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Foreword

We live under the constant spell of disasters and they seem to be outpace our
abilities to predict them. We were no more cognizant about the emergence of
COVID-19 hitting us than the previous generation knew about the devastating
arrival of the Spanish flu. Does this mean, the study of disasters is of no practical
use? The answer is a resounding “no”. For one thing, certain disasters are truly
outlier events and our incapacity to predict them need not be overblown. What
matters is whether we are better prepared to deal with it when something of a
similar kind hits us. We did learn about managing pandemics from the previous
outbreaks and this knowledge is currently being used. Of course, management,
even as we term it a scientific process, is also muddled with the compulsions of our
political and public administration leadership. These complex equations make it
difficult to fully leverage the accumulated knowledge from previous crises with
emerging crises.

While the COVID-19 pandemic is a current worldwide pandemic mentioned in
the same breath as the plague of the seventeenth century in Europe, and the
outbreak of influenza in 1918-1919, I have experienced the disastrous wrath of
nature in the form of hurricanes. Three remain vividly etched in my memory.
While going through the chapters of this book, my own memories of living
through those disasters quickly came to mind. I had a scholar’s understanding of
these calamities but that alone was insufficient.

Betsy hit Louisiana the day I arrived in Baton Rouge in September 1965. I was
born and raised in Michigan but had transferred universities. I had no idea what
hurricanes were like but found out that night as Betsy tracked through and
hammered the state capital. I was holed up in a hotel and can still hear the fury
and howling of the storm. The next morning, I went to the top of the state capital
and surveyed the damage. Uprooted trees, damage to buildings, and many other
reminders left in the storm’s wake. What a reception to my new home!.

Camille hit the Gulf Coast in August 1969 with the highest windspeed at
landfall ever recorded — worldwide. 190 miles per hour. Devastation on the coast,
only an hour’s drive, was horrendous but what really got my attention was the
flooding, about three feet of water in my in-law’s home. That water also brought
in snakes and swarms of fire ants riding on the water, two critters I can do
without.

Katrina in August 2005 flooded about 80% of New Orleans. Thousands sought
refuge in the Superdome. Category 4 and 5 hurricanes cause so much damage,
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displacement, and death. Official hurricane season is June 1 to November 30 but
peak activity occurs from mid-August to late October.

Living in the Pine Belt of Mississippi just an hour’s drive from the Gulf Coast
provided no escape from Katrina’s fury. A few personal examples: tree limbs from
towering pines punched through the roof and into my living room and bedroom.
Electric power was out for three weeks (thankfully, I had purchased a generation
specifically for such purpose) as was phone service. It took two full days and
several eighteen-wheeler truckloads to clear my subdivision’s main street. The
physical and social constraints on living are enormous when a hurricane pummels
an area. Every crisis is different but, in the end, all people want and need it to be
over. As I write, hurricane season has officially opened and there is a tropical
depression whose projected cone has Baton Rouge in the center. Although it is
not certain whether this will develop into a hurricane, it is predicted to bring large
amounts of rain. Its counterclockwise motion will assuredly bring much precip-
itation to south Mississippi where I reside.

Residents living near the Gulf Coast are accustomed to standard hurricane
warnings and instructions. Tracking maps are widely available and contain
information on safe places if needed. Based on studies and experiences with many
previous hurricanes, protocols have been developed for precrisis, crisis, and
postcrisis circumstances. Steady PSAs on radio and television advise on a storm’s
progress, direction, and strength. As is the case with any disaster, information is
key in reducing losses and returning to normalcy.

COVID-19 has killed hundreds of thousands of people and put many more in
hospitals and other medical settings. The final total is far from being determined.
Social distancing, wearing of masks, and self-quarantining are among the coping
measures until a vaccine can be developed. Each measure must be closely fol-
lowed because, contrary to the visible havoc a hurricane can wreak, the coro-
navirus like the plague, influenza, and other medical afflictions is invisible and
does not leave readily observable scars on the landscape. However, the fear of
contracting the virus exerts immense psychological pressure. In the end, its
“costs” (social, economic, etc.) can be just as great or even more devastating than
the physical forces of our world. Our understanding of disasters and coping
methodologies is enhanced by studies such as those contained in this book.

General, universally valid theories of disasters or their management are
neither possible nor feasible. For the best possible practical impact, there is
need for developing nuance-laden case studies that touch upon specific disas-
ters, yet presented in a manner as to integrate these with the wider body of
literature on disaster management. It is refreshing to see this compendium of
case studies taking shape at a time when it most needed. To reassert its time-
liness, a substantial number of contributions in it connect with topics related to
COVID-19. Case studies on other topics, drawn from a diverse mix of interna-
tional contexts, make the book worthy of reading for a greater cross section of
readership.

I am impressed that the contributions in this volume have impacts far beyond
academia attributable, in part, to the nature of the topics and also because of the
credentials of the contributors. The contributors come from a diverse range of
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disciplinary and practice areas, offering a wide variety of perspectives upon
disaster management. They include sociologists, economists, psychologists,
geologists, ecologists, technocrats, and business management consultants, among
others. This book is significantly interdisciplinary in nature, with management
studies as its interlinking element.

The disaster preparedness aspect of the case studies will be of most interest to
planners and public policy makers. While case studies in rehabilitation part will
be of greatest interest to psychologists, those focusing on the economic impacts of
disasters will be of more interest to economists. All the case studies, in one way or
another, showcase real-world disaster management practices that will be of
immense use in planning for and mitigating impacts.

I earnestly hope this book will be a valuable reference guide for disaster
management practitioners and a supplementary educational resource in the
graduate courses in related areas.

Thomas R. Panko, PhD

Professor Emeritus,

School of Criminal Justice, Forensic Science and Security,
University of Southern Mississippi, USA

Email: thomas.panko@usm.edu
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