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ABSTRACT Since the drafting of the European Security Strategy in 2003, the Euro-
pean Union has devoted ever more attention to the various emergencies that affect the
safety and security of its citizens. Europe’s history is already full of examples and
precedents of such challenges and related responses. Today, natural and human–made
disasters, acts of terrorism and large–scale disruptions of civilian life constitute
contingencies that require policy attention and preparedness at all levels of govern-
ment. They often call into question traditional barriers between policy arenas at both
the national and European level. Within the EU proper, the relevant competences and
capabilities are still fledgling and scattered across different institutions and bodies, but
progress is being made towards better co–ordination and synergy across the policy
board.

KEY WORDS: European Union, disasters, pandemics, disruptions, security, European 
Union policies

Introduction: ‘D’–words for Europe

The European Security Strategy (ESS) delivered by the EU in December 2003
devotes its first chapter to what it calls ‘global challenges’. The text enumer-
ates a series of tragic hard facts that still draw our attention, worry and, more
often than not, sense of guilt:  

• the increased number of civilian casualties and displaced persons in the
numerous conflicts erupted since the end of the Cold War;

• the lethal combination of poverty and disease (old and new) in the devel-
oping world, and their impact on security through a cycle of conflict,
instability and poverty;
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• the harsh competition for natural resources (from water to energy) that can
be worsened by global warming and trigger turmoil, violence and mass
migration.

Most of these challenges — poverty, infectious disease, drought and famine,
violent conflict — impact on today’s Europe only indirectly and/or moder-
ately, although they certainly had a much more direct impact over the past
centuries, including the last one. By contrast, some of them — global warm-
ing, infrastructural disruptions, migration flows — may (and already do)
affect European societies in a much more dramatic fashion. And terrorist
acts, of course, have already shown their disastrous impact on European
cities — from Madrid in March 2004 to London in July 2005.

The main goal of this article is to try and dig a bit deeper into the various
issues connected with such ‘global challenges’ and their mutual correlations.
It will do so by resorting to a series of key ‘D’–words that may help situate
and conceptualize these different challenges — not unlike what Madeleine
Albright did, in the wake of the St. Malo Declaration, with her famous ‘3 Ds’
about European defence.2

This article is not, however, about Defence, although military capabilities
may be drawn upon to deal with those challenges. A new hypothetical D–
Drive for EU security policy should address what are generally called
Disasters, namely: environmental Degradation, resource Deprivation, infec-
tious Disease and functional Disruption. This article aims to provide some
rudimental software to start (up) with, in line also with the call for mutual
solidarity against natural and human–made ‘disasters’ and terrorist attacks
that is enshrined not only in Art. I–43 of the EU Constitutional Treaty,
but also in the European Council Declaration released after the bombs of
11 March 2004 in Madrid, which commit the member states to engage to
that end “all the instruments at their disposal, including military resources”.
The (ill–fated) Constitutional Treaty goes even further in that its Art. III–329
clearly affirms the operational role of the Political and Security Committee
(PSC) in assisting the Council whenever a member state is hit “in its
territory” and the solidarity clause is activated — thus bridging the separa-
tion between internal and external EU policies, between the safety and the
security of EU citizens. In other words, such disasters — some of which are
hardly new, while others clearly are consequences (sometimes unintended)
of human activity — require and encourage transnational and trans-
governmental cooperation and solidarity. In Europe, the quintessential arena
for enforcing that is, unquestionably, the EU, where it could also create room
and momentum for new policy initiatives. At the same time, the scope of
cooperation and solidarity in tackling such disasters could (and arguably
should) go well beyond the borders of Europe itself.

Diamond’s Disasters

To be fair, the complex interaction of all these issues and their relevance to
war and peace, to the progress, decline or collapse of nations and civilizations
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is nothing new. A few years ago, an original work written by the American
physiologist Jared Diamond, and famously titled Guns, Germs and Steel
(1997), analysed in dazzling detail the way in which the environment — and
especially the plants and animals native to a region — has done the most to
determine the fates of the different groups of people throughout world
history.

In areas that lacked domesticable plants and animals, for instance, farming
(and the sedentary lifestyle that farming allowed) could not develop: as a
result, people remained largely in primitive hunter–gathering tribes. The
most important case in point was Africa, despite it having been the cradle of
all humankind. By contrast, where those resources were available — starting
with the so–called Fertile Crescent in today’s Middle East — cultures
progressed toward the development of towns, cities, language, technologies
and, eventually, the exploration and conquest of other lands. Where agricul-
ture was possible, populations became denser, societies more stratified and
specialized, power struggles more likely (hence the ‘guns’). In areas that
supported only nomadic hunting and gathering, dispersed tribes lived peace-
fully in many groups.

Proximity to plants and especially domesticated animals created immunity
to diseases, such as smallpox, that originated in cattle and pigs (the ‘germs’).
In fact, following Diamond’s analysis, much of the domination of farmers
over hunter–gatherers was the result of accidental infection. Even Hernan
Cortes’ and Francisco Pizarro’s victories over the Aztecs and Incas, respec-
tively, owed more to the ‘germs’ they involuntarily spread among the
Amerindian population than to their ‘guns’ and horses and know–how. By
contrast, malaria and yellow fever long prevented Europeans from coloniz-
ing tropical areas of Africa, India and South–East Asia, where natives had
instead learned to cope.

Climate and also geography — relatively constant latitude, few natural
barriers, frequent mobility and therefore contact, exchange and competition
among societies — helped some civilizations develop unique skills: this was
the case mainly with Europe and China, which in the fifteenth century AD

attained similar levels of sophistication. What made a difference — to the
detriment of Asia — was what Diamond calls ‘the wild cards of history’, e.g.
the fateful decision to abandon shipbuilding and overseas navigation by a
new dynastic faction in sixteenth century China, that insulated the whole
country from technological progress, or the progressive abandonment of
guns by the Samurai elites in seventeenth century Japan. As a result, ‘steel’
would since remain safely in the hands of the eventual winners: the Europe-
ans and their American offspring (Diamond 1997).

Diamond’s book opened a whole new avenue to researchers, one that —
at the risk of displaying a certain degree of environmental determinism — did
away with the slightly racist and overtly West–centred bias of previous
surveys of human civilization. It also paved the way for a broader, more
‘global’ approach to societal development, which has led him more recently
to focus on why certain human societies ‘collapse’ (Diamond 2005). For the
purpose of the theme addressed in this article, it represents an excellent
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historical framework to highlight the link between ‘disasters’ of various
kinds and the (more or less effective) way in which polities and policies
respond to them — a sort of handbook of lessons to be learned for policy
makers and experts alike. Are today’s disasters and emergencies any different
in this respect?

Degradation

Per se, climate change has been a constant natural phenomenon, albeit with
significant variations over long geological periods. In turn, global warming
— per se, once again — has even made the emergence of modern civilization
possible, facilitating human evolution and progress since the end of the Great
Ice Age, some 15,000 years ago. In other words, the ‘greenhouse effect’ — as
distinct from human–made ‘greenhouse gases’ and carbon dioxide emissions
— has been an overwhelmingly positive element in the history of humankind
(see Fagan 2004). In this particular respect (and only this), therefore, speak-
ing of environmental degradation would be entirely out of place.

Following the ground–breaking hypotheses presented a few decades ago
by the French historian Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie (1967), and after resort-
ing to a panoply of sources that include tree rings and ice cores, climatolo-
gists have ascertained that universal, constant but irregular global warming
culminated in the Middle Ages, approximately between 900 and 1200 AD,
when Norse voyagers explored northern seas, settled Greenland, visited
North America; when William the Conqueror invaded England; and when
Ghengis Khan’s Mongols penetrated Central Asia and Eastern Europe. Then
the medieval warm period gave way to the so–called ‘Little Ice Age’ that
affected the world between the fourteenth and the nineteenth centuries. The
great gales of August 1588 destroyed more of the Spanish Invincible Armada
fleet than the combined guns of English warships. In Continental Europe and
elsewhere, agricultural production declined and hit populations already
ravaged by religious and dynastic wars. Famines were a common and recur-
rent phenomenon — culminating with the Irish potato famine of the 1840s
— and triggered peasant revolts, mass migrations and shifts of all kind.3

Global temperatures began to rise again, slowly but steadily, after 1850.
The combination of pioneer agricultural explosion in the USA, fuelled by
large–scale emigration, with railroads and ocean steamships, was the first
human activity that genuinely altered the global environment. The second
came from coal, already a significant air polluter in large cities, soon
followed by other fossil fuels. The general onset of the industrial revolution
consolidated this process, although the decades between the 1940s and the
1970s would witness a temporary cooling period that made some scientists
think that ‘little ice ages’ were somehow cyclical. Then the warming resumed
at breathtaking pace. Actually, the term ‘global warming’ entered into
current usage when climatologist James Hansen testified before a hearing of
the US Senate Energy and Resources Committee in June 1988, providing
impressive data from thousands of weather stations across the globe. He
proclaimed that the Earth was warming on a permanent basis because of
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humanity’s promiscuous use of fossil fuels (deforestation, exploitation, rising
consumption by a growing world population) and that the world should
expect a much higher frequency of heat waves, droughts and other extreme
climactic events, such as El Niño. Environment, in other words, is no longer
the backdrop to human activities: it increasingly is the human–made context
of life on Earth. And its degradation can be poverty–driven (felling of tropi-
cal rainforests, toxic waste, obsolete technologies) as well as wealth–driven
(human–made greenhouse gases).

As a result, over the last century global average temperatures have risen
by 0.6 per cent world–wide, and twice as much in Europe. A report deliv-
ered some time ago by the European Environmental Agency, based in
Copenhagen, suggested that on present trends global average temperatures
might rise by 1.4°C to 5.8°C by the end of the twenty–first century. For
Europe, the forecast increase is even higher, between 2°C and 6.3°C. The
fork is extremely wide, of course, and the debate among scientists over the
relative impact of global warming is still wide open. The lack of decisive
evidence makes it as much a judgement call as a case for bias and overt
advocacy. Given the existing instruments, in fact, it is extremely difficult to
assess what is the prevailing trend. How much warmer will the Earth
become, and how fast? Which regions will be better (or worse) off as a
consequence of global warming? Will there be more floods or more
droughts? Will continental Europe become more like Siberia or more like
Thailand? Will the UK become more like Provence or more like Quebec?
And what about neighbouring regions, and the rest of the world?

What is known, or at least generally acknowledged even without entirely
buying Lovelock’s ‘Gaia’ theory,4 is that the Earth as such will adapt to that.
Some scientists even argue that global warming is a positive phenomenon
because it makes the planet — otherwise prone to returning to a new ice age
— more habitable. Others believe that scientific and technological progress
will create the means to reduce greenhouse gases (a view still basically
shared by the current US administration). And most experts think that
humans, too, will adapt to climate change, as they have done over the past
millennia: but at what price? Climate instability is now a certainty: consider
the floods in Central Europe in summer 2002, the deadly heat wave of
summer 2003, the ever–more catastrophic hurricanes in the USA and the
Caribbean (culminated with ‘Katrina’ in the summer of 2005), and the
increased frequency of all sorts of disasters (floods in Central Europe, forest
fires in the Iberian peninsula) on European soil. Add to that the likely global
effects of the rise of China and India as industrial economies (the ‘steel’, at
long last). The biggest impact is on agriculture, of course, and will be stron-
gest in the developing world: not unlike poor peasants in medieval and
modern Europe, entire communities in Africa and Asia will be exposed to
major economic, social and physical disruptions, thus raising demands for
humanitarian assistance and disaster relief, but also triggering political
turmoil and migrations, and thus generating new vulnerabilities. All this
calls for a wide array of joint policy responses in terms of mitigation,
adaptation and long–term planning.5
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Interestingly, a study commissioned not long ago by the Pentagon
concluded that “a plausible, though not the most likely scenario” for the
future is one in which the ocean conveyor comes to a halt as a result of global
warming, because the melting of the ice pack in the Arctic and the ensuing
desalinization could stop the Gulf Stream that flows from Florida to the
North Atlantic and Western Europe, thus engendering a comprehensive
freezing of the whole area. Such a scenario is considered as a potential cause
for conflict and major wars across the world.6 

Yet here, too, there is nothing new. As David Michel likes to recall, secu-
rity is the original window of government concern for climate change.
Following World War II, the Hungarian–born mathematician John von
Neumann, while using computers to model nuclear explosions, realized that
the mathematical problems raised by simulating nuclear testing were the
same as those raised by weather forecasting, i.e. finding nonlinear solutions
to fluid dynamics. Working at Princeton in 1950, von Neumann and his
colleagues used the world’s first computer — ENIAC — to develop the
world’s first weather broadcasting models. They went on, supported by the
Pentagon, to elaborate those models as a means not only of forecasting
climate but also of understanding its mechanisms, with the ultimate goal of
purposely manipulating the weather as a potential weapon against the Soviet
Union.7 And it is widely known that Cold War security thinking was well
aware of at least the indirect effects of a ‘nuclear winter’.

The environment–security nexus, however, is much broader than that.
After the end of the Cold War, in fact, old paradigms started being chal-
lenged. On the one hand, a specialized UN agency provided a comprehensive
notion of ‘human security’ that encompassed not only poverty, lack of educa-
tion and sanitation, but also environmental threats (United Nations
Development Program 1994). On the other hand, a distinctively neo–
Malthusian approach focused on the threatening combination of overpopu-
lation and shrinking raw materials, a combination potentially leading to
waves of environmental refugees and ‘eco–wars’ (see Kaplan (1994) and
Klare (2001), for example). Even NATO funded a pilot research project on
the relationship between environment and security that brought interesting
results (see Diehl & Gleditsch 2001). Ever since, a solid body of empirical
research and conceptual feedback has materialized, questioning both the
saliency of the term ‘environment’ — a quintessential catch–all category that
means too many different things to different people — and the superficiality
of certain initial assumptions.

For instance, the likelihood of large–scale warfare over renewable
resources is small, although environmental stresses render many people more
insecure. Conflicts over water supply may erupt only in the presence of
various other sources of social and political turmoil, be it in the Nile valley
across Egypt, Ethiopia and Sudan (including the Darfur region), or in the
Middle East (the former Fertile Crescent). Similarly, chaotic urbanization
and overpopulation fuel civil wars only when coupled with other tensions, as
in Nigeria or Rwanda. Furthermore, conflicts are more likely to break out
over resources that are abundant and concentrated rather than scarce (the
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so–called ‘resource curse’): whether it is timber in Burma, copper in New
Guinea, diamonds in Sierra Leone and Angola, minerals in Congo or oil
fields in many places, fights are about controlling resources that have
substantial international market value (see, in particular, De Soysa (2000)).
As such, they are part of a complicated “political economy of violence” that
links identity struggles to international business connections that supply
weapons to the protagonists on the ground, and to the absence of effective
state structures (Kaldor 1999).

Paradoxically, extremely scarce resources and massive, homogeneous
deprivation do not necessarily bring about bad governance: by comparison,
in fact, truly poor countries are better governed than richer and better
endowed ones, which makes the fight against deprivation and poverty a
specific policy area, and one that should not be too subordinate to foreign
policy considerations and priorities.

Finally, conflicts over natural resources are much less likely to occur in the
north (where those resources are indeed mostly processed and consumed)
than in the south, where also environmental disruptions — whether
droughts, storms, floods, earthquakes or tsunamis — have by far the worst
consequences.8 A study carried out recently by the United Nations University
highlighted for instance the need for a new definition of ‘environmental
refugee’, arguing that as many as twenty–five million people have already
been driven off their original habitats by falling soil fertility, drought, flood-
ing and deforestation, and forced to join already fragile and overcrowded
urban squatter communities — and possibly migrate further north.9

Disease and Deprivation

While environmental degradation and poverty have been connected analyt-
ically only quite recently, disease and deprivation have always been inter-
twined closely. History has shown also cases in which viruses (syphilis and
smallpox, in particular) have hit royal families and aristocratic milieux
very hard. Yet typhus, for instance, has always been a disease of crowding
and destitution. After bacteriologist Hans Zinnser’s pioneering book on
Rats, Lice and History (orig. 1935), which stressed the impact of ‘germs’
on wars and conquests long before Diamond did, the turning point in this
field of research came some thirty years ago with the publication of a
comprehensive survey by the American historian William H. McNeill
(1976). He basically tracked down all the main epidemics of the past two
millennia, starting with the most spectacular examples of what can happen
when an unfamiliar infection attacks a population for the first time: the
Black Death of the mid–fourteenth century (the first major bubonic plague
ever documented) and the cholera epidemic of the nineteenth (far less
destructive, but more recent and better documented). In both cases, the
virus originated in India: in 1346, the pestilence was spread first by French
soldiers and made inroads in Italy from Sicily, where it had arrived by sea
with the black rats; in 1817, British soldiers and Asian merchants propa-
gated cholera from Bengal — where it was endemic — throughout the
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Empire and the entire world, triggering the first genuinely ‘global’ epidemic
of modern times. It would reappear at regular intervals until 1912, due
also to the Muslim pilgrimages to Mecca and Medina.

Armies and human mobility have always represented major factors in
triggering epidemics, from medieval Europe (smallpox, typhus, America–
imported syphilis) to the lethal ‘Spanish’ influenza of 1918–1919 (which
killed more than twenty million people around the Western world), up to
today’s Africa and Asia. HIV/AIDS in Sub–Saharan Africa is still spread by
‘mobile men with money’, including deployed soldiers. In spring 2003, the
sudden acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) reached Toronto — and brought
the whole city to a sort of new quarantine — within hours from its initial
outbreak in Southern China. Ironically, in other words, human progress
increases vulnerability to disease, as does persistent exposure and proximity
to animals, including for industrial and scientific purposes: the BSE scare of
the 1990s (syndrome of Creutzfeldt–Jakob, or ‘mad cow’ disease) originated
from alterations in the natural food chain; HIV/AIDS — not unlike the
Marburg and Ebola viruses — came from monkeys,10 SARS from civets or
other creatures, avian flu from geese and ducks and, ultimately, poultry. This
may well be just an additional side–effect of globalization but, while infec-
tious diseases are increasingly ‘globalized’, they keep having a much bigger
impact on the poor and the developing world, although one should not
underestimate the recent dramatic rise of HIV/AIDS cases in Russia (and
indirectly the Baltic States) and China.

Historically, again, what started making a difference was the gradual
organization of medical professions in Europe around schools and hospitals.
Primitive forms of inoculation set foot in France and England at the end of
the eighteenth century, mainly among elites. But it was not until after the
mid–nineteenth century that the practice of medicine made an impact on
human survival rates and population growth, especially since entire armies
began to be immunized by command from the top. In this respect, Napoleon
Bonaparte’s insistence on prophylaxis and inoculation against smallpox
among all men under his orders — an example soon followed and perfected
by the Prussians and, later on, the Japanese — may be considered the first
major turning point in history. The scientific discovery of disease–causing
‘germs’ by Pasteur and Koch in the 1870s and 1880s, paving the way for
large–scale vaccination, may well be considered the second one.11 For its
part, the insecticidal power of DDT in the mid–twentieth century made
combating deadly mosquitoes cheap enough to affect the world–wide inci-
dence of malaria in a very significant way.

International medical organization of a formal and official kind dates back
to 1909, when an International Office of Public Hygiene was set up in Paris
to monitor outbreaks of plague, cholera, smallpox, typhus and yellow fever.
The office also attempted to define uniform sanitary and quarantine
regulations for the European countries. The League of Nations, too, set up a
Health Section, but in the interwar period more important work was done
by the Rockefeller Foundation, with its programmes attacking yellow fever
and malaria — until, in 1948, the World Health Organization was
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established, bringing a quantitatively and qualitatively new dimension to
sanitation policies across the world. Today, only the Bill Gates Foundation
can claim to be playing a role comparable to that of the Rockefeller Founda-
tion in the first half of the twentieth century.

It should not be ignored, however, that some of these developments have
occasionally had unintended consequences: the excessive use of antibiotics,
for instance, has strengthened certain strains of infectious disease, in partic-
ular what is now called ‘drug–resistant’ tuberculosis — extremely contagious
and well present in the industrialized world. The extensive use of DDT has
contributed to the depletion of the ozone layer. In turn, the current global
warming may contribute to spreading malaria — still the third major infec-
tious disease in the world — over areas still untouched by it.

Yet it is fair to say that, at least in the ‘rich’ world, most deadly infectious
diseases of the past have been put under control or utterly eradicated (e.g.
smallpox in 1979). By contrast, both old and new ‘germs’ still affect the
developing world — where weak institutions and bad governance frequently
have a multiplier effect — in a significant, at times appalling way, and with
tangible security implications (see Elbe (2003) and Prins (2004), amongst
others). Samples of such ‘germs’ — including the relevant vaccines and anti-
dotes — have been preserved and stocked by national military authorities
across the world, for purposes of both civilian defence and biological
warfare.12 The possibility that any such agents be unleashed or released —
by choice or by accident, by state or non–state actors — constitutes a persis-
tent security nightmare, which has been made only more acute by the famous
anthrax scare of September 2001 in the USA.13 Even the simple rumour or
suspicion of this occurring may trigger a crisis of unpredictable and uncon-
trollable proportions. More often than not, however, it may prove difficult
clearly to distinguish a ‘natural’ outbreak from a bio–terrorist act, and
imperatives of national security and crisis containment could well make it
impossible to ascertain the truth.

Disruptions

Whatever their causes, mass disruptions have increasingly become likely
contingencies of our lives. Large–scale electricity blackouts may bring entire
regions to a virtual halt: when this happened in New England in September
2003, there was long uncertainty over whether it was the consequence of a
terrorist act; when it happened in Moscow, in early 2005, Chechen groups
claimed having provoked the failure on design. The same may well happen
with computers viruses and hackers attacking trading or transport systems:
due to the speed of modern information ‘super–highways’ and their growing
inter–connectedness, breakdowns in far–away systems may have immediate
repercussions in our backyard. Yet most technical disruptions — whether
intentional or accidental — have similar practical consequences and require
similar responses.

As for the natural ones, philosophers and scientists started enquiring more
methodically into them after the tremendous earthquake that hit Lisbon in
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1755, which became a cause célèbre for the intellectuals of the Enlighten-
ment. From Jean–Jacques Rousseau and the Encyclopedistes up to Rene
Thom, ‘catastrophes’ have occupied some of the best minds, with their
origin, recurrence, predictability and, of course, their possible prevention.
The sequence risk/accident/disaster/catastrophe has thus become also a
categorization of policy instruments and responses, encompassing scientific
research, public policy, social behaviour and press information. And,
curiously, while natural disasters are now more predictable — which does
not necessarily reduce their impact, as the December 2004 tsunami in South
Asia and the earthquakes in Iran (2003), Kashmir (2005) and Java (2006)
proved — human–made ones are more frequent (see Bernstein 1996; Turner
& Pidgeon 1997).14 

We have learned to minimize some risks but new ones have emerged, some
of which derive from our successful responses to the old ones: vulnerabilities
evolve and vary, thus increasing the potential impact of unintended
consequences. And the equation has been made even more complicated, as
mentioned above, by the onset of ecological and technological disasters,
which make calculating the odds and resorting to the so–called ‘precautionary
principle’ — as used in the private insurance business or in civil protection
— less reliable.15

The German sociologist Ulrich Beck first coined his notion of a “risk
society” (Risiko–Gesellschaft) in the aftermath of the Chernobyl nuclear
incident in 1986 (Beck 1999), then elaborated it further in the wake of the
terrorist attacks of 11 September 2001. His British colleague Anthony
Giddens has argued that our “late modern” societies are still vulnerable —
although less than in modern and pre–modern times — to natural and
relatively predictable ‘external’ risks, but are now also vulnerable to new and
less predictable ‘manufactured’ risks. Globalization is creating large trans–
boundary “risk communities” that share both bigger exposure and higher
uncertainty (Giddens 2003). At the same time, as the British anthropologist
Mary Douglas has shown, the perception and the acceptance of risk still
varies hugely across cultures (Douglas 2002).

Proximity, too, plays an important role: acid rain in Germany, nuclear
waste in the Baltic Sea, lethal chemical explosions (Seveso, Bhopal,
Toulouse) or uncontrollable oil spills (Amoco Cadiz, Erika, Prestige) impact
differently on communities according to how close they may be or become,
both physically and temporally. Coping and dealing with risks, hazards and,
especially, actual disasters that cut across national and functional boundaries
is now a recurrent feature of public policy — and especially security policy,
in its broadest possible sense — which calls into question traditional
separations and barriers between bureaucracies and arenas.16 Such diverse
agencies and charities as the World Bank, Care, Oxfam and Médecins sans
frontières deal with both deprivation and disaster relief issues. Public
agencies — national as well as multilateral, civilian as much as military —
deal with such different issues as air safety, securing infrastructures and
supplies, civil protection, surveillance and control of infectious diseases.
‘Homeland’ security is differently articulated in each country, even inside the
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EU (Lindstrom 2004), and also has wide international and transnational
ramifications. And even a typical ‘external’ disaster, such as the 2004 Asian
tsunami, was perceived and responded to in unprecedented ways.

Towards Prescription

This is why disasters, diseases and disruptions have become quintessential
catalysts for solidarity: domestic, bilateral (one should recall only the ‘earth-
quake diplomacy’ of September 1999 between Greece and Turkey) and inter-
national. The tsunami disaster of 2004 has triggered a comprehensive
reassessment of policies at all levels — national, multilateral and corporate —
while helping bring peace and reconciliation to the Aceh region in Indonesia.
The earthquake in Kashmir mobilized NATO military capabilities to rescue
civilians in the contested area and contributed to lowering tensions between
India and Pakistan. The threat (and scare) of an avian flu pandemic across the
EU, in early 2006, contributed to perfecting a series of procedures and mech-
anisms for the prevention and monitoring of such contingencies. ITC compa-
nies world–wide are increasingly concerned with the peculiar technological
challenges of disasters of all kinds. And ‘civil protection’ at large has become
a key concern across the public policy board, internally as well as externally.

Such solidarity combines values and interests: cooperation is desirable for
both humanitarian and functional reasons, in light of the existing different
degrees of vulnerability and capacity to react to disasters, but also of their
increasingly global and transnational dimension. It has much to do, too, with
security and crisis management proper, and not only because functional
capabilities and institutional competencies often fall in–between policy and
bureaucratic fields.

In and for the EU, the case for pooling and sharing capabilities in this
wider and increasingly complex policy sphere is particularly strong. Much
progress has already been made in the domain of civil protection — although
mostly at the bi– and pluri–lateral level — following the storms in France in
winter 1999; the Union created in 2001 the Community ‘Civil Protection
Mechanism’, which has since facilitated the response of member states to a
broad range of disasters both inside and outside the EU through expertise,
human resources and equipment. Such assistance was mobilized through the
Commission’s permanent Civil Protection Monitoring and Information
Centre (MIC), which is linked into many rapid alert national systems. Add
to that ECHO (the Commission’s Humanitarian Aid Department), which
can provide emergency assistance and relief to the victims of disasters or
armed conflict outside the EU.

Furthermore, specialized units and bodies have been set up within both the
Commission and the Council. In the former, DG Relex, DG Environment,
DG Justice Liberty and Security, DG SANCO and DG Agriculture (plus
some decentralized agencies) all have their own situation/crisis/alert centre.
Horizontal interaction and communication, however, often are still patchy:
a dedicated network called ARGUS has been put in place recently but has
never been tested in actual crises. In turn, the Bureau of European Policy



434 Antonio Missiroli

Advisors (BEPA) — heir to the ground–breaking Forward Studies Unit
created by Jacques Delors during his tenure in Brussels and still accountable
to the President of the Commission — is hardly in a condition to deliver the
kind of cross–disciplinary expertise that could be useful and necessary for
integrated emergency management.

For its part, the Council as such relies on the Situation Centre (SITCEN)
in Brussels and the Satellite Centre (SATCEN) in Madrid but, yet again, there
is no co–ordination between them or with the relevant Commission bodies.
Moreover, military and ‘sensitive’ intelligence is shared increasingly but on a
mostly ad hoc basis and outside of formal multilateral fora, although even
official documents — in the framework of the European Security and
Defence Policy (ESDP) — now include full paragraphs on disaster relief, civil
protection and consequence management. Scientific know–how is exchanged
among experts and peers but rarely relayed to decision makers in such a
fashion as to drive appropriate policy planning. And bureaucratic turf battles
— inside and across EU institutions as well as individual member states —
still hamper a co–ordinated effort to translate the ‘solidarity’ clause into
adequate action plans.

It is therefore desirable that functional interoperability, co–ordination and
synergy be increased further, but without leading to unnecessary bureaucratic
centralization. In fact, some key assets and capabilities still remain distinc-
tively national. Furthermore, they are unevenly distributed across the member
states: as in other policy areas (including defence proper), this means that
there are ‘haves’ and ‘have–nots’. Yet for this reason, too, the willingness and
the ability to share and pool (and occasionally lend and lease) them among
partners is an important condition for developing the Union as a secure, as
much as a security, community — while also playing an increasing role in the
‘global’ risk community.

Notes

1. This article is a revised and updated version of the introductory chapter to Chaillot Paper no. 83

(EU–ISS, Paris, September 2005).

2. In response to the Franco–British Declaration of December 1998 launching the new European

Security and Defence Policy (ESDP), the then US Secretary of State asked for ‘no Discrimina-

tion’ (against European non–EU allies), ‘no Duplication’ (of NATO assets, capabilities and

command structures) and ‘no Decoupling’ (of European from transatlantic security). See Albright

(1998).

3. The expression ‘Little Ice Age’ was invented by the Dutch–American geologist F.–E. Matthes (1874–

1948), but the best book was written by the British archaeologist and anthropologist Fagan (2000).

See also Fagan (1999) and Acot (2003).

4. In the early 1970s, independent British scientist James Lovelock suggested that life, principally in the

form of bacteria and algae, does play a role in the homeostatic process that keeps the planet habitable

— and has done so for more than two billion years. On a tip by novelist and Literature Nobel Prize

winner James Golding, he called this system ‘Gaia’, after the ancient Greek earth goddess. He argued

that it will adapt as human activity enhances the ‘greenhouse effect’, even if the adaptations are not

favourable to human life.

5. For a comprehensive survey see Conca & Dabelko (2004). On the policy side, see especially Michel

(2003).

6. See Schwartz & Randall (2003), available at www.ems.org/climate/pentagon_climatechange.pdf.
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7. See, inter alia, Michel’s intervention in Lejins & Missiroli (Michel 2004), available at www.lai.lv/

Kopaa_ANG.html.

8. Dalby (2002) provides a comprehensive overview and reappraisal. More generally, see also http://

ecsp.si.edu.

9. This is, incidentally, the legal basis on which Samoan immigrants are challenging Australian author-

ities in court and asking for financial compensations.

10. The so–called Marburg virus appeared for the first time in tropical Africa in 1967, and is currently

enjoying an unexpected comeback in Angola. The first major outbreak of the Ebola virus occurred

in Congo/Zaire in 1976, but new cases occurred in 2004 in Sudan and Uganda. For a compelling

analysis of the new epidemics see Garrett (1995).

11. In addition to McNeill’s book, see also Bourdelais (2003).

12. For a well–documented, balanced and accessible survey, see Harris & Paxman (2002), originating

from a popular BBC programme.

13. It has also been the source of a large literature, both investigative and fictional. A good case in point

is the US bestseller author and journalist Preston: see Preston (1994) on Marburg and Ebola; Preston

(1997), a fictional story on bio–weapons; and Preston (2002) on smallpox.

14. Since 1998 the World Health Organization (WHO), with the support of the Belgian government, has

been maintaining an Emergency Events Database that now collects all major disasters and catastro-

phes since 1990 (http://www.em–dat.net).

15. The problem was first conceptualized by the French sociologist Ewald (1986). For his part, Lagadec

(1988; 1993) has analysed how to cope with such events. See also Perrow (1999).

16. For a comprehensive overview see Quarantelli (1998) — the former Director of the Disaster Research

Center of the University of Delaware, arguably the leading institution of this kind in the world.
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