Decades of disaster research provide important
lessons that will help us through the COVID-19
pandemic. Speaking as one, the leaders and
members of the Global Alliance of Disaster Research
Institutes, the North American Alliance of Hazards
and Disaster Research Institutes, United Kingdom
Alliance for Disaster Research and the Africa
Alliance for Disaster Research Institutions know that:

First, this global pandemic has been widely
anticipated and foretold. Experts over many years
forecast a pandemic with scale of illness, swiftness of
spread, scarcity of critical medical resources and
profound impact on society such as we are now
experiencing. Current response efforts and decision-
making are benefiting from previous pandemic and
disaster research. Disaster research provides an
essential science foundation for effective decision
making before, during and after a crisis strikes.

Second, much of this knowledge did not translate
into adequate preparedness. This is part of a larger
phenomenon that experts have identified as
“planning for the last disaster.” We often invest in
getting ready for the last disaster with a fading sense
of urgency as time passes. Stockpiling of resources
and redundancy in capacity is seen as wasteful and
is eliminated rather than being recognized as
preparedness for inevitable extreme weather,
geophysical, epidemic or other hazards. Discounting
future impacts over current circumstances may be
characteristically human, but this myopia based on
short-term, political or economic benefits is
particularly common among persons and entities
making decisions in the public-political arena who,
moreover, don’t bear the brunt of their decisions. We
know from past studies that actions taken in advance
to prepare for known risks consistently result in
avoided losses many times greater than the cost.

Third, failure to prepare most impacts those who are
marginalized and disenfranchised—the poor, the
sick, minorities, immigrants, refugees, the uninsured
and children. For nations where social safety nets
are frayed or non-existent, residents will depend on
financial support and rescue packages from their

government.  Without coping and recovery
mechanisms, resort is to reactive ad-hoc emergency
spending rather than investments in community
resilience that would avoid hardship in the first place.

Fourth, abiding by core principles of risk
communication can save lives. Decades of research
have established best practices for effective
communications in a disaster. These include
messages tailored to specific audiences from trusted
sources on what to do and how to do it, especially for
more vulnerable groups less likely to receive
information through traditional channels. Many of
these core principles are currently being violated.
This must stop, as lives are being lost. We need to
have effective risk communication.

Fifth, transparency, situational awareness and
recovery planning are essential. Only when we truly
understand the risk and most effective responses
can we all contribute to the solution. Many fields of
science rely on global and open exchange of data. A
continuing stream of ambiguous and incomplete
messages erodes public confidence and the ability to
effectively manage the disaster. While the current
priority is rightly focused on preventing the spread of
COVID-19, responding to the needs of those infected
and addressing the severe economic dislocations, it
is also important to begin planning for recovery. As
early as possible, a longer-term vision of the impact,
recovery planning and endgame are needed so that
people and businesses can plan, act and recover.
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Sixth, extreme events evoke remarkable acts of
altruism but also can bring about a disturbing lack of
humanity. It is important to celebrate positive
actions, including mutual support for friends and
strangers in need. It is just as crucial that we remain
watchful for abuse and wrongdoing at all levels of
society and take action to confront inappropriate
behaviour.

Lastly, as our global community struggles with the
pandemic, we must also continue to be prepared for
flooding, wildfires, hurricanes, tornadoes and other

natural hazards, and not lose sight of the long-term
issue of climate change. Moreover, COVID-19
requires that we adapt some established emergency
management practices, like planning for emergency
evacuation shelters.

Sound science is essential to good decisions.
Disaster research finds that those who embrace
evidence-based preparedness in their risk
management practices suffer less and rebound
quicker.
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