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It is now generally appreciated that what constitutes vulnerability to one person is not necessarily 
perceived as such by the next. Different actors ‘see’ disasters as different types of events and as 
a result they prepare for, manage and record them in very different ways. This paper explores 
what different perceptions of vulnerability mean in terms of the understanding and practices of 
two significant sets of actors and stakeholders involved in disaster preparedness and manage-
ment in the Philippines: the state and NGOs. Approaches to disaster are not just a function 
of people’s perceptions of disaster risk but also of their understanding of the prevailing social 
order and social relations. Despite a shared vocabulary—which increasingly presents disasters 
as processes rather than events, takes a proactive rather than a reactive approach, and favours 
the inclusion of stakeholders rather than solely relying on technocratic management—different 
realities continue to make for different responses. 
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Introduction
It is now generally appreciated that what constitutes vulnerability to one person is 
not necessarily perceived as such by the next.2 Less attention, however, has been 
paid to the manner in which people incorporate their understanding of disaster 
episodes into their personal and collective schemas and what consequences this has 
for their responses to disaster. People weave their own narratives to explain the relations 
between hazards, vulnerability and disaster. These narratives are composite social 
constructions drawn from scientific insight, political interest and cultural patterns. 
Risk is not an objective condition waiting to be perceived by individuals or calcu-
lated by analysts: rather, societies selectively focus on certain risks that reflect their 
beliefs, values, social institutions and moral behaviour (Douglas and Wildavsky, 1982; 
Stallings, 1990, p. 80). Moreover, the people who control the discourse on risk are 
also those most likely to control the political battles over it (Plough and Krimsky, 
1987, p. 4).
 The idea that what matters is not what people believe but what they do with those 
beliefs has its origins in a perspective that can be traced back to Durkheim (Tansey, 
2004, p. 8). Writing in the early 1980s, Douglas and Wildavsky thought it was pos-
sible to identify particular risk cultures for societies (Douglas and Wildavsky, 1982). 
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More recent work, though criticised for its insufficiently complex categorisation of 
cultural bias, has built on the notion of the socially constructed nature of risk and 
started to point to the variability between and within systems of risk regulation—
for example the differential conceptions of particular risks within a society (Renn 
et al., 1992, p. 39). Leaving aside the search for the risk culture of a society, these works 
have analysed how risk regulation is shaped through an amalgam of many possible 
dimensions (Hood et al., 2000). The same government can display different attitudes 
towards different hazards, enforcing, for instance, the evacuation of a population in 
the immediate vicinity of an impending volcanic eruption but permitting the whole-
sale violation of its vehicle safety regulations, even though traffic accidents account 
for many more deaths and serious injuries.
 Understandings of risk vary within societies as much as between them, and insti-
tutions and individuals hold multiple worldviews. Different actors ‘see’ disasters as 
different types of events and, because they perceive them as such, they prepare for, 
manage and record them in very different ways.3 State and state agencies ‘see’ disasters 
in one way; the people directly affected ‘see’ them in another (not least according 
to the nature and extent of their vulnerabilities); non-governmental organisations 
(NGOs) involved in providing needed services to communities ‘see’ them in still other 
ways (depending on their ideological complexion); while scientists, technocrats 
and experts have their own variants of ‘seeing’. The media, too, if it does not exactly 
‘see’ risk in a particular way certainly helps to shape public discourse about it (Benthall, 
1993; Stallings, 1990, p. 82). These differing ‘seeings’ not only shape how actors 
and stakeholders perceive disasters but also largely influence what actions are taken 
before, during and after an event. Actors and stakeholders do not respond directly 
to situations: rather, the purpose and nature of their actions are determined through 
mediating orientations that dispose them to act in certain ways.

Perceptions of risk
This paper explores what different perceptions of vulnerability mean for the notion 
and practices of two significant sets of actors and stakeholders involved with disas-
ter preparedness and management in the Philippines: the state and NGOs. The 
usurpation of emergency management by the state over the course of the twentieth 
century parallels the rise and growth of centralised structures and bureaucracies in 
modern society so that, in a sense, disasters have perforce been ‘nationalised’ much 
as any other function of social services. NGOs, on the other hand, are seen as every-
thing governments are not: unburdened by bureaucracy, flexible to innovation, 
effective implementers and responsive to grass-root pressures (Edwards and Hulme, 
1996; Fisher, 1997, p. 444; Fowler, 2000, pp. 639–640). Indeed, this emphasis on 
preparedness and stakeholder inclusion has now begun to dominate disaster policy 
thinking in international circles (Warner et al., 2002). Yet underneath this global con-
vergence in the language of disaster response, we argue, different meanings of risk 
reduction continue to be widely hidden. 
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 As the material we discuss demonstrates, approaches to disaster are not just a 
function of people’s perceptions of disaster risk but also of their notions of the pre-
vailing social order and social relations. Such perceptions change over time but at 
a much slower pace and in much less predictable ways than suggested by the successful 
worldwide adoption of the new community-based paradigm of disaster risk reduc-
tion. Despite a shared vocabulary that sees disasters as processes rather than events, 
takes a proactive rather than a reactive approach, and favours the inclusion of stake-
holders rather than solely relying on technocratic management, different realities 
continue to make for different responses. Lifting the veil from inclusory disaster pre-
paredness and management discourse, we discover realities that emphasise either 
the reduction of hazards or the reduction of vulnerability. We find practices that aim 
to reduce the physical exposure to hazards as well as ones that probe into and want 
to change the root causes of people’s vulnerability. Disaster risk reduction can be 
equally the hallmark of institutions geared towards social preservation and of group-
ings that view disasters as symptoms of mal-development that require social change. 
We can also recognise in disaster practice the different approaches to participation 
that have been observed in development: one associated with the neo-liberal agenda 
that favours reducing state involvement and encouraging people to contribute to the 
cost of development projects subcontracted to NGOs, and the other stemming from 
social movements that advocates for participation as a means of empowerment and 
emancipation (Biggs and Neame, 1996). 
 The point that we wish to make is that such different political interpretations of 
risk reduction often remain concealed behind the façade of a shared language of 
disaster response. In domains of disaster response, ideas and practices are exchanged, 
shared and more or less organised because of a certain proximity, physical or dis-
cursive, to the way in which people refer to disaster and risk (Hilhorst, 2004, p. 57). 
Domains are areas of social life, such as family, community and market, whose study 
allows one to understand how social ordering works. With regard to disasters, respec-
tive domains of scientists and managers, bureaucrats and politicians, local producers 
and vulnerable people represent different notions and relations of nature-society 
interaction, vulnerability, risk and disaster response. Domains of disaster response 
are not homogeneous systems that are clearly separated from one another: contradic-
tions, conflict and negotiations occur as much within as outside of them. Different 
domains may even come to share a common vocabulary and a common set of prac-
tices, although these are always appropriated and transformed according to the values 
of that domain.
 We want to unravel these complexities for the case of the Philippines, which is 
considered one of the most disaster prone countries in the world and which has a 
long history of contested state-society relations. Although there are many actors 
involved in disaster response, we shall concentrate here on two domains: those of 
the state and NGO. We do not mean to imply by this focus that other stakeholders 
have any less important a role to play or that those affected by disasters are in any way 
passive victims in the unfolding of events. The domains of state and NGO, however, 
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cast the contrasting approaches that we wish to highlight into particularly sharp relief. 
The state in the Philippines generally suffers from a bad press, alternatively labelled 
a kleptocracy—a government run by thieves—or a narco-democracy—one ruled by drug 
barons in collusion with bent politicians (Coronel, 1998; Hedman and Sidel, 2000; 
Hutchcroft, 1998). At the provincial level, office holding is either understood in terms 
of patron-client relations or as the result of plundering state resources to build local 
political machines (Kawanaka, 2002; Sidel, 2000). NGOs, on the other hand, are 
depicted as ideologically close to the so-called national democratic movement, which, 
since the late 1960s has opposed the state and advocated alternative governance struc-
tures and practices. Although this movement is currently far from capable of replac-
ing the government, its impact on NGOs and state-society relations is considerable 
(Hilhorst, 2001). The responses of different groups of actors to disasters in the 
Philippines are shaped by the historical and ideological competition between the state 
and the national democratic movement over interpreting social issues, winning the 
sympathy of local people and accessing international donor funds (Hilhorst, 2003). 
 The analysis in this paper is based on fieldwork carried out in 2003, which focused 
on case studies in different parts of the Bicol region, southern Luzon, that were 
affected by flood and/or lahar4 between 1998 and 2000. Using these case studies we 
try to discern how different sets of actors ‘see’ disasters in different ways by focus-
ing on the main provincial state agency responsible for public safety in Albay—the 
Provincial Public Safety and Emergency Management Office (PPSEMO)—and the 
principal NGO alliance dealing with disaster response in the region—the Tabang sa 
mga Biktima sa Bicol (TABI). As such, the narratives we unravel remain localised 
ones, though there are strong indications that such views are held more widely. 
Despite a shared commitment to the welfare of those most affected by hazard, state 
agencies and NGOs frequently do not act with the same intent and their subsequent 
actions can consequently be at cross purposes. This is made all the more complex by 
the fact that everyone concerned professes to be working within the same theoretical 
framework and approach to disasters, one that emphasises participatory involvement 
at the community level. Unfortunately, the resulting misunderstandings, mistrust, 
inefficiencies, duplication of services and wastage only further imperil those most 
in need of timely assistance. It erodes the effectiveness of disaster management and 
relief operations that are often already mired in graft (Bankoff, 2005). 

The Filipino framework
Disasters are a fact of life in the Philippines. A socially and economically vulnerable 
population combines with one of the world’s most hazardous landmasses to make 
disasters a frequent life experience (Bankoff, 2003, pp. 179–183).5 Learning to live with 
hazard and coming to expect disaster is necessarily part of the daily routine in the 
islands. There is a long history, from at least the seventeenth century, of mutual 
assistance associations and networks at the local level devoted to sharing risk and 
spreading misfortune (Bankoff, 2007a; Luna, 1999, pp. 315–316).
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 Regularised state involvement in disaster management, however, has a much more 
recent pedigree and dates from the Civil Defense Act (RA 1190) of 1954 and the 
collapse of Manila’s Ruby Tower Building in the powerful 1968 earthquake, which 
forced the state to take its responsibilities more seriously (NDCC, 2003). Since 1978, 
the principal agency charged with disaster management has been the National Disaster 
Coordinating Council (NDCC).6 The NDCC has wide-ranging powers and is 
generally considered to favour a ‘multi-hazard, multi-agency’ approach to disaster 
management (Catura, 1991, pp. 6–8). In conjunction with the Department of Social 
Welfare and Development, it has established a nationwide network of regional, pro-
vincial and municipal disaster coordinating councils that are activated in emergencies. 
The emphasis is purportedly on the development of self-reliance among local gov-
ernment units whose officers-in-charge are mandated to organise disaster centres 
and draw up operational procedures. In reality, however, few of these bodies have 
contingency plans that go much beyond the simple doling out of relief goods (Parel, 
1991, p. 4).
 Once the magnitude of a disaster has been assessed, the NDCC declares a state of 
calamity in the affected areas and so releases funds for rescue and relief operations. 
The cost of disaster management at the national level is met through an annual appro-
priation to the Calamity Fund, while local government units are required to reserve 
five per cent of their budgets for this purpose (Aguirre, 1994, pp. 243–244). Any 
shortfall in funding is met out of existing development budgets, disaster-specific 
programmes, and/or through overseas aid. More recently, greater attention has been 
paid to the role of public-private participation in the whole area of civil protection 
and emergency management and there has been a growing recognition of the need 
for greater cooperation between line-agencies, local government units and the non-
governmental sector in disaster preparedness and management (Capistrano, 1998). 
Although promoting the spirit of self-help and mutual assistance has long been offi-
cially acknowledged as important, it is only recently that community-based disaster 
management (CBDM) has emerged as a recognised approach in the state’s disaster 
framework. Yet, despite the many measures designed to alleviate the worst hardships 
and the best efforts of many agencies and organisations, most commentators agree 
that disaster preparedness in the Philippines is woefully inadequate, a view that was 
endorsed by no less a person than President Fidel Ramos (Ramos, 1995).
 It is partly in response to this widely held public assessment of government defi-
ciencies that local and national NGOs have come to fill such an important role in 
disaster response in the Philippines. They are usually treated as a singular category of 
actors, juxtaposed against state and local people but, in reality, constituting a highly 
diverse sector that covers the entire political spectrum and ranges from a small number 
that have nationwide operations, hundreds of employees and vast budgets, to the 
majority that have fewer than 50 staff members (Clarke, 1998, p. 98; see also Silliman 
and Noble, 1998). It is particularly within the large number of socially critical or 
progressive NGOs, with their roots in the revolutionary movements of the late 
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nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and drawing their ideological persuasion 
from sympathy with the communist-inspired National Democratic Front (NDF), 
that an alternative approach towards disasters caused by natural hazards emerged in 
the 1980s (Brillantes, 1992). Since the 1990s, there have been a large number of 
NGOs that specialise in disaster-related activities (Bankoff, 2007a; Luna, 2001a; 
Luna, 2001b, pp. 219–220). In times of acute crises, most NGOs in an affected area 
will take on relief and rehabilitation work and many maintain a desk or programme 
focusing on disasters that brings natural hazards as well as armed conflict within 
their mandate. 
 Most NGOs engaged in disaster management have adopted a community-based 
approach pioneered by the Citizens’ Disaster Response Network (CDRN) formed 
in 1987. Its citizen-based and development-oriented disaster response strategy broke 
with the previous relief orientation by considering vulnerable people the main actors 
in disaster preparedness and management, rather than as merely victims (Delica, 1993, 
p. 242). The grass-roots orientation of CDRN allows them to define disasters from 
a people’s perspective—one that critiques Filipino society and politics and places 
poverty and development-induced disasters or ‘development aggression’ (including 
hydrological works and open-pit mining) high on the agenda of disaster manage-
ment (Heijmans, 2004). Its distinguishing features are an emphasis on participatory 
processes, capability building among the people affected, removal of the root causes 
of vulnerability, and the mobilisation of the less vulnerable sectors in support of 
those with needs (Delicia, 1997, pp. 34–50; Heijmans and Victoria, 2001, pp. 13–18). 
Although CDRN engages in collaborative arrangements with state agencies, the 
relationship is normally antagonistic and critical: disasters are viewed as opportuni-
ties to make people more conscious of the injustices built into the prevailing social 
order. Although disaster NGOs diversified politically during the 1990s, the core lan-
guage of their approach has remained remarkably similar with three clearly defined 
steps common to all CBDM: 

•	 the	formation	of	a	grass-roots	disaster	response	organisation	at	an	appropriate	level;	
•	 the	implementation	of	a	capacity	and	vulnerability	assessment	of	the	community	

in order to formulate a hazard map; and 
•	 the	creation	of	a	counter-disaster	plan	to	reduce	damages	and	casualties.	

 One can even detect over recent years a broad measure of consensus as both state 
and NGOs have begun to share a common lexicon about the need for decentralisa-
tion and community-based disaster management, and even to express the desire to 
coordinate their activities (Lim, 2003). In January 2003, representatives of state 
agencies, NGOs, community organisations and academia held a joint conference 
to share experiences and good practices on CBDM. The meeting initiated a new 
coalition, the Philippine Disaster Management Forum. However, this apparent con-
vergence only serves to hide substantial differences that endure beneath the surface 
concord and that only become apparent when evaluating inter-agency dynamics on 
the ground (Allen, 2003).
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Restoring normalcy: Albay Provincial Public Safety and 
Emergency Management Office 
Albay, the second most southerly province on the main island of Luzon, is both blessed 
and cursed with one of the most active volcanoes in the Philippines, Mount Mayon, 
which has erupted at least 45 times since 1616. The volcano has a base circumference 
of 250 square kilometres, and the communities that dwell in its shadow live with 
the knowledge that on average they will experience an eruption about every eight 
years. Earthquakes are also common, while the torrential rains that accompany pass-
ing typhoons frequently unleash sudden flows of loose pyroclastic material or lahar 
from the mountainside (Rantucci, 1994, pp. 97, 100). Eight municipalities and one 
city surround the volcano with more than 60 per cent of the province’s entire 
population living within a 15-kilometre radius of the crater. As recently as 1993, an 
eruption and associated lahar killed over a hundred people and caused tremendous 
damage to farmlands, crops, fisheries, wildlife and forests (ADPC, 2002).
 Despite the many evident threats associated with the volcano, the organisation 
of disaster management and relief activities remained largely ad hoc until the 1978 
legislation that established the NDCC. Pursuant to the aim of creating a nationwide 
structure of disaster management, an Albay Provincial Disaster Coordinating Council 
(PDCC) was organised charged with effecting the requisite legislative and regula-
tory practices. In particular, a disaster management plan was drawn up for Mount 
Mayon in the wake of the devastating eruption of Mount Pinatubo in 1991. Albay was 
subsequently identified by the Italian government as a high-risk zone and selected 
as a pilot province on disaster preparedness and response. Among the immediate 
benefits of this project were the establishment of permanent provincial-based search 
and rescue teams, whose continuity was ensured after the expiration of external 
funding by the elevation of the technical arm of the PDCC into an independent 
government department, first as the Provincial Disaster Management Office (PDMO) 
in 1995 and later, in 2000, with an expanded role as the Provisional Public Safety 
and Emergency Management Office (PPSEMO).7 As a consequence of these devel-
opments, the then PDCC was able to act with decision and competency during the 
sudden eruption of Mount Mayon in February 1993 though it was still criticised for 
its inability to exercise effective leadership and to curb entrenched local interests 
(Cola, 1994, pp. 287–292; Corotan, 1993, p. 2). To ensure the proper level of pre-
paredness, PPSEMO currently maintains a round-the-clock duty roster and has 
organised city and municipal emergency response intervention teams to be on call 
throughout the province. In recognition of these efforts, the Albay PDMO/PPSEMO 
has won commendation at both the national (a plaque of recognition awarded by 
President Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo in 2001) and international (Best Model in Dis-
aster Management awarded by the Asian Disaster Management Center in Bangkok) 
level and the office’s technical expertise has been utilised by the Japan International 
Cooperating Agency.
 The Albay PDCC and its various instrumental agencies have changed in line with 
the broad developments that have affected disaster management as a whole in the 
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Philippines. In many respects, the province is a leader in adopting a more proactive 
attitude towards preparedness and mitigation under the leadership of Cedric Daep, 
head of the PDMO/PPSEMO. The PDCC and its various agencies have intervened 
both to forestall disaster situations and to provide services to distressed areas. They 
even profess to support ‘sustainable development and growth’ at the community level 
as the principal goal of their disaster mitigation intervention (PPSEMO, n.d.). While 
not doubting the sincerity of these aims or questioning the validity of their efforts, 
there appears to be a fundamental incompatibility at the heart of their conceptu-
alisation of what constitutes a disaster, which has its roots in the way in which state 
departments’ perceive a situation and so determine what actions are appropriate to 
take. This perception has, at its core, the desire to restore a community or society 
to its pre-disaster state or what is usually referred to in the literature as a state of 
‘normalcy’. As the decisions taken during the eruption of Mount Mayon between 
June 1999 and March 2000 demonstrate, this innate sense of how a disaster is con-
structed influenced the policies and actions of PDMO/PPSEMO before, during and 
after the event. 
 Operation Mayon, as the disaster management and relief procedures related to 
this event were designated, began when the local office of the Philippine Institute 
of Volcanology and Seismology (PHIVOLCS) detected signs of abnormal volcanic 
activity in May 1999. A phreatic explosion subsequently occurred on 22 June, send-
ing a column of ash ten kilometres into the sky and prompting a declaration of Alert 
Level 1 in surrounding areas.8 A second and a third phreatic explosion occurred in 
September 1999 and January 2000, which, together with the lava pile on the crater 
and more frequent, longer, low-intensity earthquakes, indicated that an eruption 
was imminent. In view of the apparent build-up of volcanic activity, PHIVOLCS 
progressively raised the status of public warning before declaring that an eruption 
was in progress when pyroclastic flows were observed surging down the mountain’s 
slopes on 24 February. Volcanic activity continued over the next few days before 
culminating in the eruption of 1 March that hurled boulders ‘as big as cars’ into the 
surrounding countryside and sent plumes of ash over the electrical sub-stations of 
Guinobatan and Ligao, shorting the transformers and leaving the province without 
power (Bonifacio, 2000). From the moment PHIVOLCS issued its first advisory 
warning until the day of the major eruption, the Albay PDCC and its various mem-
ber agencies activated phases of its emergency operational protocol with singular 
success: not a single life was lost that could be directly attributed to the eruption. 
 ‘Zero casualty’ was, in fact, the hallmark by which the operation became known 
and its achievements appraised. This favourable outcome was effected by the pro-
gressive wholesale evacuation of surrounding populations according to the level of 
public alert (Table 1). As part of its local preparedness and mitigation measures, 
PHIVOLCS designated a six-kilometre-radius zone around Mount Mayon as a 
Permanent Danger Zone (PDZ) in which farmers and residents are advised to 
cease all activity in the event of eruption. This zone is further extendable to seven 
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or eight kilometres in the high-risk area to the southeast of the volcano. Within 15 
minutes of the first phreatic explosion on 22 June, the evacuation plan for the PDZ 
was activated and evacuations proceeded in stages over the ensuing months as the 
level of alert was progressively raised. The success of this exercise was due to a 
combination of factors that included the timely public warnings issued by the 
PDCC that kept people fully abreast of developments, the preparation of detailed 
evacuation plans with clearly indicated routes, and the prompt operationalisation 
of designated reception centres to receive the large number of displaced persons. 
Though a relatively minor eruption, the cost to local communities still remained 
high in monetary terms with more than PHP 260 million (just under USD 10.5 million) 
lost in agricultural and livestock production.9 As a precautionary measure, the PDCC 
subsequently decided to permanently resettle the entire population of 1,480 families 
(8,216 persons) living within the PDZ (OCHA, 2001). 
 While the relocation of the PDZ’s population suggests an extension of the state’s 
role into the field of proactive disaster preparedness and mitigation, the fundamental 
assumption that lies behind this policy is still the same: that is, to restore a community 
to its previous state, albeit somewhere else in this case. As the PDMO’s Proposed Post 
Emergency Phase Action Plan clearly states in its discussion of the recovery programme’s 
socio-economic impact, ‘economic stability will be restored’ and ‘trade and liveli-
hood will be normalized’—only adding as a corollary that such benefits might also 
‘enhance the coping capacity of the people’ (PDMO, 2000b). This notion of reinstating 
what had been before is even more explicit in the discussion of the response-formulation 
process underlying the crisis management model employed during the emergency. 
Much of the actual search, rescue, recovery, evacuation and relief operations in 
disaster stricken areas are undertaken by the military in coordination with emergency 
and local government agencies. In the case of the 1999–2000 eruption, these units 
were designated as Task Force Mayon and comprised personnel from the 2nd Infantry 
Division supported by 20 two-and-a-half-ton trucks and commanded by Colonel 
Dante Bonifacio. In a speech delivered some seven months after the crisis, the colo-
nel summarised the principal goals of the task force’s intervention. In the proactive 
phase of prediction, prevention and preparation, he described his units as taking action 

Table 1 Families/persons evacuated by Albay PDMO during Operation Mayon 1999–2000

Alert level Date Maximum number of 
families evacuated

Maximum number of 
people evacuated

Alert Level 1 June 1999 1,206 6,546

Alert Level 2 September 1999 1,080 5,792

Alert Level 3 16 February 2000 979 4,921

Alert Level 4/5 24 February 2000 5,655 29,440

Alert Level 5 5 March 2000 13,956 68,596

Source: PDMO, 2000a.



Greg Bankoff and Dorothea Hilhorst

to ensure that there would be ‘minimal loss of lives and destruction of properties and 
quick return to normalcy’. In the reactive phase of the emergency, he identified the 
objectives as ‘to minimize or to cushion the adverse effects of the crisis incidents and 
to ensure a smooth and speedy rehabilitation or return to normalcy’ (Bonifacio, 2000).10 
 The way governments mainly see a disaster, whether it is at the provincial, national 
or even international level, has its origins within a western cultural perspective of 
how the physical and social world is constructed. According to this notion a disas-
ter is an abnormal event: it implies acknowledgement that an unforeseen event or 
accident has taken place, an unforeseen process is set in motion, that matters are out 
of human control, and that the threat of a breakdown of institutional structures and 
perhaps even normative values within a society looms or has already taken place 
(Bankoff, 2007b). The problem having been defined in these terms, the appropriate 
measures can then be instituted to restore normalcy—the myth of a secure and pro-
ductive ‘ordinary life’ that is itself a construct of western social science (Bankoff, 2003, 
pp. 158–162; Hewitt, 1983, p. 22). Normalcy, in this context, implies restoring a 
certain set of social, economic and political relations commensurate with the social 
order prior to an event. It is an inherently conservative attitude towards disaster 
risk response that does not see anything amiss with the existing social structures that 
might have rendered people vulnerable in the first place. The NDCC, the Albay 
PDCC, the PPSEMO and Task Force Mayon have had a version of this perception 
of disaster imposed upon them with little appreciation of the concept’s inherent 
cultural specificity or their own cultural differences (Bankoff, 2001). As the modern 
Filipino state is itself largely based on a western model of governance, the policies 
of its agencies and the views of its personnel naturally reflect a concept of disaster 
management that considers its principal purpose to be restoring society to a condi-
tion of normalcy. 

Root causes of vulnerability:  
Tabang sa mga Biktima sa Bicol 
Key to the successful Albay approach to disasters is its PDCC, which consists of non-
governmental advisers as well as a large number of state agencies. The former com-
prise, among others, representatives of the media and the Corporate Network for 
Disaster Response—an NGO alliance set up by business corporations. According to 
PDMO/PPSEMO head Cedric Daep, the PDCC aims to bring together all relevant 
actors engaged in disaster response but, in practice, a significant segment of civil 
society actors do not participate in its deliberations and activities. In particular, the 
Mayon Disaster Response Network (MDRN) is absent. 
 The MDRN is spearheaded by Tabang sa mga Biktima sa Bicol (TABI), meaning 
Aid for the Victims of Bicol. TABI is one of the oldest regional centres affiliated to 
the national CDRN and as such is representative of the CBDM approach that sees 
the root causes of vulnerability as lying in the social and economic inequalities of the 
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existing political structures. TABI started as an initiative among students, profes-
sionals, farmers, workers, women and church people to respond to the needs of the 
victims of the September 1984 eruption of Mount Mayon. As TABI explains in its 
organisational brochure: ‘At that time, the people had developed an aversion against 
the traditional pipeline for assistance due to persistent rumours of corruption and 
therefore, a citizen’s initiative such as TABI easily earned ordinary people’s support’ 
(TABI, n.d.a). From the start, then, TABI set itself apart from the relief tradition 
in the country that was dominated by the government and traditional politicians. 
The alternative presented by TABI is a people’s movement for disaster response. After 
several months of operating as an inter-agency and voluntary network, the partici-
pants found the need for a separate organisation for disaster response increasingly 
compelling and they formally inaugurated TABI on 1 March 1985. Following the 
1993 eruption of Mayon, TABI formed the MDRN, which brought together a 
number of relief organisations and currently has 17 NGOs among its membership 
(Hilhorst’s field notes, May 2003). Mostly, these organisations are affiliated with or 
lean politically towards the radical national democratic movement.
 TABI works in all four Bicolano provinces. In addition to the frequent natural 
hazards that afflict the region, acute poverty is rampant: TABI’s general director 
estimates that 70 per cent of the population live below the poverty line (Hilhorst’s 
field notes, May 2003). It is also concerned with the economic, psychological and 
physical dislocation of people as a result of the ongoing communist-inspired insur-
gency and the military’s anti-insurgency operations. The NGO’s main thrust is to 
assist in increasing the capability of the marginalised sectors to address these disaster 
issues. It espouses a people-centred and development-oriented approach to disaster 
and maintains that the vulnerability of local people to disasters is aggravated by 
poverty, poor health and the environmental degradation of the region. The core of 
TABI’s approach is to encourage the establishment of community-based disaster com-
mittees that are educated in emergency management and whose primary principle 
is preparedness, in order to lessen the possible adverse effects of hazards. The aim is 
for such committees to prepare counter-disaster plans, which are subsequently approved 
by the entire community and implemented locally with or without input from TABI. 
 When a major event occurs, TABI can channel its relief through these community-
based committees and reach the people affected directly. Even in these immediate 
relief operations, though, TABI upholds its distinctive orientation by stressing the 
underlying causes that puts people at risk. During the relief operation following 
Typhoon Loleng in 1998, the distribution of goods was still preceded by a 15-minute 
education session that touched on, among other things, the preservation of forests 
and the need to develop a systematic counter-disaster plan for communities. It has 
also established a community-based health programme as the initial work it conducted 
pointed to poor health as an important factor contributing to people’s vulnerability. 
The programme envisions ‘a Philippine society where poverty, powerlessness and 
all forms of oppression shall have been eliminated. The health care system shall be 
redefined—nationalist, relevant, accessible and responsive to the needs of the people’ 
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(TABI, n.d.b, p. 1). The programme works in a similar fashion to disaster mitiga-
tion and prevention in the sense that its core is made up of local health committees. 
In fact, there is a strong inter-relationship between the two: the health programme 
helps to strengthen the community by developing its coping capacities and so con-
tributes to disaster prevention and mitigation intervention. As expressed by a former 
director of TABI: ‘The community-based health programme of TABI is also a dis-
aster mitigation programme, in that it addresses the vulnerability due to health and 
nutrition before an emergency situation’ (Victoria, 1998, p. 66).
 In practice, too, the programmes are strongly intertwined. In one of the commu-
nities just outside the PDZ, TABI has organised a community health worker (CHW) 
group that doubles as a disaster committee during evacuations. The group is nor-
mally concerned with first aid, herbal gardening and livelihood programmes but 
when an alert was issued in 1999, the group prepared food for the evacuation cen-
tres and was involved in determining the damage needs and capacity assessment. 
Their findings were passed on to TABI who subsequently initiated a rehabilitation 
programme. In a neighbouring village, TABI has set up both a CHW group and a 
disaster response committee. Several people serve on both committees at the same 
time. Since most people consider poverty their main vulnerability rather than the 
occasional volcanic eruption, the integrated approach of addressing health and liveli-
hoods simultaneously with disaster preparedness makes sense from the local perspective.
 At the provincial level, however, the lack of collaboration between state and TABI 
is remarkable. The PDCC claims to represent major stakeholders including NGOs. 
These are business-related NGOs, Diocesan Social Action Centres and some inter-
national NGOs such as OXFAM, but do not include the MDRN. During the 
authors’ interviews with relevant provincial authorities, TABI and the MDRN were 
never identified as principal actors in discussions related to disasters in the region. 
When TABI representatives were asked why they did not form part of the Council, 
they simply shrugged their shoulders and said: ‘These are only the government NGOs 
that are represented there’ (Hilhorst’s field notes, May 2003). Despite the expressed 
inclusiveness of the government’s disaster framework, in reality, the MDRN oper-
ates as a parallel system of disaster governance. 
 The way in which this dualism plays out on the ground is clearly manifest at the 
barangay or village level where two disaster preparedness and management systems 
are sometimes organised in parallel forms and, at other times, overlap. In some areas, 
the TABI structure works parallel to the government-endorsed disaster response 
committees, while, in others, the NGO structure may coincide with these commit-
tees. In these latter areas, the people’s organisations linked with TABI participate 
in or even control barangay governance. In yet other cases, the two forms of organisa-
tion operate alongside each other and even manage to collaborate. The nature of this 
cooperation usually depends primarily on the political strength in any village of TABI’s 
partner community-based organisation. Since the membership of local government 
structures are subject to change with each election, unlike those of the NGOs, such 
collaboration may alternate according to the political faction that wins control. 
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Competing domains: the politics of risk
The apparent similarity in government and NGO approaches, as represented by the 
examples of the Albay PDCC/PSSEMO and TABI/MDRN, with both actors espous-
ing a comparable community-based disaster lexicon and even, to a large extent, 
advocating complementary kinds of activities on the ground, only serves to mask 
how they actually operate within two competing domains. The reasons for this are 
several and interrelated. One element is formed by simple competition, with both 
government and NGOs soliciting international funds and both seeking popular 
support. Another element is the mutual lack of trust. The government is suspicious 
of the NGOs, whom they suspect of being sympathetic to the communist-inspired 
insurgency and its military wing, the New People’s Army. The NGOs, on the 
other hand, find it difficult to trust the government and especially the military. As 
already seen, the military are accorded a substantial role in disaster management but 
are also heavily involved in anti-insurgency measures. These latter are often directed 
against legal organisations that are seen as ideologically too close to the (illegal) under-
ground movement.
 Moreover, these mutual suspicions impact significantly on emergency manage-
ment and relief operations, complicating possible collaboration with regard to disaster 
preparedness and rendering working together on the ground difficult to effect or 
even fruitless. In Central Luzon, for instance, during the time of our research in 2003, 
disaster NGOs were outraged when local government units diverted their emer-
gency discretionary funds (five per cent of the budget) to the military, justifying 
their actions by pronouncing insurgency a human-induced disaster. As a direct result, 
many communities were deprived of funds needed to protect themselves against 
recurrent floods. On another occasion, NGOs were loath to accept military pro-
tection of their disaster relief supplies through insurgent-active territory for fear of 
being too closely associated with right-wing ideologies and the armed forces’ prac-
tices in such areas (Bankoff ’s field notes, May 2003).
 What this case study shows is how the lexicon of disaster management is also an 
important area of research in its own right: how language can obfuscate as well as 
clarify. Despite sharing a common language and advocating a similar programme of 
emergency response, government and NGOs really constitute two parallel domains 
that accord radically different meanings to disasters. The state views disasters as a 
temporary and unfortunate deviation from development and gears all its activities 
to effect a return to that prior condition as soon as possible. NGOs, on the other 
hand, view disasters as a symptom of mal-development, for which they hold the 
former mainly responsible (Table 2). They view disasters primarily as the outcome 
of bad governance. While helping people to strengthen their resilience to disaster, 
NGOs also consider disasters an opportunity to raise people’s awareness and mobi-
lise them for social change.
 In the last resort, the difference in perceptions is all about the politics of risk. As 
the present discussion has shown, the principal aim of the state is to restore commu-
nities to ‘normalcy’ as soon as possible. A prompt return to the status quo prior to 
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the event is as much a political aim as it is a measure used to gauge the success of 
its operations—notwithstanding all claims to the contrary. Accordingly, a disaster 
is primarily a natural phenomenon that may be exacerbated by human activities 
such as deforestation, non-compliance with building regulations or other legal safety 
strictures, but ultimately is strictly regarded as an apolitical event. It has nothing to 
do with the reason ‘why’ people are where they are or ‘why’ they are in the state 
that they are in. Instead, it is to do primarily with the result of statistical coinci-
dence and, in the last resort, chance: being in the wrong place at the wrong time. 
Hence, there is frequently a heavy leaning in state risk reduction programmes like 
that in Albay towards technical solutions and resettlement away from zones of dan-
ger. ‘Zero casualty’ becomes the watchword by which such actions are measured. 
NGOs like TABI, on the other hand, have a very different notion of what causes a 
disaster. Above all, it is to do with ‘why’ some people suffer inordinately more than 
others from disasters. What makes them disproportionately vulnerable to hazards? 
Expressed this way, of course, disaster is at heart a political matter and the aim of all 
remedial action must be to make these communities less vulnerable, to change the 
previous conditions that exposed people to such dangers. Poverty alleviation, entitle-
ment and access to resources inevitably lead to questions about income distribution 
and social justice. Disaster has become a politicised matter and the steps required to 
obviate it in the future must necessarily avoid a return to the ‘normalcy’ that is the 
condition held responsible for the event in the first place.
 It is not sufficient, then, simply for actors involved in emergency management to 
agree on a common definition of what constitutes a disaster, no matter how con-
tentious or politically charged that may be. There is another level of extrapolation 
that is too often overlooked by disaster managers of whatever persuasion, be they 
state or non-state, experts of one kind or another, representatives of the media or 
those directly impacted by the event. This other level concerns the purpose or aim 
that determines people’s actions. It is not only the state that ‘sees’ in a particular 
way but all other forms of collective human organisations from community associa-
tions to corporative bodies that ‘see’ after their own particular fashion. Accordingly, 
actors may concur that a disaster has taken place and even agree on the fundamental 
course of remedial actions that are required, but still share very different notions about 
the reasons why those steps should be taken. As in these case examples from Bicol, 
state and state agencies ‘see’ disasters in one way, while NGOs involved in provid-
ing needed services to communities ‘see’ them in another. Disaster preparedness and 

Table 2 Comparison of state and NGO perceptions of disaster management

Domains Lexicon Policy Import

Government Vulnerability CBDM Restore society to normalcy 

NGOs Vulnerability CBDM Tackle root causes of 
vulnerability

Source: authors. 
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management in this context, then, has multiple meanings whose significance may be 
hidden to those engaged in the event.
 In the final analysis, too, this discussion of disaster response in the Bicol region 
warns us against expecting too much from collaborative efforts between government 
and NGO actors. Whether they will be able to work hand in hand in reducing 
disaster risk is difficult to predict and even less easy to prescribe. What may appear 
as mutually beneficial grounds for collaboration may be thwarted locally by histo-
ries of state-society relations or other seemingly unrelated factors. Likewise, what 
might appear as unhealthy responses could make perfect sense in the local social 
and political context. Inclusory or community-based disaster response has rapidly 
become a major, if not the dominant, paradigm in international disaster policy. This 
article shows, however, that the common language promoting this paradigm hides 
vastly different approaches. It is time to look beyond the simple question as to whether 
all stakeholders are involved in a disaster response situation. Stakeholder inclusion 
is not the ultimate goal nor does it automatically result in the best approach to dis-
aster risk reduction. Only by reviewing the underlying values and understanding 
the intent of the various actions concerned—the politics of risk—can we hope to 
make disaster preparedness and management more effective and so reduce people’s 
vulnerability over time.
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Endnotes
1 Greg Bankoff ’s research for this article was conducted in 2002/2003 as a fellow on the research 

programme ‘When Nature Strikes: Unlocking Domains of Disaster Response’ in the Disaster Studies 
department, Wageningen University, and in 2003/2004 as a fellow-in-residence of the Netherlands 
Institute for Advanced Study. Dorothea Hilhorst co-ordinated the programme ‘When Nature 
Strikes: Unlocking Domains of Disaster Response’, which was sponsored by the Netherlands Organi-
sation for Scientific Research.

2 Differing definitions of disasters and qualifications as to what constitutes them are offered by, among 
others, Alexander (1993, pp. 9, 593–594), Blaikie et al. (1994), Cannon (1994, pp. 14, 15, 19), Hewitt 
(1983), Lewis (1999), Perry and Quarantelli (2004), Smith (1996, pp. 16, 25) and Whittow (1979, 
p. 23). 

3 The notion of ‘seeing’ to encompass the raft of attitudes, norms and values that influence how one 
particular set of actors and stakeholders perceive reality is adapted from James C. Scott’s Seeing Like 
a State (Scott, 1998).

4 Lahar is a dense mud-like substance composed of the pyroclastic debris from a volcano, which 
includes boulders, pebbles, sand, dust and gas. Heated to temperatures of 1000°C, such mudflows 
create a layer of expanding air in their advance that enables them to sweep along the ground at 
great speeds, sometimes in excess of 500 kilometres per hour. Cold or secondary concentrations 
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of lahar accumulate on the slopes of volcanoes only to be regularly set in downward motion by 
the subsequent heavy rains that are associated especially with the typhoon season. 

5 The Centre for Research on the Epidemiology of Disasters (CRED) credits the Philippines with 
experiencing more disasters than any other nation. CRED defines a disaster as an event requiring 
international assistance or causing ten deaths or affecting more than 100 persons. See the website 
of EM-DAT (the OFDA/CRED International Disaster Database), http://www.cred.be/emdat.

6 Disaster management also includes pre-hazard monitoring and prediction: meteorological warnings 
are issued by the Philippine Atmospheric, Geophysical and Astronomical Services Administration 
and geophysical advice is given by the Philippine Institute of Volcanology and Seismology.

7 PPSEMO has subsequently been renamed the Albay Public Safety and Emergency Office. There 
is considerable confusion over the name of this agency as it is still often referred to by its initial name 
of the Provincial Disaster Management Office.

8 A phreatic eruption is an explosion caused by the sudden heating and volatilisation of underground 
water that comes into contact with hot magma or rock.

9 The US equivalent is quoted using the conversion rate at the time of approximately PHP 25 to 
USD 1.

10 Italics added. The crisis management model utilised by the Armed Forces of the Philippines is 
known as the ‘4 Ps’ (prediction, prevention, preparation and performance) and is divided between 
a proactive and reactive phase.
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