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Disasters are getting bigger, and the damages to cities and human settlement worse than in 

any other period in human history. The world population is now dominantly living in cities and 

metropolitan regions in high-risk coastal areas creating both the cause and consequence of this 

growing menace to all human life and property. As we build our sites, we are creeping on to 

landscapes that are increasingly hazardous because of their proximity to rivers, the sea and mountain 

areas that were un-buildable only half a century ago. Modern technology has made it possible to build 

in locations that were off-limits in past centuries because the terrain was too densely covered with 

vegetation and animal life, the slopes were too high, or the river current and sea tides too dangerous. 

But we have found ways to overcome these difficulties in order to accommodate larger populations in 

sprawling settlements. Nature has not changed, we have. Now we have to learn to live with the 

consequence of our settlement choices. 

In two new books Managing Urban Disaster Recovery: Policy, Planning, Concepts and Cases 

(Crisis Response Press, 2012) and My Storm: Managing the Recovery of New Orleans in the Wake of 

Katrina (U Penn, Press, 2011) , I put forward a comprehensive analysis of how to deal with post-

disaster social, economic, physical and emotional issues. The book is not a recipe but a well 

developed multi-national and multidisciplinary presentation on how to deal with urban post-disaster 

situations no matter where they occur in the world. In putting the book together, we learned a great 

deal from one another and distilled this information into manageable pieces for teachers, trainers and 

practitioners. In essence, the book aims to be the post-disaster reference and manual. It is also 

intended to trigger more contributions and more cases built from future disaster rebuilding work. We 

all know disasters will continue to occur at greater frequency and with greater impacts on urban 

environments. 

In these books about cities recovering from disasters I and my colleagues recognise that 

urbanisation will continue and disasters will grow in frequency with climate change and related 

factors. The book also puts forth some lessons that need to be factored into the recovery processes to 

employ as we build and re-build settlement both pre- and post-disaster. 

Firstly, every community needs to have a pre-thought out disaster strategy prior to any event, 

be it man-made or natural. We use the term strategy to describe the courses of action and not a rigid 

set of rules or plans that cannot be adapted to the circumstances. A strategy is a well developed set of 

principles that guide the community. These principles should take into consideration the human and 

ecological needs of the place. These principles should form the basis for both current developments 

and post-disaster recovery. 

Secondly, all communities need to have long-term master plans that set out a future direction 

but have within them contingencies for natural or man-made destructive interventions. So, the 

community should organise adequate water, power and food supplies for at least one week for all 

households in every neighbourhood. To the extent possible, mitigations and resilience should be the 

bedrock of all community plans. The long-term plan should reduce the dependencies of fossil fuels 

and natural resources. Finally, communities can and should prepare for more distributed and less 

centralised systems of infrastructure for water and power. 

Thirdly, since recovery is about the restoration of both people and places the robustness of 

the communication system will determine the outcome of the rebuilding process. Communities that 

embrace social media and other forms of communications technologies will be able to reduce 

casualties and rebound faster than those that have not put such systems in place. 
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Fourthly, disasters present opportunities to re-position a local economy. In the global 

marketplace, communities that re-tool their economies post disaster can regain their populations and 

economic wellbeing much faster than those that attempt to restore the past economic base. 

Finally, we place a good deal of emphasis on capacity-building within the community to 

construct the requisite leadership to survive and thrive post disaster. But local leadership has to know 

how to use skilled international resources for both rescue and rebuilding. When communities use 

external resources well, from celebrities to international agencies, donors and international experts, 

they can rebuild a more resilient base reducing the potential impacts of future disasters. 

No community is disaster proof. So, vigilance and preparation are essential. Our book, we 

think, is one of the components of good preparation to ensure a robust future. 
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