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Consideration 1

Cascading disasters are now the norm with consequences well beyond 
proximate location and time frame.
 Increasing exposure by combination of vulnerability and societal risk production
 Industrialization, globalization, technology generate more interdependency
 Increase in unintended consequences from localized everyday events (rain, heat, cold)

 Rapid succession of events hitting the same region as prior storms 
(Louisiana 2020, Western wildfires)

 Aging infrastructure
 Social unrest (mass shootings, police violence)
 Pandemic (COVID 19)

CASCADES ARE THE NEW NORMAL

2020

SL Cutter, SL, 2020, The Changing Nature of Hazard and Disaster 
Risk in the Anthropocene, Annals of AAG, 111(3): 819-827.



INEQUALITY AND INEQUITY IN DISASTER RISK
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Inequality: uneven 
distribution of resources or 
risk (sameness)

Inequity: unfair, avoidable 
differences due to bias, 
governance (fairness)

Consideration 2

Cutter, S. and C. Emrich, 2017. 
https://hazards.colorado.edu/news/research-counts/helping-
those-most-in-need-first-leveraging-social-vulnerability-
research-for-equitable-disaster-recovery



CHALLENGES IN DISASTER GOVERNANCE
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Prepare

Respond

Recover

Mitigate

State Actors
(federal, regional, local)

Policy Actors 
(advocacy, political)
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Social Actors
(NGO, CBO, civil society)

Increasing disparities:
• Vertical (local to global)
• Horizontal (phases and actors)

OUTCOME
Fragmented, reactive disaster 

governance system that is rarely risk-
based, comprehensive, inclusive, and 

only sometimes fair.

Consideration 3



What does recovery mean?

• Is recovery an outcome (recovery to what) or a 
process (inclusive decision making for entire 
community) or both? 

• How do we insure equitable recovery given 
differential impacts, capacities, and needs? 
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Research Needs: 

1. Systematic, evidentiary-based assessment of differential hazard impacts, 
capacities, and unmet needs 

2. Long-term observation of disaster hot-spots (cascading/compounding and/or 
recurring events) to develop lessons learned (and unlearned) based on 
empirically-based evidence  

Question 1



6Data Source:  Spatial Hazard Events and Losses Database for the U.S. (SHELDUS), cemhs.asu.edu/SHELDUS, SoVI 2019 from the author.

Mitigate risk and 
reduce vulnerability

Employ risk reduction 
measures to reduce loss—
house elevation, levees, 
tornado shelters

Improve social conditions 
to reduce vulnerability—
more education, jobs, 
health insurance

Policy Options

ASSESS IMPACT INEQUALITY USING SOCIAL 
VULNERABILITY  
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Source: Ash, K.D., S.L. Cutter, and C.T. Emrich, 2013. 
Acceptable losses? The relative impacts of natural 
hazards in the United States, 1980-2009, Intl. J. 
Disaster Risk Reduction 5:61-72.

“While the national capacity to absorb and recover 
from disasters is quite high, local capacities are often 
exceeded by singular large events or the cumulative 
impacts of smaller events, necessitating the influx of 
external aid to help these places recover from 
hazards.” (Ash et al. 2013).  

What is the capacity to absorb cumulative losses? 

ASSESSING SPATIAL 
IMPACTS VIA RELATIVE 
LOSSES 
(Ratio property loss/county GDP)



ELUCIDATE SOCIAL CASCADES

• Cumulative social, cultural, economic, political 
effects of consecutive disasters in place or 
time

• Repetitive nature of events creates perverse 
multiplier effect reducing adaptive capacity

• Exposes pre-existing limits for response, 
mitigation, and longer-term recovery

Hurricane Eta,  Nov 3, 2020
Hurricane Iota, Nov 16, 2020
Puerto Cabezas, Nicaragua

2017
2020

Cutter, S.L., 2018. Compound, cascading, or complex disasters: What’s in a name? 
Environment: Science and Policy for Sustainable Development 60(6): 16-25.



Who is in charge of recovery?
• What local, state, federal agency should oversee disaster 

recovery? 
• How do we track recovery and monitor success and over 

what time period?
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Created in September 2020 as 
1. Housing recovery after federally declared disaster
2. Mitigation against future flood risks
3. Resilience planning  

Question 2



10



EXAMPLE: HUD’s (CDBG-MIT) PROGRAM 

SOUTH CAROLINA= $157,590,000

Action Plan based on mitigation 
needs assessment and method of 
distribution of funds

Mitigation needs assessment:
• Risk profiles of South Carolina 

and HUD-Defined most impacted 
and distressed areas (MID)

• Critical lifelines potentially at risk 
• Social vulnerability

Supports mitigation needs and disaster 
resilience in affected communities (CDBG-
DR recipients) from 2015-2017 disasters

No Guidance on how to do this!
HUD’s Disaster Impact and Unmet Needs Assessment Kit not 
updated from 2013. 



What shall we focus on?
• Is it better to take an all-hazards approach to mitigation or 

a single-hazard approach? 
• Should we focus more on human perceptions and behavior 

or structural mitigation measures or the driving factors 
behind recovery inequities?

• Does the NFIP create or reduce flood risk?
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Research Needs: 
1. More engagement with research community 
to translate ALL facets of flood research into 
practice
2. Provide more research access to data on 
repetitive loss and severe repetitive loss (while 
protecting PII)
3. Post-audit evaluation of NFIP program and all 
of its elements at various spatial scales

Source: Wing, O.E.J. et al. 2022. Inequitable patterns of US flood risk in 
the Anthropocene, Nature Climate Change 12: 156-162. Question 3



Moving Forward*

13

3. Reform and reauthorize the NFIP.      
Set reauthorization timing to 10 years to allow reforms 
to take place. 

4. Support more social and behavioral 
science to provide the evidentiary basis for 
disaster mitigation and resilience 
policy/practice. Create and fund a FEMA Office of 
Applied Research.

“Today’s flood will become tomorrow’s high 
tide”—Margaret Davidson*Cutter, S.L. and C.B Rubin, 2020. Glancing backward while moving forward, 

Chapter 10 (pp. 233-252) in C.B. Rubin and S.L. Cutter (eds.), U.S. Emergency 
Management in the 21st Century: From Disaster to Catastrophe, Routledge. 

1. Establish long term Resiliency and 
Vulnerability Observatory Network to 
“…provide policy makers, and society with the knowledge 
and predictive understanding necessary to reduce the 
vulnerability associated with natural hazards and enhance 
the resiliency of individuals and communities” 
www.nehrp.gov/pdf/ravon.pdf) 

2. Solve the governance bifurcation of 
recovery by providing a formal legislative  or 
legal structure for disaster recovery and 
resilience (aka the Stafford Act). Disaster 
Recovery Reform Act of 2018 only apply to FEMA not long 
term recovery by HUD.

http://www.nehrp.gov/pdf/ravon.pdf


WEB PAGE
http://artsandsciences.sc.edu/geog/hvri/

@HazardsVulnerabilityResearchInstitute

HAZARD DOC Blog: https://hazarddoc.wordpress.com/

scutter@sc.edu
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