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Unnatural
disasters

In December, | will attend the United
Nations COP28 climate change
summit in Dubai, United Arab
Emirates. There, | will speak about
the convergence of two global crises:
climate and mental health. As the
World Health Organization has noted,
climate change worsens risk factors
— such as disruptions to homes

and livelihoods — for mental health
problems. The emotional distress of
a disaster also makes it difficult for
people to recover and rebuild.

Rotary partner ShelterBox is an
international disaster relief charity
that has helped more than 2.5 million
displaced people in approximately
100 countries with emergency
shelter, essential household items,
and technical support. | wish to share
this month’s column with their CEO,
Sanj Srikanthan, who explains that
the words we choose to describe
disasters matter.

— GORDON MCINALLY

he term “natural” disaster has long been

used to describe tropical storms, floods,

earthquakes, and volcanic eruptions,

but there needs to be an urgent shift

in the language we use. While the term
may seem harmless, and we’ve not always gotten it
right, we’ve learned through our work with disaster-
affected communities how it perpetuates a dangerous
myth that nothing could have been done to prevent
people being so badly affected. This misleading and
harmful narrative can lead to a lack of action to help
people who need it.

The language we use matters. When we frame di-
sasters as natural, we fail to acknowledge the complex
interplay between nature and the role of human actions
and how they impact communities around the world.

Earthquakes, tsunamis, volcanic eruptions, and
extreme storms, drought, and flooding occur because
of natural processes on Earth. But it is how these
events affect people or the environment that has
the potential to make them a disaster — outcomes
influenced by human factors like where people live,
what types of homes they have, political instability,
and the lack of proactive measures to protect vulner-
able communities. A disaster is the result of systemic
inequalities in access to resources and power. Where
we live and how much money we have often deter-

4 ZEHEER 2023.12

mines our ability to recover. The people worst affected
are those living in poverty, with the least means to
protect themselves and few resources to withstand
the next event.

By framing these events as natural, we undermine
the need for proactive measures to protect vulnerable
communities, masking the underlying social, economic,
and political instability that makes marginalized
and disadvantaged communities disproportionately
affected. Our teams see firsthand how issues like
inequality, poverty, urbanization, deforestation, and the
climate crisis can make communities more vulnerable.

At ShelterBox, we simply say “disaster” or are
more specific, describing the extreme weather, earth-
quake, tsunami, or volcanic eruption. I urge everyone
to help us in breaking this cycle by committing to
language that accurately reflects why people are af-
fected so badly.

Only then does it pave the way to address the
underlying causes of vulnerability and work toward a
more just and equitable future for all, with the neces-
sary investment, resources, and proactive measures to
help protect affected communities.

Disasters are not natural. Let’s stop saying they are.

SAN) SRIKANTHAN
CEO, ShelterBox

19vSSIN S.INJ0ISIdd
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TRUSTEE CHAIR'S MESSAGE

What Rotary is all about

“So this is Christmas / And what have you
done?” sang John Lennon in the holiday classic
“Happy Xmas (War Is Over),” released in 1971
with Yoko Ono.

The holidays are a time of warmth and
togetherness but also of reflection. Above all, the
season is a time of generosity, especially to those
less fortunate.

During your holiday giving, remember that
gifts to The Rotary Foundation may not fit nicely in
a present box , yet they keep on giving throughout
the year.

December is also Disease Prevention and
Treatment Month. Just think of all the Rotary
efforts that would not be possible without the
generosity of you, our Rotary family. Consider the
incredible progress we have achieved in our fight
to end polio — the countless lives we’ve saved and
the hope we’ve restored. Think of all the clinics
around the world Rotary has equipped and the
medical professionals trained through Foundation
grants, helping fight heart disease and Guinea
worm disease.

Your gifts to the Foundation also help make
health care accessible to underserved communities
in a big way through Programs of Scale. Right now,
those grant recipients are working to end malaria
in Zambia, reduce the mortality rate of mothers
and their infants in Nigeria, and eliminate cervical
cancer in Egypt.

Illustration by Viktor Miller Gausa

S8R 2023.12

Of course, our reach extends far beyond
disease prevention and treatment. During times of
disaster, we must act swiftly to alleviate suffering
and offer support. In response to the devastating
earthquake in Morocco in September, The Rotary
Foundation Trustees established the Morocco
Earthquake Response Fund to support immediate
relief efforts led by Rotary members on the ground.
You can contribute directly, and your districts can
apply for grants from the fund until 21 September
2024 or until the funds are fully allocated. Anyone
can initiate a fundraiser for the Morocco fund on
Raise for Rotary, opening further avenues for your
generosity.

We truly have the gift of giving. There are
no limits to the opportunities to give and make a
difference through Rotary.

As we approach the end of the year, I invite
you to make your gifts before 31 December. Your
generosity will have a profound impact on many —
people who you may never meet, but whose lives
you will change just the same.

On behalf of Esther and myself, we wish you
all a joyful holiday season. Thank you for your
continued support, dedication, and unwavering
commitment to The Rotary Foundation and to what
Rotary is all about: helping others.

BARRY RASSIN

Foundation trustee chair
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The Solitary Reaper William Wordsworth

Behold her, single in the field,

Yon solitary highland lass!
Reaping and singing by herself;
Stop here, or gently pass!

Alone she cuts and binds the grain,
And sings a melancholy strain;

O listen! for the vale profound

Is overflowing with the sound

No nightingale did ever chaunt
More welcome notes to weary bands
Of travelers in some shady haunt,
Among Arabian sands:

A voice so thrilling ne’er was heard

In spring-time from the cuckoo- bird,

Breaking the silence of the seas
Among the farthest Hebrides.

Will no one tell me what she sings?
Perhaps the plaintive numbers flow
For old, unhappy, far-off things,
And battles long ago:

Or is it some more humble lay,
Familiar matter of today?

Some natural sorrow, loss, or pain,
That has been, and may be again?

Whate’er the theme, the Maiden sang

As if her song could have no ending;
I saw her singing at her work,
And o’er the sickle bending --
I listened motionless and still;
And, as [ mounted up the hill,
The music in my heart I bore,

Long after it was heard no more .
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