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Summary 

Businesses today face an array of natural hazards and disaster events that can manifest 
swiftly and unexpectedly, with far reaching ramifications both for the business and the 
community. The reduction of disaster risks is taking on new significance and urgency for 
many and investments in disaster risk reduction are increasingly being seen less as a ‘cost’ 
and more of an ‘investment’ or opportunity to strengthen resileince, competiveness and 
sustainability. 

The survival of businesses is not just important to investors but clearly also essential to the 
surrounding communities whose livelihoods are intricately linked. Businesses are now 
finding opportunities in disaster proofing new and existing infrastructure, as well as utilizing 
effective Business Continuity Plans.  

Context 

With the effects of climate change upon us, many regions are already experiencing more 
frequent and intense climate related hazards such as tropical cyclones, hurricanes, colder 
winters, hotter summers, drought and flooding.  This brings the need for all sectors of the 
community to active take steps to reduce the risk from such increasing hazards to a higher 
level of importance.  The private sector plays a key role in our communities and is the life 
force and engine room of communities, without which most people would lose their 
livelihoods. 

Many small communities are dependent upon one or two key businesses and the continuity 
and survival of those businesses are essential.  The experience of the small town of Pass 
Christian, Mississippi in the USA during Hurricane Katrina is a good example.  With a 
reported population of just over 4,500 in 2010, 15% of the city’s tax revenues came from 
the local Wal-Mart (Sorlien and Speed, 2006) contributing around $600,000 a year (Oshinsky, 
2010).  When the town was hit by Hurricane Katrina in 2005 the Wal-Mart was destroyed 
and did not re-open until three years later in 2009.  The closure of a large business in a small 
community can have serious collateral damage.  Not only are people trying to manage the 
effects a disaster has had on themselves, their family and homes, but workers can lose their 
immediate livelihoods, other businesses who do work with that business are effected 
through disrupted supply chains and the general economic growth and stability of the 
community affected. 

In most economies 70%-85% of overall investment is made up of the private sector, with 
estimates of private investments globally of around US$80 Trillion each year (GAR, 2013).  
Yet, how much of these investments have adopted appropriate risk reduction strategies to 
protect them from natural hazards until after a disaster?  The evidence supporting 
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prevention and mitigation of risks to reduce damage is known, now we have to educate and 
convince people it is the better option over the traditional view of focusing efforts to just 
respond to a hazard disaster when it happens.   

The New Zealand energy provider Orion has invested heavily in increasing the resilience of 
its network, learning from events such as the 1987 Edgecumbe earthquake and from 
engineering and geotechnical assessments showing the earthquake risk of the area. The 
seismic strengthening component cost NZ$6 million, an investment estimated to have saved 
Orion NZ$30 to $50 million in direct asset replacement costs in the earthquakes (Kestral 
Group, 2011).  This clearly demonstrates the benefits of resileince. 

Despite carrying such a large burden of risk from disasters, historically, the private sector 
has not always been included as a key stakeholder in broader disaster risk reduction 
strategies of governments. However, recent experiences have shown a greater inclusiveness 
of the private sector globally. Businesses themselves are also beginning to see the benefits 
of protecting their investments from natural hazards and disaster events.  In fact many 
businesses now view risk reduction strategies as no longer a ‘cost’ to their business, but as 
an ‘investment’. 

So how do we continue this momentum of increasing the resileince of businesses, of which 
our whole community and well-being of nations will clearly benefit from?  

An effective Business Continuity Plan (BCP) may cost money to put together, but like 
insurance it is an investment in the well-being and survivability of a business. How does a 
business maintain operations if the warehouse is destroyed, supply chains cut, no insurance 
policy exists to help provide immediate cash injections to replace damaged equipment and 
employees are trying to look after their own family needs and homes damaged by the 
disaster and cannot come to work?  Strategies to deal with these can be easily incorporated 
into an effective BCP. 

However, a recent study showed that less than 15% of companies with less than 100 
employees in disaster prone cities in the Americas have a BCP (GAR, 2013).  The aim of any 
BCP is to keep the business running as close to normal operations as possible during a 
hazard or disaster event.  The less business operations are impacted by a hazard or disaster 
event the better.  The business benefits as does the community. In fact, the Wal-Mart stores 
in areas of Louisiana affected by Hurricane Katrina played an important role in providing 
essential supplies to both residents and emergency service workers immediately after the 
hurricane (Rosegrant, 2008).  After all, even the Government and Relief Organisations have 
to buy their emergency supplies during a disaster from someone. 

In fact, having a resilient business could increase your competitiveness as well.  Just imagine 
how your business reputation would sky-rocket if your business could ride through the 
annual cyclones, hurricanes and floods and your business operations remained relatively 
uninterrupted while your competitors didn’t. In the hotel industry we are now seeing 
resiliency to natural hazards as being marketed as an attraction to tourists, particularly in 
tropical areas known for their unpredictable cyclones and hurricanes. 
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I often think of the similar relationship risk reduction & disaster response have with the 
relationship between acute & preventative health care.  Acute health care is like the 
response phase of a disaster, where a patient receives active but short-term treatment for a 
severe injury or episode of illness, an urgent medical condition. But preventative health care 
is like the mitigation and risk reduction phase of disaster management and consists of 
measures taken for disease prevention.  Here, vaccination is a good analogy.  It’s cheap and 
very effective, and without it our hospitals and health clinics would be overrun with 
outbreaks of dangerous diseases such measles, rubella and even tetanus. 

So why shouldn’t we ‘vaccinate’ our businesses from natural hazards?  If businesses are the 
lifeblood of our communities and way of life then shouldn’t we protect them, particularly 
from the annual natural hazards we know are going to come?  The snow storms, the annual 
monsoon or flood, the earthquakes and tremors, the annual cyclones and hurricanes.  Why 
wait for the hazard to occur or the disaster event to eventuate?  So why not inject our 
businesses with a little prevention and mitigation vaccine today?   

 


