LONDON FIRE RISK DISCUSSION

Shirin Elahi makes a good point, but I would caution against 'blaming the victim'.  I would divide 'personal responsibility', 'societal awareness', and 'empowerment' and urge that we think deeply about each in turn, not lump them together.  In the case of fire hazard in London social housing tower blocks (or poor drainage in Manila, etc.), individual personal responsibility no matter how well developed will have limited impact.  To build effectively on 'personal responsibility', 'societal awareness' would have to extend (a) to awareness of whose responsibility it is to inspect for fire hazard, to conduct maintenance properly, etc. and (b) awareness that individually and -- more importantly -- collectively people can and should demand action by local government, etc.  Finally, 'empowerment' often needs to take the form of assistance by civil society organizations in showing isolated and marginalized individuals how they can join with their others to make their voice heard.

Ben Wisner
bwisner@igc.org
I once had the pleasure of interviewing Pierre-Alain Schieb, who headed the OECD Futures Project on Emerging Systemic Risks for RiskWorld 2020, a scenarios project examining the future of risk and society (Journal of Risk Research 6:4-6, 2003). 
He argued that what was needed was the development of personal responsibility, empowering individuals and increasing societal awareness of safety issues, be they natural hazards, health, household financial management, etc. His example was Japan Disaster Day, where citizens are reminded of the hazards of fires and earthquakes in a non-dramatic way. Bearing in mind the systemic nature of risk, the high levels of education in the developed world and the pressures on resources, surely this would be worth promoting?
Thank you. 
 Shirin Elahi
Scenario Architect
Complex Global Risks 
www.shirinelahi.com 
It isn't a matter of blaming local authorities or asserting our special interest in DRR over the demands of other interests such as education, etc., etc.  A series of emails beginning with Necati's and then Phillip's, Justin's, and Garry's, show the importance of understanding how local authorities function in different parts of the world, and how they can function better.

A common theme seems to lack of resources.  In many countries there is rhetorical commitment to decentralization, but without the central government passing along the financial resources.  Such unfunded mandates are the bane of municipal administration, and the phenomenon is wide spread.  The under funding and de-funding of local government accelerated in the early 1980s with the emergence of the neo-liberal Washington Consensus.  Mike Davis has written about how the then Reagan administration "killed Los Angeles" -- hyperbole, to be sure, but a statement with more than a grain of truth.  The Thatcher government did the same thing.  In many other countries central government talks a good 'decentralization' game, but maintains tight control of funds.  This is one of the problems Mark Pelling and I observed in the African urban case studies we edited, to which I referred in an earlier email.

So the question is how reforms at the national level can be urged so that the potential for local scale community-government partnership can be realized without stealing from the education budget, etc.  

Thanks to all participants in this discussion for stimulating give and take!

BEN

Dr. Ben Wisner
bwisner@igc.org

Dear All,
Some interesting perspectives on the fire risk article. I think there are a series of reasons why local authorities neglect fire risks in public housing. However I am not convinced by the argument that if residents had raised it as a concern that the local authority would have done something about it. Even strong residents associations who meet with the council find it hard to get any real action and I am sure that this is the case the world over. Also it being 'social' housing/council housing/public housing there are often large waiting lists and once resident, tenants do not want to 'shake the foundations' or be viewed as trouble makers. Improvements (including safety improvements) have to come from tight budgets and rents may be put up as a consequence, something that those living in council housing in the UK are all too aware of. 
Additionally, I believe that an educational approach is also required to address the problem of preparing for future 'disasters'. It is interesting that as many academics, including Ben Wisner have been arguing against the dominant paradigm for disasters, where governmental, top down approaches are seen to be ineffectual at reducing risks and preparing their citizens, Professor Dedeolglu has reinforced the dominant paradigm in the argument that local and central government 'do not have the energy and resources to pay continuous attention to disasters'. As an educator and student of education for DRR I disagree wholeheartedly with this argument. The responsibility for knowledge about and preparedness for hazards in our communities should be ALL of our responsibility. This includes teachers, children, local government, retired people etc. There is a wealth of knowledge about everyday hazards and less frequent but higher magnitude events and hazards and yet  appear to be the domain of the 'knowledge keepers' of governments, the scientific community and so-called 'experts'. This information should be shared so that citizens across the world are not only aware of hazards that face them but know what to do and are prepared! This does not mean another leaflet campaign, so that as a DRR community we can pat ourselves on the back. Different groups and sectors of society can learn what to do and how to prepare. Use Youtube, use the media for this purpose. Has anyone made a National Geographic or discovery Channel programme about disaster risk reduction that wasn't clever men with beards telling us about the great technology we have to monitor hazards but not about how WE can prepare as citizens? I suspect not. 
I do not claim to have the answers by any means, but as the 'promotion of knowledge and resilience at all levels' is an integral part of the Hyogo Framework for action. It is one that could and should be cost affective in these lean times. But it takes imagination and resourcefulness alongside commitment to see this though. For more information on what educators  and teachers are attempting to do to create effective resources for DRR please see: http://edu4drr.ning.com 
Thank you for you time.
Kind Regards
Justin
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It was interesting to see the phrase "rapid onset disasters" being used.  A different perspective is "All disasters are slow onset when realistically and locally related to conditions of susceptibility" which comes from:

Lewis, J.  1988.  "On the line:  An open letter in response to 'Confronting Natural Disasters, An International Decade for Natural Hazard Reduction'".  Natural Hazards Observer, vol. XII, no. 4 (March), p. 4.

My own interpretation--learning from and copying the work of many people on this list--is that the root cause of disasters is vulnerability which accrues over the long-term based on long-term human values, decisions, and activities.  A hazard event might be rapid-onset, but the disaster, being more than a hazard, is a long-term slow accumulating process, not a one-off sudden swift event.

That is, it took a long time for society to develop the building codes, human behaviour, and governance systems that can permit a fire (or an earthquake or another hazard) to become a disaster.  The fire happens rapidly.  The earthquake happens rapidly.  But the fire disaster or the earthquake disaster are slow onset, taking a long time to build up--even if the underlying vulnerabilities are exposed in seconds when the hazard strikes.

Useful for long-term disaster risk reduction?  Or a semantics game, just playing around with common usage of common words?

Ilan
Interestingly the term/phrase that is often branded by local authorities and the individuals within is  " we are often too busy 'fire fighting' on a day to day basis which prevents us from spending as much time as we would like investing in long term preventative strategies".  The 'fire fighting' each day is handling the problems that arise and must be dealt with today. The long term strategies must be scheduled and budgeted for. And that is the challenge.....budget and time/person resource allocation.
Working with several EPO's within the UK, and having served on a District and County Authority, I know they want to do more, but physically unable to do it all at once. Finance resources must be found, if so then more than likely something else suffers. Do we cut the Education budget, or Local Health budget by 5%  affecting everyone in order to prioritise a minority's welfare? The answer is that in reality we respond with knee jerk reactions.......'fire fight' when necessary.
And the decisions vary from authority to authority, depending on their social environment, and political agenda and the wealth resource within the authority.

personally i think independent task teams should be set up to review, risk assess aspects of our environment. Set with a firm time scale, a central government budget, and be cross party supported. 

Plus I refer to my original comment, that we need to encourage community DR education, encourage ownership within the community, encourage individuals to take on a 'degree' of personal responsibility for their environment. This can start at school, within our future generations. We presently have a society that expects most things to be done for them, provided free, so that they don't have to think for them selves... this has to change.  Red earthquake alert...must go.

Garry de la Pomerai

Member of:
COGSS-DPE Coalition for Global School Safety-Disaster Prevention Education 
http://cogssdpe.ning.com/
UN-ISDR Thematic Platform Knowledge & Education http://www.unisdr.org/eng/partner-netw/knowledge-education/knowledge-education.htm
AGNDR - UK Advisory Group for Natural Disaster Reduction

I am from the Far East. Often local municipalities etc pay poor wages with insufficient qualified personnel are left to deal with  disasters. Most of the common occurring disasters like fires, floodings etc leave very little warning for authorities to react but I see the aftermath actions improving all the time but isn't this the wrong approach to deal with disasters.
 

Going to the fire situation in London, most of the high-rise buildings in SE Asia are made of concrete like a concrete frame or a concrete shear wall system with internal brickwork. I found that they survive quite well with a few fire incidences I am aware off. I don't know if the internal walls in the London Towers are commonly made of masonry, timber etc. I think this kind of 
materials are not as fire resistant compared with concrete. They require regular maintenance from time to time which can be modified or removed without the knowledge of local authorities and so not as robust as one would like.
 

Parminder Singh Malaysia
On 30 Sep 2009, at 10:56, Philip Buckle wrote:

This is an important point. Rapid onset disasters (either 'natural' or anthropogenic) are often of less concern than the risks of everyday life. We hear this across the planet in many different and diverse communities. 

But also agencies and governments have  to set priorities for resource allocation and obtaining funds (or other resources) is competitive.

Those of us in the DRR world put emphasis on disasters precisely because resources are limited and their allocation is competitive. Hopefully we are awake and charitable  enough to acknowledge that there are other priorities with equal entitlement. What would be useful is a whole of government approach that looks at all risks together, whatever their cause whether it is from 'disasters' or other sources such as poverty and crime and to see the links and dependencies between all these from the point of view of those at risk. 

Philip Buckle

2009/9/30 Necati DEDEOĞLU <dedeoglu@akdeniz.edu.tr>
Dear Ben,
 If you could have asked the local authority managers in London or Manila or New Orleans or Africa why they have  neglected their responsibilities for disaster risk reduction, they will probabaly tell you that they have too many other more immediate and just as important responsibilities to fulfill. Local authorities ( and many central governments for that matter) do not have energy and resources to pay continious attention to future disasters; they have many other pressing problems. We, disaster people, think  that disasters should have priority over other risks and duties but neither the citizens nor their administrators think so. I am sure that the local government would have done something towards reducing the fire risk in London, if the people living in those apartment blocks would have asked for it. But the people living there most probably have other priorities over the fire risk,such as unemployment, crime, air pollution etc. Best regards.
Prof. Necati Dedeoglu,
Antalya Turkey
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