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Key Definitions of Disasters and Their Public Health Implications 

 
 

"Disasters" are defined as situations that cause widespread disruptions in health and 

well-being. The WHO defines disasters as incidents that cause damage, loss of life, and 

deterioration in health care, demanding external assistance. In contrast, a more comprehensive 

interpretation considers any occurrence that disrupts the community's normal functioning to be a 

disaster1. Both agree on one thing: local capacities are overwhelmed, and external assistance is 

required. 

In terms of health, catastrophes that devastate local health infrastructures are critical. 

For example, an earthquake that destroys hospitals might have a domino effect, not just in 

terms of acute injuries, but also in terms of the incapacity to offer care in the aftermath2. 

Acute disasters, like earthquakes and terror attacks, strike suddenly without warning, 

leaving little to no time for preparation. In contrast, slow-onset disasters such as droughts or 

looming pandemics provide advanced warning but can drain resources and morale over an 

extended period3.  

When assessing the public health impact of disasters, several critical factors come into 

play. The immediate loss of lives is a stark and undeniable consequence. Additionally, 

disadvantaged communities, often less equipped to recover, face heightened health challenges, 

including malnutrition and disease. The disruption of essential services, particularly in 

healthcare and sanitation, can trigger larger crises. Without consistent healthcare, injuries 

worsen, and illnesses go untreated. The absence of sanitation raises the risk of disease 

outbreaks, further complicating recovery efforts.  

A disaster's impact extends beyond its initial effects, casting lingering shadows, 

especially on public health. Recognizing the long-term consequences on vulnerable populations 

and crucial services provides a comprehensive view of its far-reaching ramifications. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Reference 
 

1. Disasters and emergencies. Disasters and emergencies. Published October 30, 2007. 
https://www.who.int/teams/integrated-health-services/clinical-services-and-
systems/surgical-care/disasters-and-emergencies 

2. Ceferino L, Mitrani-Reiser J, Kiremidjian A, Deierlein G, Bambarén C. Effective plans for 
hospital system response to earthquake emergencies. Nature Communications. 
2020;11(1). doi:10.1038/s41467-020-18072-w1. Disaster. Disaster | PreventionWeb. 
Published August 30, 2007.  

3. Disaster. Disaster | PreventionWeb. Published August 30, 2007. 
https://www.preventionweb.net/terminology/disaster 
 

https://www.who.int/teams/integrated-health-services/clinical-services-and-systems/surgical-care/disasters-and-emergencies
https://www.who.int/teams/integrated-health-services/clinical-services-and-systems/surgical-care/disasters-and-emergencies
https://www.preventionweb.net/terminology/disaster

