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Note on Terminology of Disaster Risk Reduction

The popular and policy expressions of “disasters” provide insight into current thinking and can serve as a guide to how societies mobilize to address apparent threats. The extent to which there is a widespread understanding of related terminology assists in creating a common purpose and shared approaches among many different actors. Pursued consistently over a period of time this creates a community of interests and fosters productive and multidisciplinary organizational relationships.

During the past 10 years there has been an important shift in the terminology used to refer to reducing people’s exposure to disaster risks. In order to advance current thinking, the Yokohama Review will employ the contemporary language of disaster risk reduction and disaster risk management as elaborated below with the related distinctions of hazards, vulnerability and risk factors rather than to rely on the dated and less appropriate disaster management cycle aspects of “prevention, preparedness and mitigation”.  

In a similar vein, rather than referring to the potentially confusing or ambiguous ‘natural disasters’, preference will be given to using the expression of natural hazards to refer to natural processes or phenomena occurring in the biosphere that may constitute a damaging event. The word disaster will be used to relate to singular crisis or catastrophic events. This practice is adopted in recognition that the occurrence of a disaster may have other than natural, or multiple, contributing features and that conditions of vulnerability are equally determined by human behavior to greater or lesser extents.

Since its formation in 2000, the ISDR secretariat has supported a more uniform use of disaster-related terms, with definitions based on a broad consideration of various international sources to create a commonly understood terminology of disaster reduction concepts. The following may be noted: 

A disaster is understood as a serious disruption of the functioning of a community or a society causing widespread human, material, economic or environmental losses which exceed the ability of the affected community or society to cope using its own resources. 
Despite “natural disasters” having been a routine description in common usage, it is now widely recognized as an imprecise expression of a predominant type of catastrophic event. The expression often was used in part to differentiate disasters triggered by natural phenomena from others characterized as being man-made, or human-induced. Crisis situations with multiple and often expanded political implications have been referred to generically as “humanitarian emergencies” or sometimes as “complex disasters”. 

Even in informed public or policy discussions there were significantly fewer references to risk factors which a society may face, or to the evident need for reducing the wider if more fundamental causes of social and economic vulnerability that have since become accepted as basic tenets of sustainable human development. In this regard, concepts associated with “livelihoods or human security” are gaining wider currency, especially in academic and applied research environments. (e.g. UNU Research and Training Center for the Environment and Human Security, Bonn, Germany; Sustainable Livelihoods Programme, Cape Town University, South Africa; Feinstein International Famine Center, Tufts University, USA).

Efforts continue in a number of professional disciplines as well as development policy and national governance environments to express the characteristics of contemporary risks more appropriately. They may be posed by a variety of hazards, or any potentially damaging physical event, phenomenon or human activity that may cause the loss of life or injury, property damage, social and economic disruption or environmental degradation. 

Hazards are now more widely accepted as including latent conditions that may represent future threats, and can be characterized by their different origins. Natural hazards include hydrometeorological, geological or biological phenomena. Those induced by human processes can occur in the cases of land deformation or environmental degradation, and technological hazards. Given the complexity of  modern physical, social and economic systems it has become essential in planning for risk reduction to consider that hazards can be single, sequential or combined in their origin and effects, and that many often reflect both natural phenomena and human causative features.

With the onset of the 2nd Millennium a more developed public, policy and professional understanding of the salient issues related to disasters is emerging in public discourse. There is a wider dissemination of preventive outlooks leading to a more informed understanding of risk as the probability of harmful consequences, or expected losses (deaths, injuries, property, livelihoods, economic activity disrupted or environment damaged) resulting from interactions between natural or human-induced hazards and vulnerable conditions. 
Vulnerability is accordingly recognized as a central concept of human security, considered fundamentally as the conditions determined by physical, social, economic, and environmental factors or processes, which increase the susceptibility of a community to the impact of hazards. Based on a much more comprehensive set of conditions grounded in the human dimensions of sustainable development, this concept of vulnerable conditions has grown from an earlier one predominantly identified with the engineering concepts of physical resistance of structures to natural forces. Hence, it now more widely reflects the intersection of people’s livelihoods, their physical and geographical environments, and the socio-economic risk factors to which they are exposed. 

Similarly, the earlier composite set of disaster management functions associated most specifically with emergency services during the acute phases of a disaster has progressively been complemented by the distinctive responsibilities of disaster risk reduction. This embodies a conceptual framework of elements considered with the possibilities to minimize vulnerabilities and disaster risks throughout a society, to avoid (prevention) or to limit (reduction, or previously, mitigation and preparedness) the adverse impacts of hazards, within the broad context of sustainable development. 

A related term, disaster risk management, comprises the systematic process of using administrative decisions, organization, operational skills and capacities to implement policies, strategies and coping capacities of the society and communities to lessen the impacts of natural hazards and related environmental and technological disasters comprises in various forms of activities, including both structural and non-structural measures. 

Concepts leading to the increasing use of these expressions have been documented in the final recommendations of the IDNDR (e.g. Geneva Declaration, Conclusions of the Programme Forum, Final Report of the IDNDR Scientific and Technical Committee, all 1999).  By removing the sense of natural causation, the naming of the IDNDR successor arrangements as the International Strategy for Disaster Reduction (2000) displays the expanded sense of human responsibility and policy expectations becoming more complicit in successfully addressing hazards, vulnerability and risk. 

� See Terminology: Basic terms of disaster risk reduction, Living with Risk, Vol. II, Annex 1, p. 2-7.  The following definitions are taken from this reference.
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