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Handbook of Disaster Policies
and Institutions

Disasters, both natural and human-induced, are leading to spiralling costs in terms
of human lives, lost livelihoods and damaged assets and businesses. Yet these
consequences and the financial and human crises that follow catastrophes can
often be traced to policies unsuited to the emerging scales of the problems they
confront, and the lack of institutional capacity to implement planning and preven-
tion or to manage disasters. This book seeks to overcome this mismatch and to
guide development of a more strategic policy and institutional framework.

This updated and revised second edition includes new coverage of climate
change adaptation, which has rapidly become central to disaster and emergency
planning and management. This is an essential handbook for practitioners across
the world seeking to improve the quality, robustness and capacity of their disaster
management mechanisms.

John Handmer is Innovation Professor at RMIT University, Melbourne, Adjunct
Professor at The Fenner School of Environment and Society, The Australian
National University, and Visiting Professor, Flood Hazard Research Centre,
Middlesex University, UK.

Stephen Dovers is Professor and Director at The Fenner School of Environment
and Society, The Australian National University and Adjunct Professorial
Research Fellow, Research Institute for Environment and Livelihoods, Charles
Darwin University, Australia.

Both authors are affiliated with the Bushfire Cooperative Research Centre in
Australia.



“This is a terrific book. Handmer and Dovers make a much-needed and very wel-
come foray into the scant world of emergency management policy. The addition
of the climate change dimension adds to its compelling argument and makes this
book necessary reading for all involved in any aspect of emergency management
today.” — Naomi Brown, Chief Executive Olfficer, Australasian Fire & Emergency
Service Authorities Council, Australia

‘An essential companion for anyone seeking to understand the policy context of
disaster management. This new edition is especially welcome because it engages
fully with the emerging thinking on the intersection of disaster management
and climate change adaptation. Policy-making for disaster management also
addresses the climate change adaptation challenge, making this book an impor-
tant resource for those working in both adaptation and disaster management.’
— Jean Palutikof, Professor and Director, National Climate Change Adaptation
Research Facility (NCCARF), Griffith University, Australia

‘The contents of this book are very rich in precious material about emergency and
disaster management. Handmer and Dovers successfully address the hot issues,
taking into account local beliefs and indigenous knowledge and covering the
areas of weakness we face in the least developed countries. This book is good
guidance. ..l am very glad to have a copy of the second edition.” — Ismail Fadl
El Moula Mohamed, Director, Disaster Management, Sudan Meteorological
Authority, Sudan

Praise for the first edition

‘Too much emergency response to disasters has the hallmarks of panic or the
deployment of immediate tactics without a strategic vision. This book is a signifi-
cant contribution to seeking to correct this tendency. It does this admirably, by
emphasizing both the practical and the tactical within a strong strategic framework
that should help to make emergency response both better and more sustainable.’
— Edmund Penning-Rowsell, Head, Flood Hazard Research Centre, Middlesex
University, UK



‘In this timely and insightful book, Handmer and Dovers develop a systematic
understanding of the policy processes and frameworks needed to set the foun-
dations for success when hazards threaten. It will be highly appreciated by
policy makers and practitioners in rich and poor countries alike.” — Reid Basher,
Coordinator, Policy and Inter-Agency Coordination, UN International Strategy
for Disaster Reduction, Australia

‘Emergency management, public policy and institutional settings are inextrica-
bly linked but the interactions are poorly understood. Handmer and Dovers have
provided new and perceptive insights which will have far-reaching influences on
understanding and future directions. I wish this book had been available when I
was head of Australia’s federal emergency management agency.’ — Alan Hodges,
AM, Former Director General Emergency Management Australia

‘This book is a must-read for anyone who hopes to understand and influence
emergency policy. Covering the nature of emergency management and the com-
plex institutional framework within which it operates, the authors’ comprehensive
treatment of the subject is learned, internationally relevant and, yes, passionate.” —
Paul Gabriel, Manager, Emergency Management Policy, Office of the Emergency
Services Commissioner, Melbourne, Australia

‘This is a fresh, invigorating and above all challenging look at emergency man-
agement. It takes a big-picture view, going beyond mere “disaster events” to
explore the links between emergency management and sustainability in the con-
texts of institutions and policy. All those who have leadership roles in the field
should read it carefully: it will re-shape the way they approach their task.” — Chas
Keys, former Deputy Director General of the New South Wales State Emergency
Service, Australia
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Introduction

The context and aims of this book

It is too easy to be critical of emergency managers. In a major event, for them the
stakes are high, with lives and economies at immediate risk, resources inadequate
and political and media scrutiny intense, interfering and unforgiving. Information
will be inadequate, modelling ambiguous and rumours rife. Emergency man-
agement is often tested in public with immediate feedback, and in front of a
constituency too often dedicated to allocating blame.

Disasters challenge societies and governments, and will challenge even more
with likely social, economic, climatic and environmental change. They can
undermine the legitimacy of government by creating apparent chaos and disrup-
tion and highlighting the weaknesses and limits of government. They can result
in deaths and destruction, and disruption to every aspect of society. Poorer coun-
tries may find that ‘[T]he consequences of disasters erase years of development
and take years to reverse...’ (Egeland, 2006). Such events also provide oppor-
tunities, with the media, political and local constituencies generally endowing
with special status those who show leadership and empathy with the affected.
As short lived as this topicality and celebratory status may be, there are clear
political benefits from many disasters. Paradoxically, the less visible process
of strategic policy development and implementation for disaster risk reduction
(here seen as synonymous with emergency management) may carry little politi-
cal reward, and its success in reducing the impacts of events that might otherwise
become disasters may even result in budget cuts and reduced status and profile
for those involved. Another issue often faced by strategic planners is attacks by
those who would profit from activities restricted by risk reduction, such as the
development of risky locations. This is because the media and political rewards
are not unnaturally skewed towards the heroes of response, rather than strategic
planners.

This all points to the desirability of developing policy that serves a number of
aims — national and local; social, economic and environmental; focused on pre-
paredness, response and long-term recovery — and that is flexible enough to cope
with shifts in community and political priorities, while ensuring a high positive
media and political profile. Such strategic policy is dependent on the suitabil-
ity of the institutional settings within which policy is formulated and developed,
implemented, monitored and within which it evolves. Emergency management



