Understanding Hazards and Disasters 
What is a hazard?

Those who have more resources—both economic as well as social— often have a greater capacity to withstand the effects of a hazard than the poorer members of a society.  On the other hand, poverty, inequality, lack of services and ill health are among the factors which contribute to people’s vulnerability to disaster. 

The relationship between vulnerability, hazard and time can be expressed as a simple formula that illustrates how risk is increased if the potential for the hazard occurring, and people’s vulnerability increase.  If capacity increases, then risk reduces.
Risk = Hazard x Vulnerability 





Capacity
“The groups most frequently at higher risk in disasters are women, children, older people, people with disabilities, people at risk of human rights violations, violence or coercion and people living with acute and chronic illness including HIV/AIDS. In certain contexts, people may also become vulnerable by reason of ethnicity, class/caste, lack of land tenure, religious or political affiliation or displacement, etc. Socially-constructed power relations concerning age, gender, class/caste, religion and ethnicity can all affect a person’s access to or lack of basic resources as well as their agency and participation on decision-making. Specific vulnerabilities influence abilities to survive and recover from a disaster.”

Sphere Guidance Note on Vulnerability, Context and Capacity Analysis, Draft 2010 

Disasters Typologies

Disasters can be divided into two broad groupings: natural disasters and human-made disasters. These two broad categories can then be sub-divided into several categories based on the speed, scale and duration of the event(s). The table below provides a non-exhaustive list of these different types of disasters. 
Natural disasters usually refer to phenomena such as earthquakes, typhoons, volcanic eruptions, and drought. While some natural disasters are catastrophic in character and could hardly be prevented, many environmentalists will argue that the negative results of natural disasters on people are often a result of human activity. For example, houses washed away during floods are likely to be those that are built on precarious deforested hillsides by poor families with few alternatives. Many natural disaster phenomena are cyclical in nature and can be predicted with some degree of accuracy; thus emphasizing the importance of prevention, preparedness and mitigation in program planning.

Human-made disasters can cover a wide array of events caused by human activity. Human-made disasters can be caused by human errors such as a nuclear power station accident or the collapse of a building due to faulty engineering. Most relevant to the work of international humanitarian agencies are those human-made disasters resulting in violent conflict or war. A term utilized often to describe the nature of post-Cold War violent conflict is Complex Emergency.
Complex emergencies refer to internal political crises and/or armed conflict, complicated by an array of political, social and economic factors. They typically include a breakdown of legitimate institutions and governance, widespread suffering and large-scale population displacements. Complex emergencies tend to be very dynamic, distinguished by rapid changes that are difficult to predict, thus raising complex issues regarding the timing, nature and scale of the humanitarian action needed.   

Table: Characteristics of Disaster Events

	
	Slow-Onset
	Rapid –Onset
	Cyclical/Chronic

	Natural Disaster
	Famine
	Earthquake

Flooding

Cyclone

Volcanic Eruption

Hurricane

Snow Storm

Landslide

Avalanche

Dust Storm


	Drought

Flooding

Cyclone

Hurricane



	Human-made Disaster


	Drought

Violent Conflict


	Accidents

Biological hazards

Violent Conflict


	Violent Conflict




The categories described above can take on different characteristics depending on the timing and scope of the disaster event(s). For example, there are acute or rapid-onset disasters versus slow-onset or progressive disasters, cyclical disasters and chronic emergencies. Some categories overlap as in the example of cyclones which are both rapid onset and cyclical (i.e., somewhat predictable). The typology of a disaster has implications regarding what can be done in terms of prevention, preparedness and response.
