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INTRODUCTION1

By most measures, 2012 was a ‘typical’ year for disasters. Worldwide, the number of 
disasters was, depending on which disaster database was consulted, either below or 
above average, while economic damages were slightly below the ten-year average.2 

In comparison with recent years, relatively few people died from disasters. There were no 
mega-disasters3 such as the 2010 earthquake in Haiti which left more than 200,000 dead 
or the 2010 floods in Pakistan which affected 20 million people, or the 2011 Japanese 
earthquake/tsunami/nuclear accident, where damages soared over $360 billion. The most 
serious disaster in terms of fatalities was Typhoon Bopha in the Philippines, where 1,100 
people died in floods and landslides with hundreds still missing in early March. In the 
United States, Hurricane Sandy hit the industrial northeast, killing 131 people and causing 
between $20 and $50 billion in economic losses.4 The year also witnessed earthquakes 
(Iran, Philippines, Guatemala), floods (Pakistan, Russia, China, Bangladesh, India), cold 
waves (Europe, Peru), cyclones (Madagascar, Haiti) and drought (Sahel, US). 

But even in this ‘average’ year, there are lessons to be learned, particularly in the disquieting 
parallels between natural hazards occurring in 2011 and in 2012. In the US, Hurricane 
Sandy brought back memories of Hurricane Irene. Typhoon Bopha in the Philippines 
triggered comparisons to the 2011 Tropical Storm Washi. For Pakistan, 2012 was the third 
year in a row where millions were affected by floods. While weather-related natural hazards 
often occur in regular cycles (e.g. hurricane season in the Caribbean, monsoon season in 
South Asia, etc.) less is understood about the effects of recurrent disasters on community 
resilience and about the lessons which policy-makers draw from these experiences. The 
parallels in several natural hazards occurring in 2011 and 2012 thus offer an opportunity 
to reflect on the importance of recurring disasters. Drawing from the above examples, in 
Chapter 1 we provide a narrative and statistical overview of some of the major disasters 
in 2012 and draw out some comparisons to introduce the theme of recurring disasters 
featured in this year’s review. The chapter then turns to a brief summary of developments 

1 The authors wish to thank Megan Bradley, Leah Denman, Faraz Haqqi, Sara E. Miller and Maia Rotman for 
their valuable assistance with this publication. This report was made possible thanks to support from the U.S. 
Agency for International Development.

2 For more detailed data, see Chapter 1, infra. 
3 While there is no exact definition of mega-disasters, classifications have been attempted. An IFRC article in 

2011 noted that 10 percent of all disasters were major disasters, of which 2 percent were ‘cataclysms’ involving 
more than 50,000 persons killed; damage (partial or total) to more than 100,000 buildings; crisis exceeding 
the management abilities of national actors; and international economic consequences. See: Malcolm Lucard, 
Iolanda Jaquemet and Benoît Carpentier, “Out of sight, out of mind,” Red Cross Red Crescent Magazine, iss. 
2, 2011, p. 20, www.scribd.com/doc/70209252/Red-Cross-Red-Crescent-Magazine-No-2-2011 

4 The National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) puts the death-toll from Sandy at 131, while 
EM-DAT estimates a death toll of 54; see: NOAA, “Billion-Dollar Weather/Climate Disasters,” accessed 
18 February 2013, www.ncdc.noaa.gov/billions/events; EM-DAT: The OFDA/CRED International Disaster 
Database, Université catholique de Louvain, Brussels, Belgium, www.emdat.be, accessed 18 February 2013 
EM-DAT puts the economic damage from Sandy at $20 billion; Munich-Re estimates economic losses from 
Sandy to be $50 billion. See: Munich Re, 2012 Natural Catastrophe Year in Review, 3 january 2013. 
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and funding patterns in the humanitarian sector. In Chapter 2, we look at one particular and 
under-studied set of actors in humanitarian response: regional organizations. This analysis 
underscores the wide variation in regional responses to disasters and highlights a trend of 
growing regional engagement with disaster risk reduction and response. 

The next chapters cover two different themes. Chapter 3 focuses on one particular type 
of disaster: wildfires, which in many countries are becoming more dangerous and costly, 
mainly because of climate change and growing urban sprawl. Chapter 4 looks at the 
gendered effects of disasters and how women play an important, but largely overlooked, 
role in disaster and climate risk management. This focus on gender is intended to support 
the mandate of the Special Rapporteur on the Human Rights of Internally Displaced 
Persons who has made this a priority in his work and will be reporting on the rights and 
wellbeing of internally displaced women to the UN Human Rights Council in june 2013. 

The definitions, sources and methodology used for this report are discussed in Annex I. 
Finally, Annex II provides an overview of Brookings-LSE Project on Internal Displacement 
publications and events on natural disasters and climate change.


