vaca-
tion homes for those left homeless and orphaned.106 Afterwards an unusual
opportunity emerged for reciprocal generosity:  later in September when Greece
experienced a smaller earthquake measuring 5.9 on the Richter scale killing over
100 people and leaving over 100,000 homeless, the first foreign rescue team to
reach Athens was Turkish, accompanied by heartfelt expressions of sympathy
from the Turkish government.107 Dubbed by some “earthquake diplomacy,” this
bilateral cooperation in disaster management (which piggybacked on top of a
thawing process between the two states already in process) reaped tangible ben-
efits:  shortly after the Athens quake, Greece dropped its opposition to Turkey’s
entry into the European Union; and in January 2000, during the first official visit
by a Greek foreign minister to Turkey in 38 years, the Greek and Turkish gov-
ernments signed a series joint agreements combating organized crime and pro-
moting tourism “as a modest if symbolic step forward.”108

Mozambique Flood

In February 2000, the worst flooding in 50 years began in Mozambique,
triggered by over a month of extraordinarily heavy rain and exacerbated by
Cyclone Eline.  The waters of the Save, Incomati, Umbuluzi, Maputo, and
Limpopo Rivers exhibited an especially dramatic and unexpected rise in late
February, submerging much of the country and washing out many roads and
bridges.  The results included over 400 deaths and the emigration of almost a mil-
lion refugees fleeing the disaster, with reconstruction costs estimated at $250
million.109

The government of Mozambique was, perhaps quite understandably, in no
position to manage the natural disaster on its own.  Despite having been before
the flood one of the world’s fastest growing economies, Mozambique is extreme-
ly poor, and it has no disaster management unit, an army of only 6,000 inade-
quately paid and trained soldiers, and just a handful of helicopters lacking parts,
maintenance, and fuel.110 Despite the confused and ineffective government
response to the flood, however, the Mozambique citizenry expressed no disap-
pointment about these efforts because they expected little help from this source,
instead counting on massive international aid.  The calamity at the very least
stimulated the government of Mozambique (and that of other southern African
nations) to begin to put into place disaster preparedness mechanisms.111

While foreign disaster relief emanating from within the region was a god-
send, relief efforts from outside of the region proved to be generally belated and
inadequate.  The most effective disaster relief came from neighboring South
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Africa, despite experiencing its own related flooding problems:  the country
quickly supplied five helicopters and two light aircraft to work in the flood
zones, and as early as 2 March the South African Defense Minister visited the
areas affected by the disaster to promise even more assistance.112 After years of
being Mozambique’s “worst enemy” due to the former apartheid regime’s
financing of right-wing insurgents to topple Mozambique’s then socialist regime,
the South African government’s dispatch of 75 soldiers to the affected area accel-
erated the normalization of relations between the two countries (South African
relations with Mozambique were already on the mend after Nelson Mandela
assumed power) and made the South Africans true heroes in Mozambique
because of their successful rescue of nearly 15,000 flood victims, with the white
soldiers and the black guerrilla fighters they once hunted working side-by-side in
the relief operations.113 In sharp contrast, Mozambique President Joaquim
Chissano stated that the flood aid from outside the region, arriving “very slowly
and in small quantities,” was not sufficient to prevent deaths from starvation,
drowning, and cholera and malaria epidemics; and there is widespread “simmer-
ing resentment” felt by many government officials and relief workers who claim
that “the powerful nations of the world often fail to act as urgently here as else-
where.”114

General Case Patterns

From this admittedly small body of case evidence some tentative patterns
emerge about the security impact of recent natural disasters.  It is clear from the
outset that neither of the commonly-held beliefs cited earlier receive much sub-
stantiation:  in most of the cases neither the national governmental stability in the
affected country nor the international governmental cooperation between donor
and recipient countries increased.  However, significant clues emerge to help
qualify these generalizations.

The domestic security impact of all of the disasters except for the
Mozambique flood involved an increase in domestic criticism of, and dissatis-
faction with, the governments of the affected countries.  In none of the cases did
the citizenry feel the government acted swiftly and effectively to manage the
catastrophe, and the only difference in the Mozambique case is that there never
was an expectation here of such a response in the first place.  Increasingly the
roots of the political legitimacy of government regimes around the world has
broadened to include firm demands pertaining to disaster management.  From the
most prepared government of Japan to the least prepared government of
Mozambique, bureaucratic bungling and red tape was a culprit in the inadequate
domestic reaction to calamity.  Whereas in many societies the people in affected
areas pulled together to help each other even when the government is paralyzed,
in some cases – such as in Turkey and even more so around the same time in the
Orissa cyclone in India in October 1999 where 10,000 people died115 – there is a
widespread sense that the elite do not really care much about those affected by
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natural disasters.  Existing grievances can be exacerbated when governments
attempt initially to underplay the severity of the disaster and use propaganda to
attempt to smooth things over, as in Poland and a bit later in the flooding in
China in summer 1998 where 4,000 people lost their lives.116 Overall, the evi-
dence highlights some warning signs about when disasters may particularly fos-
ter government instability: first, overblown pride in technology’s ability to con-
trol disasters as in Japan; second, careless enforcement of construction codes as
in Turkey; third, inattention to environmental degradation as in Honduras; and
finally, supercilious initial disaster responses from government elite as in Poland
and Turkey (particularly troublesome when such governments are perceived as
having ample crisis management resources).

Turning to the international security impact, while two of the cases –
Turkey and Mozambique – exhibited dramatic improvements in relations
between donor and recipient countries, in the remaining four cases no such ben-
efits occurred.  Indeed, in two cases – Montserrat and Honduras – key donors
nations (the United Kingdom and the United States) ended up in worse positions
with renewed strains in their relationships with recipients of disaster aid and with
out-migration escalating regional tensions.  It is interesting to note that in all the
cases bilateral government-to-government disaster relief appeared to play a more
central role than that from international and non-governmental organizations.  In
the cases involving the least developed countries (Montserrat, Honduras, and
Mozambique), receiving foreign disaster aid ended up reinforcing a sense of
external dependence, even when bilateral foreign assistance proved wonderfully
helpful as it did in Mozambique.  Japan’s rejection or postponement of disaster
relief from abroad represents a not uncommon roadblock to the emergence of
international cooperation:  looking beyond the cases studied here during the
same period scrutinized, Taiwan flatly refused aid from China – due to distrust
of the Beijing government – after an earthquake measuring 7.6 on the Richter
scale hit in September 1999 and killed 2,400 Taiwanese;117 and the left-leaning
Venezuelan government would not allow American military forces to enter to
provide disaster relief after the devastating flood which killed 30,000 people in
January 2000.118 The use of foreign military troops as agents of disaster relief
did not increase tensions in any of the included cases.  Overall, the evidence sug-
gests that some key stimulants of disasters improving cooperation between donor
and recipient appear to be first, previous movement toward thawing of bilateral
hostilities; second, pivotal, appropriate, and effective disaster assistance; and
third, geographical proximity, especially where both donor and recipient were
vulnerable to the same kind of natural catastrophe.  More generally, when foreign
disaster relief efforts work hand-in-hand with local initiatives, and when they are
divorced from blatant advancement of the donor’s geostrategic interests, the
international cooperation possibilities may very well be the most promising.119  
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SECURITY IMPLICATIONS

This study’s analysis suggests a few broad and preliminary implications for
security policy, with the underlying goal being “to return stability and normalcy
to society in crisis”120 after disasters in such as way that enhances both humani-
tarian and security values. First and foremost, governments should, in addition to
humanitarian issues, pay much more explicit attention to the internal and exter-
nal security impact of natural catastrophes.  Rather than rigid “either-or” think-
ing posing idealist humanitarianism and realist security enhancement as incom-
patible opposites, we should strive to integrate both sets of concerns.
Domestically, awareness of the kinds of criticism and instability likely to be gen-
erated by these catastrophes can lead to better preparation, clearer communica-
tion during the crisis, and perhaps more urgent motivation out of regime self-
interest rather than simply altruism to send speedy and appropriate relief to those
affected.  Internationally, awareness of both the opportunities and pitfalls of for-
eign disaster aid can help governments to fine tune when such relief should be
provided or accepted, what form it should take, and what resulting changes in
foreign relations ought to be promoted.  Perhaps most importantly, governments
should attempt to refine their understanding of the conditions when internal sup-
port and external cooperation can be most enhanced in the aftermath of natural
disasters.  Failure to deal with natural disasters and their security impacts can
lead to truly dire consequences, as there have even been circumstances where the
collapse of governments were attributed to this oversight.

Second, efforts should occur within national defense ministries to integrate
explicitly disaster relief operations into the broader security framework.  Efforts
so far to address this issue have been very preliminary, even within the United
States:  for example, considering initiatives by the American intelligence com-
munity in the 1990s, there is now an annual National Intelligence Estimate for
Humanitarian Emergencies; and the Defense Intelligence Agency now has as one
of its emphases Environmental Defense Intelligence, where critical information
uniquely relevant to the planning and implementation of disaster relief – includ-
ing physical, environmental, and sociocultural elements – are part of intelligence
products dealing with complex humanitarian emergencies.121

Third, the involvement of government military forces in disaster relief
efforts needs careful reexamination in terms of its costs and benefits.  While the
military is frequently the most effective tool for providing such assistance, and
none of the cases studied revealed security-related problems in this area, policy
makers need to take more into account the sensitivity of both recipient country
governments and non-governmental humanitarian relief organizations as well as
the long-term political implications of such military use.  In particular, providing
military-sponsored disaster relief within a country where there is repression of
insurgency activities in particular regions, or pre-existing tensions with non-
governmental organizations sympathetic to the insurgent groups, can pose spe-
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cial problems.  From a foreign policy standpoint, the presence of such military
forces signifies a very different kind of commitment than disaster aid provided
without them, and counterproductive expectations – both hopeful and apprehen-
sive – can grow that they will serve purposes wider than their original mission.

Most broadly, there needs to be a new security calculus for donors provid-
ing foreign disaster relief.  This calculus need to integrate the varied opportuni-
ties and restraints clearly presented by the geopolitical and ecopolitical perspec-
tives when applied to complex humanitarian emergencies.  It makes no sense for
such aid to be a function of media publicity or public pressure, as the uneven
coverage of natural disasters and the haphazard nature of what grabs public con-
cern make such a basis for determining responses to complex humanitarian
emergencies more than a bit ludicrous; in any case, “public sentiment in foreign
countries may simply grow numb from the continual bombardment of informa-
tion about suffering people in foreign lands.”122 Instead, to the extent possible
with knowledge in hand, the paramount considerations ought to include the
severity of disaster-initiated damage to people and property, including the extent
to which the catastrophe significantly threatens the local or regional status quo;
the opportunity to provide timely and effective relief not already emanating from
local groups, immediate neighbors and regional sources; the willingness of those
affected to accept outside aid and their ability to utilize it efficiently to recover;
and the avoidance of security complications where recipients feel disaster aid is
insufficient, insulting, or instability-enhancing.

In an anarchic international system full of diverse values, how well nations
cope with natural disasters can be a measure of global civil society.  While these
irresistible catastrophes will continue to occur, making victims and whole soci-
eties feel helpless, the dysfunctional and incoherent pattern of government
responses to these tragedies need not continue.  Without violating national inter-
ests, it is certainly possible to relieve human suffering while at the same time
working to increase internal stability and external cooperation.  Ironically, severe
disruptions known as acts of God, reminding us of the overwhelming power of
nature, may indeed be the only impetus sufficient to push us in this noble direc-
tion. 
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