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ANNEX I
A WORD ON DEFINITIONS AND SOURCES: 

PROBLEMS OF DEFINTION, PROBLEMS  
OF METHODOLOGY

Defining ‘natural disasters’
Natural disasters: “The consequences of events triggered by natural hazards that 
overwhelm local response capacity and seriously affect the social and economic 
development of a region.”341

Natural hazards in themselves – hurricanes, floods, droughts – are not disasters. Rather 
it is their consequences and the ability of the local community to respond to them that 
determine whether the event is characterized as a disaster. 

This study draws on reporting by the International Disaster Database (EM-DAT) and by 
Munich Re’s NatCatSERVICE natural catastrophe loss database as well as government, 
media, NGO and UN sources.342 In EM-DAT, an event is considered to be a disaster if 
at least one of the following criteria is fulfilled: “10 or more people reported killed, 100 
people reported affected, declaration of a state of emergency, or an appeal for international 
assistance.”343 Munich Re’s database classifies disasters in six categories from ‘small-
scale loss events’ (small-scale property damage and one to nine fatalities) to ‘great natural 
catastrophe’ (the region’s ability to help itself is clearly overtaxed, interregional/international 
assistance is necessary, there are thousands of fatalities and/or hundreds of thousands 
homeless and economic losses are substantial. Insured losses reach exceptional orders 
of magnitude).344 

As international standards and terminology are essential to enable natural loss events 
to be assessed and compared, in 2007, Munich Re, CRED (EM-DAT) and Swiss Re 
defined a common terminology and hierarchy of natural hazards together with the United 

341 Brookings-Bern Project on Internal Displacement, IASC Operational Guidelines on the Protection of Persons 
in Situations of Natural Disasters, january 2011, www.brookings.edu/reports/2011/0106_operational_
guidelines_nd.aspx

342 Since 1988 the WHO Collaborating Centre for Research on the Epidemiology of Disasters (CRED) has 
maintained an Emergency Events Database known as EM-DAT. EM-DAT was created with the initial support 
of the WHO and the Belgian government. The main objective of the database is to provide data to inform 
humanitarian action at the national and international levels. It is an initiative aimed to rationalize decision 
making for disaster preparedness, as well as to provide an objective basis for vulnerability assessment and 
priority setting. See: EM-DAT: The OFDA/CRED International Disaster Database, Université catholique de 
Louvain, Brussels, Belgium, www.emdat.be

343 Ibid. 
344 Münchener Rückversicherungs-Gesellschaft (Munich Re), Geo Risks Research, NatCatSERVICE, “Breakdown 

into catastrophe categories,” accessed 8 February 2013, www.munichre.com/touch/naturalhazards/en/
natcatservice/database.aspx 

www.brookings.edu/reports/2011/0106_operational_guidelines_nd.aspx
www.brookings.edu/reports/2011/0106_operational_guidelines_nd.aspx
www.emdat.be
www.munichre.com/touch/naturalhazards/en/natcatservice/database.aspx
www.munichre.com/touch/naturalhazards/en/natcatservice/database.aspx
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Nations Development Programme (UNDP), the Asian Disaster Reduction Centre and the 
International Strategy for Disaster Reduction (ISDR). Since then, natural hazards have 
been divided into four main hazard groups: geophysical events, meteorological events, 
hydrological events and climatological events, which in turn are subdivided into event 
families (e.g. storm).345

There are various problems with both the terminology and the methodology used in describ-
ing the impact of natural disasters, beginning with the fact that it is particularly difficult at 
times to distinguish between “natural” and “human-made” disasters. Recognizing the impact 
that human action has on whether a natural hazard results in a disaster, some refer simply to 
disasters, others to disasters triggered by natural hazards. Some would go so far as to argue 
that there are no “natural” disasters – that a “disaster” is the result of the failure of authori-
ties to either prevent or respond adequately to the negative effects of natural phenomena.346 
The devastating toll on Haiti of four hurricanes in 2008 was primarily the result of natural 
phenomena, but certainly their impact was exacerbated by long-term deforestation and poor 
governmental policies. In fact, in that year, severe hurricanes struck both Haiti and Cuba, but 
while 700 people died in Haiti, only seven fatalities were reported in Cuba.347

Another definitional problem is the relationship between “sudden-onset” and “slow-onset” 
disasters. While floods, hurricanes and earthquakes occur with little advance warning, it 
may take months or years for droughts or environmental degradation to seriously affect 
the development of an area or to overwhelm local capacity to adapt. While the difference 
between the two may make intuitive sense, there is no consensus on the dividing line 
between sudden and slow-onset disasters. Nor are there even accepted definitions of the 
terms sudden and slow-onset disasters. For example, flooding, even though it is usually 
considered a sudden-onset disaster, sometimes occurs over a period of weeks or months 
as it did in Pakistan in 2012.

 
Defining ‘affected people’ 

EM-DAT defines affected people as those “requiring immediate assistance during a 
period of emergency, i.e. requiring basic survival needs such as food, water, shelter, 
sanitation and immediate medical assistance. Appearance of a significant number of 
cases of an infectious disease introduced in a region or a population that is usually 
free from that disease.” EM-DAT further qualifies that the term “can also include dis-
placed or evacuated people.” The category of “total affected” thus includes “people 
that have been injured, affected and left homeless after a disaster.”348

345 Munich Re, “Hierarchy and terminology of natural hazards, ”  accessed 8 February 2013, www.munichre.com/
touch/naturalhazards/en/natcatservice/database.aspx

346 Naomi klein, The Shock Doctrine: The Rise of Disaster Capitalism, 2007. 
347 EM-DAT: The OFDA/CRED International Disaster Database, Université catholique de Louvain, Brussels, 

Belgium, www.emdat.be. In 2008, hurricanes Fay, Gustav, Hanna and Ike killed 698 people in Haiti in August 
and September, while Hurricane Ike killed seven in Cuba.

348 EM-DAT: The OFDA/CRED International Disaster Database, Université catholique de Louvain, Brussels, 
Belgium, www.emdat.be. See: EM-DAT, “The EM-DAT Glossary,” www.emdat.be/glossary/9 and EM-DAT,  
and EM-DAT, “Criteria and Definition,” www.emdat.be/criteria-and-definition

www.munichre.com/touch/naturalhazards/en/natcatservice/database.aspx
www.munichre.com/touch/naturalhazards/en/natcatservice/database.aspx
www.emdat.be
www.emdat.be
www.emdat.be/glossary
www.emdat.be/criteria-and-definition


In practice, there is considerable ambiguity in how the term “affected people” is used. 
National disaster management agencies and NGOs use different definitions and standards 
for estimating the effects of disasters. There might in certain cases also be incentives to 
inflate or deflate the numbers of disaster-affected persons. Sometimes the task of assessing 
how many people are affected is simply too great given the chaos of a disaster situation. 
Good governance and strong state capacity should increase the credibility of a country’s 
disaster data, but sometimes even the richest countries simply do not have systems in 
place to collect data in the aftermath of a disaster. Collecting reliable statistics on the 
displaced for example is a complicated task, as witnessed by the fact that estimates of the 
number of people displaced by Hurricane katrina in the US in 2005 ranged from 1 to 1.5 
million and there was no national tracking system to monitor the movements (including the 
returns) of those displaced throughout the country. Similarly there are also no conclusive 
numbers of how many people were displaced by Hurricane Sandy this year.349

It is even more difficult to measure the number of people affected by direct and indirect 
economic losses resulting from a disaster. For example, a tractor salesman in drought-
affected Texas may find that his sales plummet because farmers cannot afford to buy 
tractors. Even though his income may fall significantly, he is not considered to be “affected” 
unless he needs immediate life-saving assistance, is injured or made homeless, according 
to EM-DAT’s definition. Nor does the category of “disaster-affected” even attempt to include 
such intangible but real effects such as fear, depression, shaken confidence in government 
authority and personal risk-aversion. 

In a globalized world, disasters often have economic effects that ripple around the world. 
The 2011 floods in Thailand, for example, led to a huge disruption of global supply chains 
for products such as cars and microchips and almost certainly led to job losses in countries 
other than Thailand. People who lost their jobs in Japan or Italy because of the floods in 
Thailand are not covered in the numbers of those affected by the floods. We can therefore 
assume that the negative effects of disasters are much greater than the numbers of affected 
persons in the statistics we use suggest. 

People who are displaced because of a natural disaster constitute one of the major 
challenges for both national authorities and international agencies. A study by the Internal 
Displacement Monitoring Center (IDMC) and the Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC) on 
disaster-induced displacement found that more than 42 million persons were displaced by 
sudden-onset natural hazards in 2010 out of a total of over 200 million affected by disasters 
during that year. It also showed that in 2010, over 90 percent of disaster displacement 
within countries was caused by climate-related hazards, primarily floods and storms.350 In 

349 International Organization for Migration, “Migration, Climate Change and the Environment,” May 2009, 
p. 3, http://www.egypt.iom.int/Doc/iom_policybrief_en.pdf; see also: Sandra Yin, Population Reference 
Bureau, “The Plight of Internally Displaced Persons,” October 2005, www.prb.org/Articles/2005/
ThePlightofInternallyDisplacedPersons.aspx and The Daily Beast, “What to Do With the Thousands Displaced 
by Hurricane Sandy?”, 8 November 2012, www.thedailybeast.com/articles/2012/11/08/what-to-do-with-the-
thousands-displaced-by-hurricane-sandy.html

350 Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre (IDMC) and Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC), Displacement due 
to natural hazard-induced disasters, Global estimates for 2009 and 2010, june 2011, available at: http://www.
internal-displacement.org/
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2011, 14.9 million people were displaced by natural disasters, 89 percent of whom were 
in Asia.351.

Defining ‘drought’
Droughts present particular difficulties in data collection, beginning with the fact 
that there is no universal definition of what constitutes a drought. The World Me-
teorological Organization defines drought as “a sustained, extended deficiency 
in precipitation,” while the UN Convention to Combat Drought and Desertification 
states that a drought is “the naturally occurring phenomenon that exists when pre-
cipitation has been significantly below normal recorded levels, causing serious hy-
drological imbalances that adversely affect land resource production systems.” In 
contrast, the UN’s Food and Agricultural Organization defines a drought hazard as 
“the percentage of years when crops fail from lack of moisture.”352 In comparison, 
EM-DAT defines a drought as a “long lasting event, triggered by lack of precipitation. 
A drought is an extended period of time characterized by a deficiency in a region’s 
water supply that is the result of constantly below average precipitation. A drought 
can lead to losses to agriculture, affect inland navigation and hydropower plants 
and cause a lack of drinking water and famine.”353 

 
Under EM-DAT’s methodology, the starting date of droughts in the database is the day of 
the onset of drought-related losses rather than the moment when the hazard began (e.g. 
the first day in a three month-long drought period). If the date when these losses began is 
not available, then the date when the emergency is declared is taken as the starting date 
of the drought. If this is also not available, then the date of “report publication” is used 
when entering data into the database.354 As with other disasters recorded in EM-DAT, the 
end date for a drought in the database is the year and month at which the hazard ceases 
to exist.355 

As it is difficult to determine excess mortality and damage figures from droughts unless 
they cause famines, EM-DAT seldom provides those figures for droughts. This means that 
in most cases mortality figures are only available for sudden-onset disasters. Furthermore, 
EM-DAT only creates an entry for droughts in the starting year of the drought. Damage and 
casualty numbers, if available, are included for the entire period in that single entry. 

351 IDMC and NRC, “14.9 million uprooted by natural disasters – Asia worst hit,” press release 19 June 2012, 
www.internaldisplacement.org/idmc/website/resources.nsf/(httpPublications)/A018C57177748E8AC1257A2
2002DF0A8?OpenDocument

352 Ashok K. Mishra, Vijay P. Singh, “A Review of Drought Concepts,” Journal of Hydrology 391, 2010: 202-216, 
p. 206.

353 EM-DAT, “Glossary”, www.emdat.be/glossary/9
354 EM-DAT does not comment on the specific meaning of this term.
355 EM-DAT, New Methodology for Tracking Drought Disaster Events, Drought Data in EM-DAT, http://www.em-

dat.net/documents/MethodologyWebPage.pdf

www.internaldisplacement.org/idmc/website/resources.nsf/(httpPublications)/A018C57177748E8AC1257A22002DF0A8?OpenDocument
www.internaldisplacement.org/idmc/website/resources.nsf/(httpPublications)/A018C57177748E8AC1257A22002DF0A8?OpenDocument
www.emdat.be/glossary
http://www.em-dat.net/documents/MethodologyWebPage.pdf
http://www.em-dat.net/documents/MethodologyWebPage.pdf
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Data Sources

The most widely cited and reputable source of data on natural disasters is the International 
Disaster Database (EM-DAT), which is a global database on natural and technological 
disasters that contains essential core data on the occurrence and effects of more than 
18,000 disasters around the world from 1900 to the present. EM-DAT is maintained by 
the Centre for Research on the Epidemiology of Disasters (CRED) at the School of Public 
Health of the Université catholique de Louvain located in Brussels, Belgium. The database 
is compiled from various sources, including UN agencies, non-governmental organizations, 
insurance companies, research institutes and press agencies.356 

This report also uses data from Munich Re’s NatCatService, which is the world’s largest 
database of natural catastrophe losses and contains more than 30,000 entries since as 
early as 79 AD, with a complete dataset available since 1980. The Munich Re NatCatService 
records up to 1,000 loss events per year. Depending on their financial and human impact, 
events are assigned to one of six loss categories — from a small-scale loss event to a great 
natural catastrophe.357 Because it includes small-scale disasters, NatCatService records a 
higher number of disasters than EM-DAT. 

For disaster damage figures in this review both EM-DAT and Munich Re NatCatService 
data are used. If not otherwise indicated, all financial data in this report are in US dollars ($).

In terms of humanitarian funding for disaster response, this report relies on data from 
the Financial Tracking Service (FTS) managed by the UN Office for the Coordination of 
Humanitarian Affairs (UN OCHA). The FTS is a global, real-time database which records 
all reported international humanitarian aid (including that for NGOs and the Red Cross/
Red Crescent Movement, bilateral aid, in-kind aid and private donations. All FTS data 
are provided by donors or recipient organizations). FTS features a special focus on 
consolidated and flash appeals, because they cover the major humanitarian crises and 
because their funding requirements are well defined. This allows FTS to indicate to what 
extent populations in crisis receive humanitarian aid in proportion to needs.358

 
The lack of clarity in defining disasters and in measuring their impact is a serious 
impediment to comparative analysis of disasters and to understanding the ways that they 
affect individuals and communities. We therefore follow EM-DATs recommendation to read 
available disaster data with caution. In IFRCs 2012 World Disasters Report, researchers 
from EM-DAT note that: “For natural disasters over the last decade, data on deaths are 
missing for around one-fifth of reported disasters; data on people affected are missing for 
about one-quarter of disasters; and data on economic damages are missing for 80 percent 
of disasters.359 The figures should therefore be regarded as indicative. Relative changes 

356 EM-DAT: The OFDA/CRED International Disaster Database, Université catholique de Louvain, Brussels, 
Belgium, www.emdat.be

357 Munich Re, “NatCatService,” www.munichre.com/touch/naturalhazards/en/natcatservice/default.aspx
358 OCHA Financial Tracking Service, “About FTS”, http://fts.unocha.org/pageloader.aspx?page=AboutFTS-

uctrlAboutFTS
359 International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, World Disaster Report 2012, Focus on 

forced migration and displacement, 2012.

www.emdat.be
www.munichre.com/touch/naturalhazards/en/natcatservice/default.aspx
http://fts.unocha.org/pageloader.aspx?page=AboutFTS-uctrlAboutFTS
http://fts.unocha.org/pageloader.aspx?page=AboutFTS-uctrlAboutFTS
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and trends are more useful to look at than absolute, isolated figures.”360 To deal with some 
of the challenges with data collection in natural disasters, EM-DAT uses retrospective 
analysis and revises data initially provided right after disasters with more advanced tallies, 
which sometimes are only published years after the disaster happens. Therefore disaster 
figures in EM-DAT are fluid and can change even several years after they were initially 
published.361

360 Philippe Hoyois and Regina Below, “Disaster data,” in International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Societies, World Disaster Report 2012, Focus on forced migration and displacement, p. 254. 

361 Ibid. 
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PUBLICATIONS AND EVENTS ON NATURAL 
DISASTERS AND CLIMATE CHANGE BY THE 
BROOkINGS-LSE PROjECT ON INTERNAL 

DISPLACEMENT362

 

iASc operational Guidelines on the Protection of Persons  
in Situations of natural Disasters

Human rights do not disappear the moment an earthquake, a hurricane, or a tsunami 
strikes. As witnessed after the Indian Ocean Tsunami, the earthquake in Haiti and many 
other disaster situations, the protection of human rights grows in importance during relief 
and recovery efforts because it safeguards the dignity and wellbeing of all those affected. 
People are at their most vulnerable in times of crisis, so preventing discrimination and 
abuse of their rights is vital to effective disaster response operations.

To promote and facilitate a rights-based approach to disaster relief, the Inter-Agency 
Standing Committee (IASC) adopted Operational Guidelines on Human Rights and Natural 
Disasters in 2006. The Guidelines are a major contribution to the promotion of a rights-
based approach in situations of natural disasters. Following the feedback from the field-
testing of the guidelines, the IASC incorporated lessons learned from the field into a revised 
version of the Guidelines. This revised version also expands the rights-based approach to 
address preparedness measures. Small steps in preparedness can have a major impact 
once a disaster strikes. 

The Brookings-LSE Project on Internal Displacement published the IASC Operational 
Guidelines in january 2011. The Operational Guidelines are available on the website of the 
Brookings-LSE Project on Internal Displacement in Bahasa Indonesia, Bengali, English, 
French, Hindi, kyrgyz, Russian and Spanish. 

Promoting and Protecting Rights in natural Disasters: Workshop 
Modules and Facilitator’s Guide

For the past four years the Project on Internal Displacement has organized workshops 
on “Promoting and Protecting Rights in Natural Disasters” in all regions of the world with 
the participation of representatives from national and local governments, UN agencies, 
international and local NGOs and Red Cross/Crescent representatives. These workshops 

362 All publications are available at the Project website, www.brookings.edu/idp. 

www.brookings.edu/idp
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have introduced the IASC Operational Guidelines on the Protection of Persons in 
Situations of Natural Disasters and have provided a forum for discussion of good practices 
in promoting and upholding human rights in disaster risk reduction, emergency response 
and recovery. 

The workshops have shown that there is both broad interest in strengthening protection 
in situations of natural disasters and a need for training about what it means to apply 
a rights-based approach. These training modules are intended to encourage others to 
organize similar training courses or sessions on human rights and natural disasters. 
The materials include a comprehensive agenda, facilitator’s guide, session modules, 
PowerPoint presentations and resource materials for a two-day workshop on “Promoting 
and Protecting Rights in Natural Disasters.” The modules are based on the workshops we 
have previously held and have been reviewed by international protection specialists with 
a specific focus on introducing the IASC Operational Guidelines on Human Rights and 
Natural Disasters.

The content ranges from basic information about rights-based approaches and protection 
issues to more specific areas such as protection of specific at-risk groups and protection 
monitoring tools. The program can be used in its entirety or incorporated into larger 
workshop agendas. The modules can easily be adapted to local contexts and a wide 
variety of audiences.

iASc Framework on Durable Solutions for internally Displaced 
Persons

Displacement is a life-changing event. While the often traumatic experience of displacement 
cannot be undone, internally displaced persons (IDPs) need to be able to access durable 
solutions to their displacement in order to increase their safety and wellbeing. As articulated 
in Principle 28 of the Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement, IDPs have a right to and 
often need assistance in their efforts to achieve, a durable solution. Guiding Principles 28-
30 set out the rights of IDPs to durable solutions, the responsibilities of national authorities 
and the role of humanitarian and development actors to assist durable solutions. 

Principle 28 recognizes that the competent authorities have the primary duty and 
responsibility to establish conditions, as well as provide the means, which allow IDPs to 
return voluntarily, in safety and with dignity, to their homes or places of habitual residence, 
or to resettle voluntarily in another part of the country. Securing durable solutions for 
the internally displaced is also in the State’s best interests. Leaving IDPs in continued 
marginalization without the prospect of a durable solution may become an obstacle to long-
term peace stability, recovery and reconstruction in post-crisis countries. 

Facilitating durable solutions requires that all stakeholders – including national and local 
authorities as well as humanitarian and development actors – work together, identify the 
right strategies and activities to assist IDPs in this process and set criteria that will help to 
determine to what extent a durable solution has been achieved.
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The Framework on Durable Solutions for Internally Displaced Persons aims to provide 
clarity on the concept of durable solutions and general guidance on how to achieve them. 
This version of the Framework builds on a pilot version released in 2007, which the Inter-
Agency Standing Committee welcomed and recommended for field-testing. The Framework 
was revised and finalized in 2009, taking into account valuable feedback from the field. 

on the Front Line of climate change and Displacement: Learning 
From and With Pacific island countries

Pacific Island countries are internationally regarded as a barometer for the early impacts 
of climate change. Their geophysical characteristics, demographic patterns and location in 
the Pacific Ocean make them particularly vulnerable to the effects of global warming. Small 
Island Developing States, a UN-established category which includes most Pacific Island 
countries, are characterized by a high ratio of shoreline to land, low elevation, settlement 
patterns concentrated in coastal areas and a narrow economic basis — all of which put 
them at heightened risk of natural disasters, particularly rising sea levels. Perhaps more 
than in any other region, the populations and governments of Pacific Island countries are 
keenly aware that they face severe and multifaceted risks as a result of climate change. 
Their lives and livelihoods are linked to the Pacific Ocean; rising sea levels and other 
effects of global warming threaten not only their physical assets and coastal zones, but 
also their way of life and perhaps their national identities. 

In the Pacific Islands, this acute awareness of the potential impact of climate change 
comes not only from books and studies, but from first-hand knowledge and ongoing 
experiences with the effects of the world’s changing climate. The value and relevance of 
these experiences are not confined to the Pacific Islands, but are relevant for the world at 
large. This paper aims to conceptualize and distill some dimensions of these experiences, 
in light of the discussions and presentations made at the “Regional Workshop on Internal 
Displacement caused by Natural Disasters and Climate Change in the Pacific” (May 2011) 
organized by the Brookings-LSE Project on Internal Displacement in conjunction with the 
UN Humanitarian team in the Pacific. The synthesis report on the workshop’s proceedings 
contains additional information on the issues outlined and examined in this paper.
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