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Disaster – What Is It?

“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.”  

- World Health Organization, ReliefWeb - Glossary of Humanitarian Terms

“Ordinary people will tell sociologists what disasters are if we 
listen to them.” 

- Kroll-Smith and Gunter, 1998



Things have gone wrong!



Equity – What Is It?

“The quality of being fair and impartial”

– Oxford Dictionary

•Social Justice

•Equality vs Equity



Who Determines?

•What Is Fair

•What is Just

•What is equity

•And when….?



Complexities include

Power

•Who decides?

•Who communicates?

•Whose needs are 
understood?

Filters

• Bias

• Perspective

• Imperfect knowledge



Vulnerable Populations

“Any individual, group, or community whose circumstances 
present barriers to obtaining or understanding information, 
and/or to access and use the resources offered before, during 
and after a disaster event. Circumstances that may present 
barriers include, but are not limited to age; physical, mental, 
emotional, or cognitive status; culture; ethnicity; religion; 
language; citizenship; location; or socioeconomic status.”

- King County Vulnerable Populations Steering Committee 2014



Equity in Disasters

Disasters Are Impartial

2014 Vilonia, Arkansas Tornado



Priorities in Disaster Response

•Life/Safety

•Stabilization of incident

•Protection of property



If equity does not exist prior to disaster—in the best 
of times,

why would it exist after a during or after a disaster—
when things are much worse?



Disasters Amplify Inequities

Inequities unlikely to be addressed in disaster without:
•Awareness
• Intentionality
• Coordination
• Resources
• Prioritization
•Vision
• Empowerment of those impacted



Equity Areas Can Include…

• Income
• Race
• Gender
• Sexual Orientation
• Religion
• Disability
• Age
• Health – Mental/Physical
• Immigration Status
• Education

• Resources
• Geographic
• Access
• Communication
• Language
• Mobility
• Power
• Pets
• and more…



Hurricane Katrina – 8/29/05

• 15,000 Pets Rescued

• 3,000 Pets Reunited

• Tens of thousands died due to 
drowning, starvation, disease 
and misfortune.

"There is a class issue involved 
here. While Marriott hotels 
welcomed the pets of Katrina 
evacuees as "part of the 
family," people who had to rely 
on the Red Cross for shelter 
were forced to abandon that 
part of the family or attempt to 
ride out the storm. It cannot 
be denied that many poor 
people are dead as a result of 
óno petsô policies.ò



Addressing Inequity - Examples

PETS Act enacted October 2006
• Emergency plans must include pets and service 

animals
•Hurricane Harvey evacuations included pets

Americans with Disabilities Act

Miami Herald free access during hurricane



Examples of System Inequities in Disasters?

Insurance
•Who can afford insurance

FEMA Individual Assistance (Stafford Act)
• Based on losses (with cap) 
•Does not apply to everyone



Conflicts in Equity

• Fair can be mutually exclusive

•Disagreement on what individual is responsible for, 
community or government

•What outsiders determine is fair, may not align with 
individual perspective

• Law may not allow what we think may be fair



Opportunities Prior to Disasters

Build resilient communities

Incorporate equity as a norm

Support anti-poverty measures

Plan for the future – which includes disasters



Opportunities in Disasters

Disasters = change = opportunity

• Can (or must) do environment

• Time is of the essence

• People want to help

• Resources and fundraising

• Out-of-the-box problem solving



Opportunities for Food Programs

Prior to Disasters

Plan for disaster – be resilient
• Know your mission, plan to support it

Champion Equity – incorporate it as a norm

Build a resilience community

Develop partnerships with other organizations



Opportunities for Food Programs

During/After Disasters

Life sustaining role

Access to people, especially vulnerable populations
• Conduit for information, resources, understanding needs
• Giving voice

Food experts – safe food handling

Fundraising/disbursements

Community Points of Distribution



Food for Children after Hurricane

All 216,000 students in the largest district in 
Texas will be eligible to receive three free 
meals per day at school during the 2017-

2018 school year as the state recovers from 
Harvey.



Disasters Are Messy

Mission Impossible?

• May not have answers—or know the questions
• There may be no good solutions
• Pressure of time
• Limited resources
• Under stress
• Imperfect knowledge
• We are human



Building Equity for Disasters

•Starts now

•Means change

•May not be easy

• Involves all of us
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