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10. Disaster insurance

Insurance is not an economuc soluhon to potential disaster losses but simply a
mechanism for the transfer of risk, effectively altering the economic impacts of a
disaster but not necessanly reducing them In countries which rely heavily on the
world reinsurance market, insurance also implies a substantial constant leakage. This
has potential implications for domestic rates of growth and levels of investment,
although it has not been a problem in Fiji w date, where domestic savings have
exceeded private seclor mmvestment requiremnents. However, insurance helps facilitate
the recovery of individual producers and may encourage investment in enterprises
where the risks would otherwise have been toa great, Extensive vse of the reinsurance
marker al.so offers an important means of reducing the cost of reconstimction
activities born by the domesiic economy Mareover, 1n a small open economy such
as Fiji's, it can play an important role in prevening a deterioration in the balance of
paynients, a3 already indicated (see Chapter 5}. The insurance industry can elso be
used to promote the adoption of disaster mitigation measures, particularly improved
building standards. Indeed, Fiji is widely quoted as an important success case in this
regard (see Box 10.1). On balance, it 1s therefore important to encourage the nptake
of insurance policies whilst also ensuring that the country does not become
unattractive in the eyes of reinsurers.

There are currently six licensed non-life insurers in Fiji, one of which has domestic
shareholders, and six insurance brokers. However, the number of msurance
companies has fluctoated substanually. reflecting both the unpacts of disaslers and
changes in perceived nisk. Following Cyclone Oscar and large associated msorance
claims in 1983, the domestic msurance indusiry sought a 400% increase in property
premiums. However, this rise was blocked by the Reserve Bank of Fiji and the
Insurance Commissioner In consequence, the insurance industry suftered further
heavy losses as a result of Cyclones Eric and Nigel in 1985, causing the insurance
industry to issue a warning that it might have to withdraw all cyclone insurance and
resuliing in the imeediate withdrawal of two of the then six insurance companies
operating in the country. A third company subsequently withdrew in around 1591, in
part as a result of continuing financial difficulties relating to the 1985 cyclones.
However, these companies have bzen replaced by others. A local insurance company
was established in 1991, More recently, following relatively low domestic insurance
losses as a consequence of Cyclone Kina together with domestic insurance industry
profits of F$2.2m in the sume year (Reserve Bank of Fiji, 1994), two more insurance
companies have entered the Fiji market

Basic property insurance policies consist of either fire or general household policies,
the latter providing cover agamnst fire, theft and earthguakes, No cover is offered
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Box 10.1 Bollding Codes

The Fip Building Standards Committee was originally cstablished by the Commissioner
of Insurance 1n 1984, 1n the wake of the destructive 198243 cyclone season, to examine the
factors underlying the high incidence of cyclone damage. In [985, following Cyclones Eric
and Nigel, the government officially charged the Committee with the task of oversesing the
preparation of a National Building Code which would provide some minimum standards
bath to reduce disaster-related losses and to help ‘achieve stable and perhaps reduced
hurricane insurance premivms’ (Fiji Gavernment, 1985a; 14)

The National Building Code was drawn up in the same ycar, providing guidelines to home-
owners on the upgrading of properties te enhance their cyclone resistance, The Code lays
down basic standards for building malerials and structures in areas of differing hazard risk.
It contains guidelines on fire resistance, access and egress, electricity, health and amenity,
and anculary provisions for dwellings, outbuildings, pubhc buildings and group dwellings

Upon completion of one of three design npgrades detailed under the Code, houses are
inspected by a structural engineer and then issued with a certificate. This certificate must
be presented to secure cyclone insurance cover and morigages Fij1 also follows the New
Zealand 1965 seismic building code, which applies a single standard ecross the country,

In practice, it is difficult as yet w estahlish to what eatent the Building Code has improved
the disasler resistance of Fiji’s building stock. Some attnibute the relatively small levels of
insured damage occurring as a resuil of Cyclone Kina to the unprovement in building
standards  Others a1gue Lhat the success of the Buitding C'ode has yet to be fully tested,
pointing out that Cyclone Kina was not a typical cyclone: it was relatively slow moving
with a strength of only 2-3 (compared with strength 4 for Cyclones Eric and Nigel) but was
accompanied by patticularly heavy rainfall, resulting in record flood levels but causing
relatively little wind damage the latter of which can potentially be particularly cosdy.

Adoption of the Building Code has also remained Jargely confined to urban areas to date
Atthe rural level, construction of public buildings such as scheols, community centres and
churches 1s normally checked by building snspectors but may nevertheless fall below urban
standards. Meanwhile, individual homes zre typically built by the owner and, particularly
10 the outer islands, arc not inspected  In consequence, nual buildings may suffer much
greater damage than ueban oncs ag, for example, during Cyclone Kina, whilst damage to
urban housing largely occurs 1 squatter settlements or villages on the onlskirts of urban
areas, which are also less likely to be built by contractors (Rokovada and Vialijks, 1993),
Buildings insured overseas may also not comply with the Building Code, as, lor example,
in the case with some smaller tourssi resorts at least prior to Cyclone Kina {Ibid.). Finally,
there are some claims of corruption involving the issue of certificates to sub-standard
buildings, implying that the scale of adoption of cyclone proofing measures may be less
widespread than official records supgest

against flovds or volcanic eruptions whilst cyclone cover has to he obtained
separately. Cyclone insurance 1s relatively expensive. For example, in the soft market
conditions prevailing at the beginning of 1996 it was cstimated that cyclone coverage
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would increase premiums on a general household policy by abour a third whilst as
much as doubling them under tight market conditions.™ Nevertheless, the uptake of
cyclone insurance has been promoted by making the securing of mortgages
condittonal upon the acquisition of cyclonc insurance. As a result, there is a relatively
high rate of cyclone insurance coverage in urban areas, with perhaps 7-8% of the
total population and, since virtuatly all policy holders are located in urban areas,
18-20% of the urban populaiion covered by cyclone insurance. One insurance
industry spokesperson interviewed for this study estimated that perhaps 90% of
businesses, including all factories. also have cyclone insurance.® *

Despite high premiums, general data for property insurance mdicates that such
policies have sometimes involved massive losses for insurers.*® In particular, the 1983
and 1985 cyclones were largely responsible for net loss ratios (the portion of the loss
which is born by the direct underwriters) of 110 and 885 in 1983 and 1985
1especlively for fire insurance and 186 and 227 for properly insurance policies,
although insured losses as a result of Cyelone Kina were much lower (see Box
10.1)* To reduce (he scale of losses to the domestic insurance industry, considerable
use has therefare been made of reinsurance markets more recently, as demonstrated
by a comparison of the pattern of claims as a resull of Cyclones Oscar and Kina
(Table 10.1). However, heavy reliance on the world reinsurance market al.so exposes
Fiji to the vagaries of this rather unstable market, with fluctvations in premiums
retlecung exvernal, as well as domestic, factors.*

® In Febroary 1996, busic property mnsurance on a F$100,000 house cost around F$350 per
annum, mchzdimg a 10% or F$ 1,000 deductible, depending on which was higher, in the event of
an carthquake Additional cyclone coverage would have increased the cost of premiums to
around F$550 per annum, with a 10% or F$250 deductible on domestic properties and a 20% or
F$1.000 deductible on commercial properties in the event of a cyclene.

* Tn 1993, expenditure on houschold and rire premiums averaged F$18 per capita or, assuming
that policies were faken out entirely by urban dwellers, F545 per capita for the urban poplation.

1 Iy common with governments in many other developed and developing countries, public
property is self-nsured although all government housing is covered by commercial insurance
policies

42 Data on loss ratios for cyclone insurance are not avinlable
# Comparahle fipures on gross loss ratios were not readily available for this period.

* Until 1983 the world reinsurance industry were able to offset underwriting losses against
substantial investments in meney markets, Subsequent falls in world interest rates have forced
reinsurers to rely on profits from underwriting activities, resulting in an escalation of insurance
premiums, The international insurance and reinsurance udustry faced a particulariy difficult
period m the early 1990s when the global incidence of natural disasters increased, precipitating
an upward spiralling of preminms and a sharp reduction m the capacity of reinsurers
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Table 10.1 Domestic and reinsurance payouts as a consequence of severe

cyclones, 1983-93
Cyclone Domesne insurance pay- Reinsurance and off-
Outs share insurance pay-
GHES
Oscar (1983) F$53m F$34m
Enc and Nigel (1985) F$80m na.
Kina (1993) Fi$5m F$33m.

Unsurprisingly, domestic risks appear to have most bearing on premium levels in the
immediate aftermath of a disaster. For example, in the wake of Cyclone Kina
insurance premiums on some policies more than doubled and insurees were also
asked to accept higher levels of deducnbles (Reserve Bank of Fiji, 1994}, At the same
tine, the insurance industry sought a reduction in reinsurance premiums in view of
the supposed reduction in risks demonstraied by the cyclone (see Box 10.1). The
reinsurance industry, in turn, expressed concemn about earthquake risks in Fiji instead,
culminating in the comunissiomng of a private investigative study of such risks by the
Fij1 insurance induostry. This study revealed that an earthquake on the scale of the
1953 one could result in very high insured losses, in part because some areas of Suva
and Nadi are built on reclaimed land. However, at this point the influence of global
reinsurance conditions rather than demestic factors came into play and, rather than
forcing reinsurance premiums up even further, premiums fell instead as the world
reinsurance market moved mto a period of unproved profitability and concemns abount
the relatively small Fiji reinsurance market dissipated,

Indeed, as of curly 1996, the Fiji market had become highly compelitive after, in the
absence of any natural disasters, the domestic industry achieved record profits in
1995. Premuums had fallen by some 20-40% whilst rates for the FSC, the largest
insurance risk in Fiji, were reported to have been slashed by about a half. New
companies were even rumoured to be demanding no cyclone-proofing certification
for the issue of cyclone insurance policies. Some working within the insurance
industry expressed concern about this trend and telt that Fiji almost needed a major
cyclone to shake up the industry and increase premiums to a more realistic level.

In the wake of Cyclone Kina and the associated increase in premwums experienced by
some policy-holders, businesses also exerted some pressure on the government Lo
help reduce their exposure to fluctuating premmms by broadening the scope of the
Cyclone Reserve, thus enabling companes to build up larger reserves from pre-tax
profits and to reduce insurance premium payouts {see Chapter 9), Several
organisations rely quite heavily on such reserves because they are no longer able to
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obtain insurance al, {rom thewr perspective, reasonable levels of premusms and
deductibles.”” Options For a regional disaster insurance scheme have also been
discussed on occasion (for example, PIDP, 1990). However, it is ulumately important
that any such schemes remain relatively modest and that high levels of reinsurance
are maintained because of the implied inflow of foreign exchange following natural
disasters (see Chapter 3). Alternative schemes held in local currency could not have
the same effect. In part for the same reason, efforts should also be taken to ensure that
insurance risks are not under-assessed and thus that reinsurers do not make substantial
[ssses in Fiji, either driving away potential reinsurers ur increasing premtiums to such
an extent that there is a large decline in insurance coverage.

4% For example, both Fiji Pine and the FSC operate Cyclone Reserve accounts. Since Cyclone
Oscar, Fiji Pime has been unable w procore insurance at reasonahle rates of s growng timber,
which represented some 70% of s total wssets in 1994 Instead, Fijt Pine has made regular
annval payments 10to a Cyclone Reserve secount to provide conlingency resources in ihe event
of damage resulting from fires and cyclones,

The FSC 15 the [argest insurance risk in Fiy, as already noted, costing the inserance indusiry
some FE40m 1 the wake of Cyclone Kina In 1994, faced wuh high premmms, the FSC
extublished a Cyelone Reserve account into which it invested F52.5m i pre-tax profits apmually.
Latterly, international insurance interesl in the FSC recovered, For exumple, when the FSC’s
insurance palicy came up for renewal in late 1995, hve intemational brokers quoted on i,
Nevertheless, the FSC has alvo mamtmined paymenls into 1ts Cyclone Reserve account
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11. Disaster management policy and practice

Considerable attention has been paid to disaster management in Fiji. These efforts
have concentrated particularly on preparedness and post-disaster responses as well
as technical disaster mitigation and preparedness projects. However, broader
strategies to mitigate the economic impacts of natural disasters and to imcorporate
hazard risks into overall economic policies have been largely neglected. This chapter
focuses particularly on the role which economic considerations have played in
disaster management.

11.1 Disaster management

The country's formal disaster imnanagement structure dates hack to 1960 when an
Hmergency Services Committee (EMSEC) was established as an ad foc
governmental committee in the Ministry of Finance with responsibility for warning,
relief and rehabilitation efforts in the event of natural disasters and crvil disturbances.
The EMSEC was specifically not intended to meet long term reconstruction and
rehabifitation regquirements of disaster vicums, let al.one 10 undertake disaster
mitigation activities. Meanwhile, the EMSEC's location within the structure of
guvernment rcpresented less an effort to incorporate disasters into broader
development planning than the fact that disaster relief required budgetary resources,
The EMSEC was subsequently complemented by a Prime Minister’s Hurricane Relief
Committee (PMHRC), created in the wake of Cyclone Bebe (1972). The PMHRC
was comprised of a group of private citizens under the chairmanship of the Prime
Minister, working in collaboration with the Minisuy of Agriculture and the Bristrict
Administration. It had responsibility for the determination and formulation of relief
policies and the implementation of reconstruction progiammes but, again, did not
have any responsibilitics with respect o disaster mutigation, Similarly, the EMSEC
Precautionary Manual for Emergencres, which was published in 1979, contained no
reference to mitigation, which can potentally play the largest role in mitigating the
economic impacts of natural disasters, except in the case of drought. Instead, it was
essentially an emergency response plan.

The structure of disastcr management was finally altered m 1990 to make it more
comprebensive, covering prevention, mitigation, preparedness and rehabilitation
activitics as well as emergency aperations and relief.™® A new Notional Disaster
Management Plan was alsa published in 1995, broadening the scope of the eariter

* In keeping with this shift of emphasis. responsibility for disasters was also transferred to the
Ministry of Regional Development and Rural Housing because of 1ts existing grassroots network,
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1979 manual to include mitigation and rehabilitation, as well as outlining the roles
and responsibilities of individual bodies and providing guidelines for operations and
activities relating to all siages of disaster management (NDMC, 1995). The
supporting role of non-govemmental orgamisations (NGOs) in mitigaban,
preparedness and cmergency response and rehabilitation was also detailed.

Although it could do more, this new Plan goes some way n promoting mitigation
measures and represents a step forward towards a broader orientation of disaster
management For example, the importance of incorporating disaster proofing into
rehabilitation efforts is recognised® ‘if possible, ... rehabilitation cfforts should also
conttibute to a reduction of the vulnerability of communities and public and privale
assets, in order to reduce the impact of future natural disasters’ (NDMC, [935: V-8).
The new structure of disaster management alsa contains a Mitigation and Prevention
Committee with a membership including the Permanent Secretaries for Finance and
Agriculiure amongst others. However, the commitiee does not include any
representatives from, for example, tourism, industry or commerce. Moreover, the
Ministry of Finance’s broader role 15 defined. once again, in terms of ensuring that
adeguate financial resources are nvailable for essential preparedness and relief
measures rather than of developing diversification and growth strategies which
explicitly take account of hazard risks.

Or a more posutive note, the Minisoy of Agniculture is expected to play a more
participatory role in disaster mutigation under the new Pian, providing advice on crop
preparedness and mitigation measures, including the best methods to safeguard crops,
livestock, equipment and plants from the effects of natural disasters. The ministry is
alsy cxpected to work closely with the Public Works Department in flood control and
watershed management programmes. Meanwhile, the Fiji Electricity Authority, for
example, is expected to undertake somc disaster mitigation measures by ensuring that
power lines and other installations are kept clear of trees and other possible
obstructions.

Nevertheless, the more general fack of importance attributed to a cohesive mitigation
policy in the new Plan is further undermined by the fact that the Miligation and
Prevention Committee does nol mecl regularly. For example, no meetings were held
in 1995, In addition, there does not appear to have been any real effort to ensore that
mitigation activities are adopted at the grass roots level. Further evidence of the
limited interest in dicaster mitigation is demonstrated by the fact that the National
Building Codc was scheduled to be put before Parliament in 1996, some eleven years
afler it was first drawn up, despite the fact that it had always been intended that the
Code would be enacted

The National Disaster Management Office (NDMO) itself is also constrained in the
extent to which 1t can becomc involved n disaster mitigation activities. As of early
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1996, 1t had only four permanent staff although certain effosts were being male Lo
strengthen it and increase its awtonomy. In the meantime, the NDMO was focussing
its efforts on disaster preparedness and relief, reflecting financial and personeel
shortages,

In contrast. the new Plan carefully outlines a number of measures for promoting
disaster preparedness, awareness and wraining. Indeed, the government has been quite
aclive m promoting preparedness activities over the past couple of years — m rself a
very positive development — and considerable efforts are being made Lo increase
awareness of natural disasters. For example, a National Disaster Awareness Week,
which is mentioned in the Plan, 1s held annually in October, prior to the beginming of
the cyclone season. The funding tor this is not assured, however, and in 1995, for
example, was only approved by the Mimstry of Finance after some cajoling. The
NDMG is also working through schools, woemen’s groups and the media o increase
preparedness awareness. In 1994 and 1993, eftorts tocused on a poster campaign and,
in 1995, radio broudcusts as well, informing people how to act in the event of
cyclones, sunamis, floods and earthguakes, The Ministry of Education has responded
particularly well 1o the need for greater disaster awareness” whilst governmental
preparedness measures have been complemented by the efforts of cerrain NGOs and
the Fiji Red Cross Meanwhile, before each cyclone season, stocks of government
emergency supplies throughout the country are inventoried whilst the Fiji Red Cross
also places stocks of disaster packs around the country and people are encouraged to
store food and water.

Adequate warnings are also important, both in saving lives and reducing physical
damage. Again the National Disuster Muanagement Plan altaches considerable
importance to alerts and warnings, including good communications. The current state
of scienhfic knowledge also permits warmnings of cyclones, floods and some tsunarnis
although earthquakes cannot be predicted. Meanwhile, the extent and nature of
drought events unfolds slowly and requires careful monitoring, The Fiji
Meteorological Service has had long experience of preparing cyclone warnings, both
for Fiji amd most of the South Pacific more generally; and issues special weather
bullenins some 36—48 hours before they sirike land. These allow endangered
populations some opportunity to secure window shutters, tie down roofs, put
equipment and vehicles under cover and so on, effectively reducing the extent of
damage, Offices and schouls are also shut and people remain in their own homes, or
with triends or relatives who are perceived to have safer houses, for the duration of
the cyclore. Such measures can play an important role in munmising the impact of
disasters, particularly in terms of loss of life,

i Currently disasters are covered under several subjects, including geogruphy und social

sciences, The idea of introducing disaster management onto the school curriculum, as a subject
in its awn right, has even been mooted.
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Finally, the nature of disaster response cun be important in determining the pace of
cconomic recovery, However, the National Disuster Munagement Plen is rather weak
in this regard, at least with respect w the timportance it attaches to ensuting a rapud
such recovery. The Plan states that public sector rehubilitation efforts *will be based
on full assessiment of the impucts of the disaster, including direct and indirect etfects’
(NDMC, 1995+ V-3 However, there has been little actual analysic of esther indirect
or secondury effects and, nstead, etfonts focus on physical reconstruction on the
apparently implicit assumption that any indirect effects will be automatically
addressed as well. ‘Economic recovery® is listed 1n the Plan under typical post-
disaster needs for earthquakes but not under those for cyclones, floods, landshdes or
droughts, Only in ihe case of diought is any atiention paid the need to address to more
specllic economic impacts such as price nstability and increased unemployment.
Provision of seeds for planting is only listed under cvelones although, again, ths is
an important measure required in the aftermath of most disasters to speed recovery.

11.2 Disaster prevention and mitigation measures

Ihgaster prevention and mitiganon activities are potentially particularly immportant in*
minimising the broader economic consequences of a natural disaster and so are
worthy of particutar consideration. Such efforrs have focused primarily on cyclones
and flogds. Some drought activities are also being undertaken but are not well
coordinated (see Box 11.1),

In terms of flood, and indirectly cyclone, prevention and mitigation, Fiji’s Niath
Development Plan (1986-90) called for a range of structural measures ~ namely, a
programme of construction and maintenance of drainage; river-dredging, and proper
catchrnent area maragement. The country has since established a River Improvement
Management Plan which provides the basis for an integrated nver improvement
programme covering dredging, rlood and bank protection works (Rokovada and
Violyjks, 1993) Such measures have had some success, For example, dredging
aperations were partly successiul 1n reducing the levels of floods experienced
following Cyclone Kina. Major drainage works are also undertaken annually

INowever, structural prevention and mitigation efforts are effecuvely constrained by
high per capita investment costs in small islands. For example, the Mimstry of
Regional Development estimated Lhat coastal protection of the island of Serva, which
lies just off the southeast coast of Viti Levu has just one village and faces
considerable coastal erosion problems due to high winds and cyclones, would cost
around F$250,000 (Porter, 1994). In terms of minimising the impacts of disasters,
such costs imply the need tor an alternative mitigation strategy which ensures thal
apricultural and other liveliboods are well-adapted (o the prevailing environment
inscead,
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Box 111 Water Strategy

Parts of Fiji regularly experience dry periods, as already noted, whilst abulity to both tap and
preserve water supplies aiso varies considerably Some water-related invesiments are being
undertaken, involving a number of gaverntnant ministries, Some communities have also
initiated sell-help measures, usually under 4 scheme whereby recipients meet a third of the
cost and the govermment the remainder.  However, these efforts are not pacticularly well-
coordinated and the mast diought-prone areas not necessanly largeted Parl of the problern
lies in the fact that mapping of groundwater resourees is incomplete. At the same lime, scre
arcas continue 1@ rely largely on hand-dug wells despite surveys indicating that underground
walter supphies exist which could be tapped through the drilhing of boreholes.

Meanwhile, water usage 15 pradually increasing as populations expand and the water
reticulalion system extended (Porier, 1994). Demand for water will inevitably increase further
with, for example, nsing standards of living, contmued expansion of wrigation nctworks and
growth of the tourist industry, Thete are even fears that urban water supply. which to date has
been relatively secure, could be threatened (UNDHA-SPPO), 1993). The 1987 drought has
already resulted in the introduction of water restrictions, including in Suva and Mausori
Competition for water ras also increased simce the commissioning of the Monasavu Hydro
Power Scheme in 1983, requiring considerahle volumes of stored water to operale at full
capacity. By 1992, this station accounted for approximately 90% of electricity productian,
imply:ng that future water shortages could reverberate on industrial processes as well as health
and other services by resulting in power shorlages They could also imply increased cnergy
imports, exerting pressure on the external sector, particularly as the government plans to
increase reliance on hydro-electricity-generating plants further as part of efforts to reduce the
overall volume of imported energy products. The Monasavu dam ran shon of water for
several weeks during the 1992 drought (NDMC, 1995) and suniar shorlages could occur
again.

Essentiaily the country requires a comprehensive waltcr strategy wentifying water resources
and appropniate technques to exploit thal water on a systematic, national basis. The stralegy
should also consider all aspects of water usage  This 15 by no means a new idea althongh such
astrategy has yet to be drawn up. For example, the Opportunities for Growth document states
that* *Atrention needs to he given to increasing knowledge of water as a resonrce, coordination
and prioritisation of competing demands on the resource, and long term planning to enwure
sustamable development ' (Fyi Government, 1993: 117)

Faced with increasing compeition for waler usage, the government also needs to promote
water conservalion practices, Rainfall statistics dating back at least to the tem of the century
need to be examined to identify any long-term trends and water consumption needs adjusted
in accordance with them, Water users, particularly industrial ones, also need to be charged
prices equaled 1o the long-run marginal cost lo of water ensurc full cost rccovery and to
encourage water conservation practices.  Urban water 1ates are currently set well below
marginal cost, and there appears to be limited appreciation of the urgent need for marginal
cost pricing. Meaawhile, the Warld Bank (1995) notes that currently madequate cost recovery
is demonstrated by the fact that plunned maintenance and upgradmg is failing sericusly behind
schedule. The governmenl akso needs to work hard 1o overturn the general perception of
unlimited avadability of water (Porter, 1994),
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At least in the past, structural mitigation efforts may also have been constrained to
some extent by insufficient public appreciation of their benefits For example, sach
a lack of understanding was said to be attributable for certain problems encountered
in the implementation of the drainage works component of a World Bank funded
reconstruction project in the wake of Cyclone Wally (1980) which was hindered by
a reluctance on the part of farmers to allow drainage facilities to be buili on their land
of to permit right-of-way access (Warld Bank, 1985).

Non-structural disaster prevention and mitigation measures include disaster-proofing
of buildings, measures to upgrade finod-vulnerable roads and the taking out of
insurance policies {see Chapter 10) as well as various adaptations to agricultural
practices (see section 4.1).* Some risk hazard mapping is alse currently under way.
However, there is scopc for further vulnerability asscssments as a basis for designing
additional measures io reduce the impact of natural disasters. For example, Rokovada
and Vrolijks (1993) call for a more systemanc assessment of the road network and
power supply.

11.3 Broader economic policy and disasters

The country’s economic vulnerability 10 natural disasters is clearly recognised by the
government and tnternational agencies. For example, the National Environmental
Strategy states that Fiji *. . is subject to potentially catastrophic climatic events such
as cyclones, earthquakes, flooding and multiple land-slips which can have a major
impact on the econoimy and infrastructure’ (TUCN, 1993: 3). The adverse impacts of
natural disasters also feature heavily in accounts of economic performance ex posi,
particularly since the catly 1980s, as, for example, m various Fiji Government budget
statements. Indeed, as Carter et al. (1991: 267) argue ‘Any development scenario for
these smali (South Pacific) economies is likely to be flawed 1t it does not take into
account the impact of frequent aatural disasters, especially on infrastructure facilities’.
Meanwhile, the Fiji National Disaster Management Plan recogniscs (hat disaster
mitigation activities should not just b project-based but also “form part of the overall
developrent efforts of Fyi’' (NDMC, 1995: VI-2). Yet, most official general policy
documenls produced by the Fyian govermnment and regional and multilaleral
organisations have paid litile attention to natural disasters in the formulation of
overall policies or planning. For example:

¢ There arc certain inherent contradictions in designing building structures which are resistant
to all types of hazard experienced in Fiji For example, the Town Planning Act enforces the
construction of houscs on piles in low-lying arcas, reducing their vulnerability to floods but
increasing that to earthquakes.
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The 1993 document Opportuniites for Growth: Policies and Strategies for Fiji
in the Medum Term (Fyi Government, 1993) makes a nember of references
10 the impact of Cyclone Kma, which occurred whilst the document was being
drawn up, on agricutture, forestry, wnfrastructure and buildings. It also notes
that cyclones ‘are not uncommon in Fiji and their disropuon has to be
accommaodated with minimum detriment m the implementation of longer term
policies’ (pl4). Yet, althcugh it states that ‘environmental management is an
ntegral part ot the planning and development process’ (p.78), it does not make
the same point about natura! hazard management. It also largely 1gnores
natural disasters at the sectoral level For example, natural disasters are not
included in the discussion of agricultural sector constraints whilst measures to
reduce vulnerability to nartoral disasters are not listed under “essential™
componerits of agricultural policy und strategy. Indeed, the only place where
disasters are specifically identified as a sectoral constraint is in the discussion
of Fiji Pine where forest fires are mentioned. Meanwhile, the document
identies a need for long-term water resource planning to help ensure that the
econoiny remains on ‘an environmentally sound growth path’ but does not
acknowledge the potentially serious economic implications of water shortages.

The Suve Declaration on Sustainable Human Development in the Pucific,
drawn up at the Twenty-Fourth Sonth Pacific Forum in 1993, identifies a
number of constraints to sustainable growth but fals to mention natural
disasters (Forum Secretariat, 1994). The Declaration advocates development
strategies which, amongst other things enhance the productivity of the rural
and subsistence sector, address inequality and emerging poverty, overcome
regional disparities and supporl environmental regeneration, The attainment
of such objectives conld be undermined in the event of a natural disaster yet,
again, disasters are not mentianed.

In the official report of the Twenty-Fitth South Pacific Forum global warnung
and sea level nse are identified as ‘among the most serious threats to the
Pacific region and the survival of some island states' (Forum Secretariat, 1995)
but there is no menuon of natural disasters

A 1995 World Bank report includes some reference to the impact of natural
drsasters on production of certain crops; and acknowledges vulnerability w
natural disasters as one of Fip’s ‘handicaps’. Yet it fails to suggest the
promotion of policies which aim fo reduce that vulnerability, even within the
narrower context of the agricultural sector (World Bank, 1995).

The National Environment Strategy (IUCN, 1993) recognises the cross-cutting
nature of environmental issues and the need to incorporate them into all
aspects of government business because ‘environmental polictes designed m
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isolation of other sectoral and national goals are difficult fo implement and
frequently fail’ (p.29) Yet little is said about, effectively, the reverse process
- 1¢, the impact of the enviromrent, including natural hazards, on development
— other than in calling for strategic long-lerm planning for resources which
may be affected by climate change, particularly sugar cane culuvation jn the
dry zones of Viti Levu and Vanua Levu which could be adversely affected by
increasingly dry conditions (IUCN, 1993),

In contrast, considerably more inlerest has been paid to environmentally sustainahle
development as one of the thuee cenual themes of sustainable human development.
Environmental policies and objectives have been iucluded in governmeni dociments
dating back to 1971 although, in practice, implementation difficulties have been
encountered due to several factors including lack of integration of development and
environmental policies and inadequate and highly sectoralised legislation (IUCN,
1993). Sumilar factars appear to hinder consideration of nalural disasters in overall
economic policy-making.

However, 1t is not entirely clear what factors underlie the general malaise in
incorporating hazard risks into broader economic policy. Adouttedly, envirenmental
issues, for example, probably demand greater atiention as environmental degradation
is directly linked to human actions and presents a continual threat whereas natural
disasters occur infrequently. Nevertheless, human actions also partly determine the
scale of impact of natural hazards and, when they do occur, disasters may conshtute
severe exogenous economic shacks. Part of the problem of incorporating hazard risks
into economic pelicies and strategies must lie w the current nature of post-disaster
assessments which, as discussed below, largely fail to take account of indirect and
secondary impacts and so may considerably underestimate their full costs.® If the
latter was more transpaent, then thes alone could push policy-makers into achon.
There may also be some sense of collective non-responsibility — that is, that because
the impacts of disasters are so all-pervasive, potentially reaching into most aspects of
the economy, no government ministry or departient is willing to recognise them as
in part their own responsibility.

*# Cost-benefit analyses of disaster prevention and mitigation projects alse appear to entail a very
narrow definition of econanuc benefits, For example, an economic assessiment of the benetits
of u flood protection scheme in the Rewa Della was sndertaken which included a valuation of
the Lypes and value of assets which would be damaged or destrayed under varying flood
scenarios (UNDP/FAQ, 1994) but excluded any consideration of the indirect ar secondary
impacts of 4 flood. On some occasions, such narrow approaches could unply that a decision ts
nol taken to invest in a potentially highly beneficial project, particularly 1if sociul benefits are also
excluded from the analysis.
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11.4 Damage assessment -an obstacle to comprehensive disaster
mitigation strategies?

Current efforts to assess the economic impacts of natural disasters in Fiji are
essentially confined wo post-disaster damape assessments. Such assessments should
aim to serve two purposes First, they should provide essential information upon
which appropriate and timely responses can be based, addressing both short-term
humanitarian needs and efforts required to ensure a rapid economic recovery. Second,
damage asscssments should farm a fundamental component of effarts to ascertain the
broader economic impacts of disasters, providing important information for policy-
mikers in furthering their undarstanding of possibly changing economic vulnerability
to natural hazards and in determining how economic development can be directed
towards reducing that vulnperability. The National Disaster Muanagement Plan
recognises the importance of maintaining proper records of disaster expariences for
use in improving future plans, policies and procedures. Indeed, one of the missions
of the Preparedness Commitlee is ‘to establish a simple but effective data base on
natural disaster damage and protective control mechanisms as a guide for policy
direction and programme development’ (NDMC, 1995). However, to date the scope
and quality of disaster assessments is somewhat limiled and needs to be improved
before a really useful database can be developed.

Part of the problem lies in the currently short-term nature of assessments. In the
aftermath of a disaster. daily briefings are prepared by Emergency Operation Centres
at the national, divisional and district levels. According to guidelines laid out in the
1995 National Disaster Management Plan and broadly reflecting recent practices, a
series of reports should also be prepared at the national and divisional level comprised
of the following:*

v initial damage and reliel needs assessment reports (within 48 hours);
. relief needs asscssment reports (within 1 week); and
. damage assessment and outstanding rehef needs reports (within 2 weeks).”!

At the end of an emergency operation, a debriefing and review of the operation
should then be produced, outlining outstanding relief needs. Additional assessments
should be prepared for rehabilitation programming, taking mto account baseline data
where available.

* These assessment procedares were clearly [aid out in the Nartonal Disaster Management Plan
partly in responsc to inadequacies in the assessment process which were revealed following
Cyclone Kina. They broadly reflect past practices but hopefully, when they are put to the tcst in
the next disaster, will provide for a fuller and more systcmatic assessthent.

¥ Droughts do not fit into this format and, 1n practice, drought assessmenlts are linled to an
assessment of emergency water supplies



23

The primary purpose of this serics of assessments is to identify the impact of a
disaster and indicale emergency response, relief and rehahilitation requirements
{(NDMC, 1995). Information should be provided on the numbers affected; the
numbers of homes destroyed or damaged, damage to food crops, cash crops and
livestock and the availabihty of food; damape to essential zervices and factlities; and
damage to roads, bridges and overall accessibility of areas. Assessment reports
sometimes refer to disruption to trade as a consequence of infrastructural damage but
no allempt 1s apparcntly made o cost this economic loss. Additional reports are
provided by other public and private institutions ~ such as the Fiji Electricity
Authority, the Fiji Sugar Corpuration, the Public Works Department, Telecom, the
Fiji Pine Comimission, the Red Cross and NGOs — and incorporated into the national
and divisional reports.

However, these procedures [l m one important respect: according Lo them, the final
debriefing should oceur perhaps only 6 months after a disaster, At this stage it is far
too early to assess the full impact of a disaster on, for example, the balance of
payments, the government budget, or the allocation of budgetary resources. There has
been some improvement ia this regard to the extent that in the immediaie aftermath
of Cyclone Kina both the Reserve Bank of Fiji and the Ministry of Finance undertook
brief economic assessments of the damage incurred, considering the price, balance-of-
payments and budgetary effects as well as direct impucts on productive sectors and
infrastructure. However, the Ministry of Finance's paper was drawn up in February
1993 and the Reserve Bank's one even earlier, in January — that is, only a few weeks
after the cyclone — and so were based largely on conjecture rather than hard fact.
Neither document was subsequently updated nor any effort taken to consider the
lessons learnt in terms of strengthening the economy against future disasters.
Furthermore, the 1993 manual did not cutline any requiretnent for broader economic
assessments of the impacts of disasters at any point in the assessment process,

Other problems have also been encountered in the past. For example. relevant
ministries have typically failed to pool their reports, undertaking initial survey and
assessment work separalely. This has effecuvely undermined the coordination of the
overall rehef and rehabilitation operation, as, for example, in the case of Cyclone
Kina wherc poor coordination and thus incomplete knowledge of the extent of
damage and existing relief efforts implied that the government was unable to respond
to some offers of intemational assistance in good time (Rokovada and Vrolyks,
1993). To date, any cfforts to implement standardised reporting formats have also
failed, effectively hampering efforls to construct a clear picturc of the precise nature
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of the damage caused by disasters.” The general literature on the agniculrural impact
of natural disasters is particularly thin, especially as concerns subsistence crops.™ *

More positively, 1o help ensure sccurale assessments of damage in the future,
districts, divisions and the NDMO are also expected to collate baseline data according
to the Nottonal Disaster Muragement Plan These should include informartion on
population distribution, agricuttural areas and the location of key facilities; and should
be reviewed annually, prior to the start ot the cyclone season in September. 1f
implemented, this could represent a major step towards an improved assessment of
the broader economic impacts of natural disasters, in turn helping to promote
appropriate agricultural and other policies.

2 UNDHA have also produced two booklets on disaster assessment m the Pacific i recogmtion
of the need for improved practices. However, these booklets are not used, at least in Fyi. o 1391,
there appears o have been anather effort to introduce # standardised format for reporting
damage, this lime on the imtiative of the Fiji Governinent. Draft forms were drawn up by the
Ministry of Regional Development, coveting damage ta crops, houses and schools, They were
then cirenlated for comment hut apparently not (aken any fusther.

# This is partly attributed to the ‘unreliability and lack of ohjectivity of crop loss appraisal
methods’ (Amerasinghe, 1984: 143). Lack of tnuned personnel presents a further problem whilst
assessments may be complicated by rouiti-cropping. The impact of natural disasters also extends
beyond crop losses ta factors such as reduced plantings, the purchase of new planting materials
and other agncultural iputs to replace lost ones and even loss of export markets, Yet it may be
difficult to ganga the impact of natural disasters on such factors as crop planting decisions.

¥ This is true not only of Fiji bul alsa of the South Pucific more generally.
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12, Traditional coping mechanisms

Traditional coping mechanisms to deal with the effects of natural disasters, including
both longer-term mitigation measures and shorter-termn preparedness measures, have
been developed over centuries in both Fiji and the Pacific more generally. Early
recognition of an annual cyclone season was reflevted in the naming of the months.*
Preparedness measures were traditonally based on certain weather and animal
behaviour patterns which were believed to foretell 2 hurricane, some of which have
subsequently been proven to have a scientific basis. In recent times, these have been
supplemented by meteorological warnings which, for example, enabled the country
to be placed on alert four days before Cyclone Kina struck (Rokovada and Vrelijks,
1993).

However, there 1s reported to have been a gradual breakdown in traditional mitigation
and coping mechanisms (e.g., Carler et al., 1991). There has also been much
discossion of the emergence of a relief-dependency syndrome, with communities
increasingly relying on government and international donor efforts, rather than self-
help initiatives, in the aftermath of disasters,

Various factors have contributed to these trends.

* Changing agricultural practices - as already discussed, there has been a shift
away from multi-cropping towards production of just a few crops together with
much reduced cultivation of more disaster-resistamt crops. Some commentators
poinl to increasing reliance of households on cash crops for export as thewr major
source of income as another factor contributing to increased vulnerability (Carer
et al., 1991). Certain traditional practises to preserve food supplies for use in the
event of a natural disaster are also dying out (see section 4.1}.

+ Increasing poverty — varions commentators have suggested that levels of poverty
in Fiji are probably increasing (e.g., Bryant, 1992; Chung, 1995), particularly
foltowing the 1987 coups and the subsequent economic dechine, A draft poverty
study, under preparation by the Central Planning Office with UNDP assistance as

* Fyums divide the year up into a number of pertods which refer to various natural pheromena.
The months from December to February are vasiously known as the vula | katakara (*hot
seasen’), vala [ solelaca (‘sail-wrapping season'} and wela i tabutaca (*season when the sail 18
prohubited’), the last two referring to the fact that sailing is not normally undertaken dunng this
pecod because of the threat of hurricanes (Rokavada, na date).

% Por example, both ancient and modern-day Fijians believe thut when a breadfrus tree is
heavily lnden with fruit there will be a hurncane (Amerasinghe, 1984),
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of early 1996, has estimated that some 25% of the population live below the
poveny line (based on Household and Income Expenditure Survey data from
1990-1), compared with under 20% in 1977 It has been recognised that a large
proportion of the poor are located in ecologically fragile areas and (hat their
economie and social deprivation is one of the factors contributing to further
environmental degradation (e.g., Norindr, 1993). It has also been recognised that
natural disasters contribute (0 poverty. However, the fact that the poor are also
patticularly harzard-vulnerable by definition of their location, as well as,
commonty, quality of housing and that disaster vulnerability must be addressed
as part ot wider effoits to reduce poverty have yet to be incorporated inlo any anti-
poverty sirategies.

Population and land pressure — this has cantributed to the gradual cultivation
of marginal lands as well as the construction of housing in increasingly hazardous
areas, parlicularly those vulnerable to landslides, as urban arcas expand Newer
developnients also tend to be located in driet areas rather than near adeyuate water
supphes (Porter. 1994)

Modernisation of the housing stock - there has been a gradual shifi from the use
of traditional to modern housing designs and materials which has probably been
accompanied by an increasing level of sub-standard housing. Traditiotsal bure
(thatched) housing could be relatively easily replaced in the aftermath of a
dhsaster; and was relatively safe, with fairly low nisk of fatalities or injuries in the
event of cyclones or earthquakes. However, bure houses are an increasingly rare
sight. For example, a survey of 124,098 households in 1989 reported that only
9% of houses were still constructed from bure materials (Fiji Bureau of Statistics,
1989). Instead, even on the outer islands, housing is increasingly constructed from
cement, timber and corrugated iron. Such structures are not nccessarily less
disaster-proof, depending on their design, but poorer hovseholds can only afford
fuwer goality modern building materials, may use a combination of traditional and
modern materials and may not apply the Building Codes, tugether implying a
dechne n the level of disaster-resistance. The Ministry of Rural Housing funds
some housing construction which should be built in accurdance with the one of
several building plans satis{ying Building Code requirements but, in reality,
carpenters and builders may lack the skills to follow these plans (Carler ct al.,
19913,

There 1s no systamatic source of information aboul sub-standard housing (Chung,
1995} or about the proportion of housing stock which docs not incorporate
cyclons proofing features. However, the level of squatter housing — which is hoth
sub-standard and unlikely to incorporate cyclone-proofing featres — is incleasing,
For example. a 1986 survey revealed that ! in every § people in Suva was a
squatter (Bryant. 1992). Forecasts suggest that over the next 15 years, almost



87

19,000 additional urban houses will be required to meet increasing demand as
urbanisation continues (IUCN, 1993). This substantial expansion could result in
construction of further sub-standard housing, increasing the vulnerability of both
the housing stock and individual households to natural disasters.

« Breakdown of the extenfed family system — some argue that the importance
attached by indigenous Fijian society 1o the extended family and the practice of
reciprocity and sharing within & commmmnity has played a major role in mitigating
household impacts of disasters, preventing acate deprivation of individual
households or people. This system has to some extent deteriorated as households
have become increasingly involved in the market economy. However, the extent
of the system, cven in the past, has perhaps been exaggerated. For example,
Bryant (1992: 92) commenis that ‘disparities in access to basic necessities occur
much more frequently than mught be expected in a society where social networks
are theoretically intended o cosure that such situations do not oceur’, Chung
(1993: 8) also questions whether ‘practices and systems of production (are) really
designed to “share and care for those in need”?’, Several surveys have also
indicated that inlra-community disparitics may be much greater than generally
believed. Furthermore, there is reported to be no economic interdependence
between Indo-Fipan households, (Chandra, 1983) who formed 45% of the
population in 1993 and, presumably, a greater share of the lower-income groups.

Attitudes to disaster relief in Fiji are also reported to have changed. For example,
Amerasinghe (1984) reports that in the late 1940s offers of cash relief, even on aloan
basis, were-enly accepted with reluctance by inhabitants of the ouler 1slands while
rural housing was rapidly repaired by the affected communities in the aftermath of a
disaster However, in the more recent wake of Cyclone Meli (1979), for example,
victims awaited the arrival of relief items rather than eating uprooted dalo and
cassava. Increasing availahility of relief supplies has been held partly to blame for the
apparent breakdown of tradilional copmg mechanisms (e.g., PIDP, 1990}. However,
others view the increased povernment intervention in the aftermath of a disaster as a
response to a perceived reduction in the ability of communities to cope, rather than
the other way round (Rokovada, no dJate).

Finally, despite the general increase in valnerability of poorer households to natural
disasters, little research has been underlaken on the economic impacts of disasters at
the houschald level, either in Fiji or elsewhere in the Pacific. Such studics should
form an essential underlying component of any anti-poverty strategies, covering
issues such as the extent to which household indebtedness increases as a consequence
of natural disasters and the role of disasters in contributing to rural-urban migration.
Action should also be taken lo ensure thal knowledge of traditional coping
mechanisms is not lost.



