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Dis-aster: the stars are misaligned

Giving meaning to the 
incomprehensible: Act 
of God, act of Nature, 
revenge/retribution

Social ordering but 
also: comfort and 
consolation

Indonesia: natural 
upheaval presages 
social upheaval



Disaster is constructed..... 

Event meets disaster 

criteria =>

Declaration of 

disaster 

Yes No

Yes Yes, yes Yes, no

No No, yes No, no



Disaster = Stress      

challenge  >  coping capacity

So:  - reduce challenge or 

- increase coping capacity

Hypothesis: Cultural awareness increases coping 

capacity 



Why does culture matter?

Some reasons:

 An awareness of culture fosters misunderstanding 
between 'worlds': civil-military, urban-rural

 Pitfall of treating people as irrational or apathetic 
individuals in emergency -> expect pro-social behaviour

Treating people 'tabula rasa' ignores their cultural (tacit) 
knowledge

 Indiscriminate ‘one size fits all’ planning ignores taboos, 
codes, informal communications

Social networks save lives, safety culture prevents 
accidents  => identify formal / informal civil society



Disaster and Culture

● Effect of disaster culture on preparedness, response, recovery

● Culture as barrier and challenge vs. Culture as asset and opportunity 

● Culture at the level of organisations (subcultures), communities, countries 



Revival

2014 Red Cross World Disaster Report/Kruger book 

revives Culture & Disaster theme

Largely Political  economy perspective

2015  Engel et al.  Agency. Culture not a blueprint but 

always (re)negotiated 



Inclusive disaster planning

‘Whole-of-the-Nation’ in the USA

‘Whole-of-Society’ in Sweden

.... advocate network governance and collaboration between societal actors 

(Lindberg and Sundelius, 2012)

Push technology

NL: NL Alert

SE: Din Säkerhet



Example: South Limburg flood culture

People used to helping each other evacuate, even if they can’t stand each 

other

Being used to floods means higher tolerance - people may evacuate (too) 

late

But new arrivals (e.g. Polish farmer’s wife) scared even by low water level

Arrival of embankments reduces flood awareness and preparedness 

from high p, low  i

to     low   p, high i



1993 and 1995: Floods in Southern Limburg



Subcultural difference: Zooming in on two parishes

Borgharen and Itteren:  part of Maastricht Local Authority domain

Parish councils - informal voluntary councils 



Differences  despite proximity

Borgharen

Pop: 1610  (in 2013) 

45.37m NAP

0.5 – 1 m flood depth

Urban Civil Defence legacy

Good relationship with Local Authority

River as foe, environment has to be lived 

with 

Often no architectural adaptation

No landscape symbols to remember 

flooding

Itteren

Pop. 820  (in 2013)

44.83m NAP

1 – 2 m flood depth

History of self-help

Antagonism with Local Authority

River as disorderly neighbour who ‘visits’ 

now and then

Ground floor above historic flood level

Several landscape symbols



Buildings :

Borgharen vs.      Itteren



EDUCEN

Not a research project, but all about 'learning loops'; 

process documentation is key

Workshops, games, stories facilitating local intercultural

communication on DRR

Call: culture as challenge in DRR delivery

Our proposal: culture is just as much as of an asset!

Treat people as social actors rather than individuals

Soft infrastructure & green infrastrcuture = vital

infrastructure



European disasters in urban centres: a culture expert network

● Urban disaster and the role of culture

● Consortium: 11 organisations, 5 city pilots – academics and practitioners

●Beneficiaries:  7 cities + defence actors

○ 1st D-NL Corps of Army Engineers

○ Scandinavian angle: SEI

● Lead: Wageningen University, Netherlands 



Themes and cities

● Culture and memory (Volos, Dordrecht, Lorca)

● Cultural and social networks (l’Aquila, Lorca)

● Culture and infrastructure in urban areas (Milan, Umbria) 

● Cultural learning

● Cultural empathy: simulations and serious gaming 

Harder-to-reach groups (Istanbul) – physically handicapped, street dwellers, 

orthodox religious groups 



Learning within EDUCEN

● Intraconsortium learning and transferability

○ Learning loops

● Goal and end users

● Output of the project



Limburg, Netherlands



Dordrecht: Remembering 

the storm surge of 1953



Ethics within ‘coordination and support activity’ 

● Europe has stepped up guidelines within ‘coordination and support’ action

● ‘Kitchen doctrine’: Clear separation between research and project activities



Position Itteren (dike ring 91) and Borgharen (dike ring 92)



Disaster as fun?

Wenger / Weller: disaster can be like carnival

Borgharen clergyman confirmed this: no work and all play, just drinking beer on 

flood days

Elderly lady: never had so much attention as when I was evacuated in 2011



Simulation Lorca, Spain



Simulation games

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2ZmG5Qh7MqU





Hard & Soft Infrastructure

Soft infrastructure makes hard infrastructure work

Formal and informal infrastructure

Kirschenbaum:  most disaster victims are saved by

their relatives, friends, neighbours, passers-by

Edzold & Keck:  informal social networks keep the

city going when formal infrastructure breaks down 





Culture needs preconditions to work

People on the move like tourists, festival 
fans, holiday home owners, migrants, 
refugees may be cohesive as a group but  

– may not speak the language (or mores)

– are poorly informed/educated where they 
live/are

– find themselves in poor/vulnerable 
accommodation

Responders/interveners are like that too!



Some unexpected support

- Doomsday preppers

- Hobby clubs (electronics, cooking...)

- Schools, scouts

- Youth ‘gangs’(?) 

- (Spain, Italy): contracted professional volunteers

Challenge: 

* Accepting nonprofessional knowledge&slills as legitimate

* Finding acceptance/legitimacy  from social groups  



Urban planning culture

Enschede, May 2000:  in the middle of a 
residential area, right next to each other :

– a fireworks depot, including illegal 
Chinese explosives

– a wastepaper depot

– a beer brewer with a tank on top

Letters from concerned citizens were 
dismissed: wrong desk.



Enschede 2000



Enschede response

It started as a fire, so fire brigades were also 
caught unawares by the explosions

Local football association made their 
grounds available as refuge for hundreds 
of displaced people

Good news: rehabilitation/transformation 
with great social support, cohesive 
neighbourhood

Traumatised people 10 years later; Turkish 
population (1/3) felt neglected.



Milan (It): reaching Turkish migrant population

- Polimi: how do you do action research among 

Turkish population on DRR?

Leaflets and roadshows do not work

- Solutions: visit religious and cultural feasts and 

mingle  

Look for ambassadors, opinion leaders

Presence (familiarity) matters





Closing conference: a major networking opportunity

29-30 March 2017, Dordrecht (NL)

- Parallel sessions with serious games, discussions, 

presentations of likeminded European projects 

(CAPFLO, CUIDAR, PLACARD, CARISMAND) 

- Exercise and field trip

- Until then:  monthly disaster & culture webinar



Contact

www.educenproject.eu

● Jeroen Warner (coordinator): jeroenwarner@gmail.com

● Helena de Jong (project manager NLDA): h.d.jong.19@mindef.nl

● Lieke van der Zouwen (deputy coordinator): lieke.vanderzouwen@wur.nl

Any questions or suggestions?
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