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With accelerating changes in %ÁÒÔÈȭÓ ÃÌÉÍÁÔÅ, natural 

disasters threaten more than ever global economic 

stability and growth.  But because the damage from 

these disasters is a function of the durability of our 

built environment, we can best adapt to and mitigate 

ÔÈÅ ÉÍÐÁÃÔ ÏÆ %ÁÒÔÈȭÓ sudden environmental changes 

by improving architectural regimes around the 

world.  Considering recent examples like the 

earthquakes in Indonesia and Haiti reinforces this 

grave point.  In this report, I call for a greater focus 

on the need to increase building reinforcement and 

disaster risk reduction efforts around the world.    

The threat of our planet imposing a natural disaster upon 

us is not to be taken lightly.  Our natural environment is 

evolving, and possibly for the worse.  We need to consider 

investing in serious, large-scale prevention strategies, or 

else face the threat of horrific planetary feed-back 

consequences. 

In 2007, the IPCC Fourth Assessment Report confirmed 

that since 1950 heat waves have increased, resulting in 

increasing numbers of warm nights (1).  Among other 

alarming atmospheric trends, this report points to 

evidence that tropical storms and hurricanes have been 

increasing in intensity and duration since the 1970s.  

Clearly, climate change is occurring, regardless of how 

prepared we are to deal with it (2). 

Natural Disasters are happening at unprecedented levels, 

as a result of uncharacteristically-abrupt changes in 

%ÁÒÔÈȭÓ ÃÏÎÄÉÔÉÏÎÓ.  The National Research Council in 
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2002 summarized the dangerous unpredictability in the 

behavior of our planetary systems (3):  

ȰȣÇreenhouse warming and other human 

alterations of the Earth may increase the 

possibility of large, abrupt, and unwelcome 

regional or global climatic eventsȣ abrupt 

changes cannot be predicted with confidence, 

and climate surprises are to be expectedȢȱ   

The extent that these changes are human-induced is an 

irrelevant scientific debate here; Earth is changing, and 

the cost of our inaction increases with time.  Critical 

infrastructure investments around the world must be 

made in the durability of buildings, commercial and 

residential, in order to secure sustainable development of 

a global economy. 

 

Deconstruction of fragile, damaged structures is 

essential to any natural disaster prevention strategy.  

Here, a Ȭ$ÅÃÏÎȭ team sets out to take down a damaged 

shelter, through manual salvaging of materials, rather 

than standard demolition. The structure is examined, then 

pulled down by ropes safely and efficiently.  This process, 

which can be instructed and enforced at a local level, 

allows for the re-use of expensive materials such as brick, 

tin, timber as well as any robust windows and doors.                  

Photo by David A. Yadkouri 

On September 30
th

, 2009, a 7.6 magnitude earthquake 

followed by heavy rain and landslides struck Sumatra, 

Indonesia, causing damage to over 200,000 homes.  

Volunteer organizations intervened in that region soon 

after.  Hands on Disaster Response (HODR), one such 

organization, engaged in a six month project dedicated to 

natural disaster preparation, site-clearing and transitional 

shelter (ȰT-Shelterȱ) building (4, 5). 
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Time-lapse sequence of building a transitional structure.  Transitional Shelter 7: constructed by a team from Hands On 

Disaster Response volunteers (www.HODR.org) for 81 year old earthquake survivor, Pak Japar in Sumatra, Indonesia.   

Photos by David A. Yadkouri 

HODR deconstructs and salvages structures, rather than 

demolishing them, in communities that cannot afford the 

new raw materials needed to build new buildings.  This 

ȬÈÁÎÄÓ-ÏÎȭ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈ ÔÏ ÒÅÍÏÖÉÎÇ dangerous structures 

allows for local communities to re-use many of the 

materials immediately.  Equipping local citizens with 

such preventative tools and strategic awareness is one 

effective, inexpensive method for drastically reducing the 

scope of natural disasters in any given region. 

A more prominent and recent example of a natural 

disaster made worse because of poor architecture can be 

found in urban Haiti, January 2010.  Haiti was struck by 

an earthquake that caused more than 150,000 deaths and 

roughly 300,000 casualties (6, 7).  Most of these victims 

were killed and hurt by the collapse of old, decaying, 

weak buildings.  Lack of structural knowledge in Haitian 

civil society, engendering systematically ineffective 

foundational construction practices, was the root of the 

disaster; the earthquake just exploited it. 

 

The 2nd aftershock of the earthquake in Haiti, a few days 

later, was nearly as strongɂyet it caused far less 

casualties.  Why?  Because all of the buildings were 

already leveled.  If Haitian citizens were armed with 

better ways of structurally equilibrating their own 

buildings and residences, then thousands of lives could 

have been saved. 

 

What happened in Haiti is a reminder to the international 

community of the need to invest in major disaster 

preparedness regimes (8). 

 

Developments must be made not only in Haiti, but 

elsewhere.  It is unethical and uneconomical to neglect 

investing in superior infrastructure systems in developing 

countries. The grave risks of prevalently ineffective 

architecture should be more actionably internalized in 

the political and economic calculus of international 

development. 

 

 

People in developing 

regions across the 

world, like in the small 

village of Sungai-

Geringging, Indonesia 

(young citizens at left), 

live in buildings that 

make them highly 

vulnerable to natural 

catastrophes.  Disaster 

Risk Reduction (DRR) ɀ 

developing the means of 

egress, building setbacks, 

earthquake safety drills 

and first aid lessons ɀ can 

insure these people from 

harm due to building 

failure.    

Photo by David A. Yadkouri 
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For countries like Haiti, which are especially vulnerable to 

natural disasters, the United Nations and other global 

humanitarian organizations should place more focus on 

preventing the catastrophic casualties to be wielded by 

building damage, before disaster strikes.  And considering 

the enormous expenses of disaster response (9), it seems 

likely that more money, and certainly more human lives, 

could be saved through effective disaster-preventionɂ

specifically, by investing in the development of 

infrastructure and building durability. 

 

References 

(1) IPCC Working Group II. IPCC Fourth Assessment Report; 
Climate Change 2007: Impacts, Adaption, and 
Vulnerability. Cambridge University Press. 2007. 

(2) Architecture 2030. Global Impact: A 2° World. 2006-2009. 

(3) National Research Council (Ocean Studies Board, Polar 
Research Board, and Board on Atmospheric Sciences and 
Climate). Abrupt Climate Change: Inevitable Surprises. 
National Academies Press. 2002. 

(4) Hands On Disaster Response. Indonesia: Project Sungai 
Geringging Final Report. 4/27/2010. 

(5) Build Change. West Sumatra Post-Earthquake Housing 
Reconstruction Program Poster: Building a T-Shelter. 2009. 

(6) CNN. Complete Coverage on Haiti Earthquake. 2010. 

(7) Protected Wikipedia Article. 2010 Haiti Earthquake. 2010. 

(8) Winthrop, Rebecca. (ÁÉÔÉȭÓ %ÁÒÔÈÑÕÁËÅȡ 0ÒÅÖÅÎÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ 
Preparedness Woefully Low. The Brookings Institution. 
1/14/2010. 

(9) Zeleny, Jeff. Obama Pledges U.S. Aid to Haiti. The New 
York Times. 3/10/2010. 

 

 

 

 

http://www.thedynamo.org/
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/03/11/world/americas/11prexy.html?nl=us&emc=politicsemailema1
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/03/11/world/americas/11prexy.html?nl=us&emc=politicsemailema1
http://www.ipcc-wg2.org/index.html
http://www.ipcc-wg2.org/index.html
http://www.ipcc-wg2.org/index.html
http://www.architecture2030.org/current_situation/global_impact.html
http://books.nap.edu/openbook.php?record_id=10136&page=1
http://hodr.org/pages/indonesia/
http://hodr.org/pages/indonesia/
http://www.buildchange.org/tech/BC_T-Shelter_12_17_V.jpg
http://www.buildchange.org/tech/BC_T-Shelter_12_17_V.jpg
http://www.cnn.com/SPECIALS/2010/haiti.quake/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2010_Haiti_earthquake
http://www.brookings.edu/opinions/2010/0114_haiti_aid_winthrop.aspx
http://www.brookings.edu/opinions/2010/0114_haiti_aid_winthrop.aspx
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/03/11/world/americas/11prexy.html?nl=us&emc=politicsemailema1

