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Some places are more prone to disaster than others. But what does it take to turn 
a cyclone into a disaster in one place and just a climatic event somewhere else?

The main reasons are obvious enough. Economically deprived people living in 
shacks are more likely to suffer from any calamity. Rich countries may have more to 
lose fi nancially, but they also have more resources for anticipating hazards. There 

are many ways of determining vulnerability, apart from economic factors: previous 
environmental damage leaving barren land, nearby industrial sites aggravating 
a hazard’s potential, poor social organisation and transparency, shortage of key 
resources, etc. Whatever you focus on, developing countries seem – predictably 
– to be the most frequent and most vulnerable victims of disasters.

Fragilised environments

Emissions of greenhouse gases have more than doubled the risk of European heat waves similar to the 2003 one according to a study by UK 
scientists. Economic Impacts of the summer 2003 heat wave in Europe are estimated to exceed 13bn Euros. (Nature 12-2004, COPA/COGECA-EU)

The planet is scattered with hazardous 
or explosive leftovers from a succession 
of technical breakthroughs – be they 
military or industrial – just waiting to 
be washed away by a fl ood or mudslide 
or carried off by a hurricane.

If disaster strikes these “powder kegs”
multiply the danger to people and the 
environment (posing a particularly acute 
threat to already scarce water resources).

Not all industries are potential powder kegs. 
But many by-products and effl uents can be 
hazardous, and storage may also pose prob-
lems. The following sectors are a source 
of potential concern: chemicals (including 
pesticide stockpiles); mining (tailings be-
ing the prime concern); arms and energy 
production (oil, gas and nuclear). 

Literal powder kegs exist in numerous 
countries in the form of unexploded ord-
nance, a missile on an mountain side in 
Afghanistan for example, bombs dropped 
in World War II that are still found oc-
casionally, landmines that turn vast areas 
of previously fertile agricultural land into 
unusable zones.
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Agriculture as well as fishing need a 
healthy environment. Countries whose 
economy depends mostly on these re-
sources will probably take many years to 
recover if the basis of their production 
is damaged.

Tourism is equally dependent on an 
intact environment for its prosperity. 
It doesn’t have to be as devastating an 
event as the recent tsunamis that literally 
washed away large parts of the tourism 
industry all around the Indian Ocean. A 
country’s economy depending heavily 
on toursim can already suffer from an 
oil spill, such as on the Atlantic coast of 
Spain and France where the number of 
visitors is reduced for years in reaction to 
the sinking of the tanker Prestige.

Through complex linkages of the glo-
balised economy damage to industri-
alised countries can happen indirectly, 
as was the case after the 1999 earth-
quake in Taiwan where the Californian 
production line was interrupted because 
the supply of components from Taiwan 
had ceased.

Deforestation is well known for aggravat-
ing erosion. Bare soil has no protection 
against heavy rain, washing away imme-
diately. On hillsides, it readily turns into 
mudslides leaving people very little time 
to seek refuge and cutting deep ravines 
into the earth. And where deforested land 
was turned into cultivated fi elds, the soil 
is likely to be overused and exploited 
through intensive use of fertiliser.

Forest fi res in particular increase CO2
emissions, and reducing forest coverage 
reduces capacity to absorb CO2 emitted 
by various human activities. CO2 is a key 
contributor to climate change, and scien-
tists mostly agree that climate change will 
lead to an increased risk for disasters.
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