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Societal Response to Hurricane Mitch and Intra- versus
Intergenerational Equity Issues: Whose Norms Should Apply?
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Late in the 1998 hurricane season, Central America was slammed by a devastating hurricane.
Honduras, Nicaragua, El Salvador, Guatemala, and Belize were greatly impacted by Hurri-
cane Mitch, one of the deadliest storms to affect the region in the past 200 years. The econo-
mies of each of these countries were badly affected. In the case of Honduras—at the time the
fourth-poorest country in Latin America—its president suggested that 50 years of progress
had been wiped out by the floods and mudslides associated with this relatively short-lived
storm system. Humanitarian assistance poured into the region in the first months following
the disaster. As of mid-2000, various national, bilateral, international, and nongovernmental
programs were in progress or on the drawing board for recovery, reconstruction, and re-
newed development of the worst affected countries. Using Honduras as a case study, some of
the ethical issues that abound in the decisions of whom to help, when, and how to help them
in the wake of such an extreme climate-related human tragedy are examined. Should devel-
opment assistance be focused on those who have been directly and adversely affected by this
storm, or should the emphasis be on reducing the risk of exposure by future generations to
such disasters? Is there yet another approach that seeks to protect future generations from sim-

 

ilar harm while at the same time assisting present-day victims to get through their hardships?
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focus called for to reduce the risk of exposure of fu-
ture generations to such disasters? Is there yet an-
other approach that seeks to protect future genera-
tions from similar harm, while at the same time
assisting present-day victims to get through their
hardships? These are the type of questions in need
of answers after events of such magnitude, but fre-
quently do not receive the attention they deserve.

 

(1)

 

Using Honduras as a case study, some of these
ethical issues that abound in the decisions of whom,
when, and how to help are discussed. Only 25 years
earlier, almost to the month, Hurricane Fifi, a hurri-
cane of much less intensity, caused a similar level of
devastation in a less-populated Honduras. The ques-
tion, then as now, is one of how to help existing gen-
erations get through the socioeconomic disruptions
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INTRODUCTION

 

The devastation wrought by Hurricane Mitch
should serve as a catalyst for governments in the re-
gion and the donor community to consider how best
to design, implement, and integrate development
and disaster relief strategies. Before being able to do
so, however, certain fundamental ethical questions
have to be answered. Should development assis-
tance be focused on those who have been directly
and adversely affected by the storm, or is a different
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caused by storms such as these while at the same time
reducing the risks of similar destructive extreme
events that future generations are likely to face.

These issues are discussed within the context of
the conflicts between intra- and intergenerational is-
sues, giving a brief presentation about the situation in
Honduras before the onset of Hurricane Mitch and a
comparison of some of the causes and effects of Hur-
ricanes Mitch (1998) and Fifi (1974), both of which
had major impacts in Honduras. Reconstruction re-
quired as a result of the damage that resulted from
Mitch is briefly reviewed and the notion of “leapfrog
development” is raised, followed by a discussion of
persistent global inequities. The following section
then focuses on inter- and intragenerational equity is-
sues by juxtaposing what ought to be a response to
Mitch (a normative view) as opposed to what has
been the apparent response. The issue presented by
philosophers relates to whether the present genera-
tions have any responsibility for the welfare of future
generations. An issue that permeates the discussion is
brought up—that of risk. In addition to the tradi-
tional categories of risk aversion and risk taking, an-
other category is discussed—that of the risk maker.
Some of the key present-day obstacles to addressing
generational issues and reducing the risks faced by
future generations are noted, followed by concluding
comments on what might be needed to overcome
those obstacles.

 

INTERGENERATIONAL VERSUS
INTRAGENERATIONAL CONSIDERATIONS

 

Intergenerational concerns over resource use
have most likely been in conflict with intragenera-
tional concerns forever. The conflict appears in the
form of decisions related primarily to who benefits
and when. For example, should nonrenewable re-
sources such as tropical rainforests be harvested today
or should they be preserved for future generations to
decide how (or whether) to use them? The same
question can be asked about other natural resources,
such as fish populations, soils, and water resources, as
well as about air quality—which is affected by the
production and consumption of “useful” chemicals
that also pollute the atmosphere, deplete the ozone
layer, or both.

The very concept of “a generation” is not in itself
entirely clear. In 1927, the German sociologist Karl
Mannheim distinguished between a cohort and a gen-
eration,

 

(2)

 

 defining a 

 

cohort

 

 as a group of people born
during a particular chronological period, and a 

 

gener-

ation

 

 as a cohort that has some shared consciousness
created by a common historical experience. This is an
interesting distinction, but for the issue at hand a gen-
eration will be defined as a cohort born within a 20-
year period. It follows from this definition that several
generations may be alive at any given point in time—a
15-year-old, a 35-year-old, a 55-year-old, and a 75-year-
old. This definition suggests that it is possible for the
generations in power today (say, the 35–55-year-
olds) to hold conversations with those who represent
future generations, that is, those people in the gener-
ation centered around the 15-year-olds. In other
words, a dialogue can take place among at least four
coexisting generations. Thirty years from now, those
who are 15 will be in their mid-40s and will likely be
in charge of many sectors of society and government.
As a result of present-day intergenerational discus-
sion, political leaders can observe—if they have the
will to do so—the desires of those who will make up
the future generation of leaders, and, therefore have a
chance to influence their decision-making processes.

Conflicts over inter- and intragenerational issues
also exist within and between national and interna-
tional organizations. For example, the U.S. foreign aid
community and the various national agencies within
it are subdivided into numerous bureaucratic compo-
nents, each with its own jurisdiction and mission.
There are bureaucratic units within the U.S. Agency
for International Development (AID) that focus on
either long-term sustainable development issues or
short-term foreign disaster assistance. Their respec-
tive missions can come into direct conflict.

 

(1)

 

 With any
given natural disaster, there is usually, but not
always—the February 2000 floods in Mozambique
being a case in point—an immediate response by do-
nor countries and the international humanitarian aid
community to provide timely emergency assistance
to those who are immediately and directly affected.

Those responsible for providing immediate ad
hoc disaster assistance are trained to focus on and
deal with short-term problems in need of quick, often
makeshift (and therefore temporary), solutions. By
necessity, they attend to the food, shelter, and health
needs of the injured and the survivors. Because they
are on the front line in the battle to mitigate the disas-
ter’s impacts, they are forced to apply, if not explicitly
then implicitly, the notion of triage to the disaster’s
victims; that is, they divide the victims into groups de-
pending on the severity of their injuries. They are
then forced to choose those victims whom they think
are likely to survive if given immediate assistance.
They do not have the luxury of time to worry about
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sustainable development issues, nor do they have the
plentiful resources that would be required to attend
to all victims. Economic development schemes or
concerns about arresting or reversing deforestation,
desertification, or soil erosion, go onto the back
burner.

For their part, economic development specialists
focus on issues related to long-term sustainable eco-
nomic development in a region that is occasionally af-
fected in adverse ways by natural disasters. The hu-
manitarian aid required for disaster response is often
needed only in the short term, although it may be rel-
atively high in value. The assistance required to pur-
sue economic development strategies, however, in-
volves sustained, long-term moral as well as financial
commitments from the donor community. Because
the disaster assistance community is primarily con-
cerned about human needs in the present, as opposed
to policies representing the concerns of future gener-
ations, their activities are frequently in conflict with
those of the long-term development community.
Berke and Beatley noted that “Emergency relief or-
ganizations do not address the underlying problem of
disaster vulnerability in poor countries . . . .? Devel-
opment agencies do not account for hazards in
project investment decisions” (p. 17).

 

(1)

 

 Indeed, it is
not only concerns about intergenerational equity that
are placed on the back burner, but so are concerns
about intragenerational equity.

Just about every natural disaster stimulates sym-
pathy, if not responses with material assistance, from
governments and humanitarian nongovernmental
organizations (NGOs). Expressions of sympathy as
well as humanitarian responses can even come from
traditional enemies when one of them has been dev-
astated, for example, by an earthquake, hurricane, or
drought. That sympathy and attention usually does
not last very long, however, as new, equally devastat-
ing disasters occur elsewhere on the globe. Figure 1
identifies the location and timing of various climate
and climate-related anomalies that occurred during
1999, which happened to be an entire calendar year
encompassed by a La Niña event that began in mid-
1998 and extended well into 2000. Several of these cli-
mate anomalies contributed to, if not created, natural
disasters that required humanitarian responses from
the international community.

The most recent disaster to occur diverts atten-
tion away from “older” disasters and disrupts and di-
verts the flow of sorely needed international re-
sources to other locations also in need of emergency
help. Emergency humanitarian assistance is costly,
especially when those costs are totalled across the
globe for all natural disasters in a given year. Yet, un-
fortunately, for just about any natural disaster, the
humanitarian response from donors in terms of finan-
cial assistance is almost always just a fraction of what
is needed. The burden of recovery falls on the country

Fig. 1. Anomalies in 1999: A La Niña year.
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suffering from the disaster’s impacts. Making matters
worse, human suffering (i.e., displacement, illness,
lost productivity, loss of personal property) is seldom
put into quantitative (monetary) terms as a cost fac-
tor that accompanies such disasters. The need for as-
sistance in the postdisaster recovery phase is many
times greater than for the emergency phase itself.

A case study focused on a particular disaster can
yield insights about the effects of practical responses
of governments and humanitarian NGOs during the
recovery and reconstruction phases. The analysis can
also shed light on the subtle and not-so-subtle inter-
play between consideration of intragenerational and
intergenerational equity issues. It can also help to put
a human face, an identity, on proverbial climate-impact-
related “winners” and “losers.”

 

(3)

 

Selecting a disaster in order to evaluate genera-
tional issues is a difficult task. There are many criteria
that could be used to choose examples: a disaster in
a developing country or an industrialized one; in a
country in transition in Eastern Europe or the former
Soviet Union; a human-caused or a natural disaster.
Opting to select a recent disaster reduces the list of
potential candidates considerably: an earthquake in
Colombia, Hurricane Georges or Hurricane Mitch
in the Caribbean Sea, drought and famine in Papua
New Guinea, forest fires in Indonesia, or floods and
mudslides in Venezuela or China. Each of these disas-
ters could serve as a good case study to address gen-
erational equity issues. The one chosen is Hurricane
Mitch.

Worldwide media coverage of Hurricane Mitch
and its impacts was swift, plentiful, and constant.
Emergency responses to Mitch’s disaster victims
from governmental and nongovernmental interna-
tional humanitarian communities were relatively
rapid. Although a few years have passed since the di-
saster, workshops and meetings on Central America
tend to talk about development in the region in terms
of pre-Mitch and post-Mitch phases. Of the countries
in Mitch’s path—Belize, El Salvador, Guatemala,
Honduras, and Nicaragua—Honduras was the worst
affected, followed by Nicaragua. In response to the
destruction, the stated goal of the international donor
community was to focus on “the reconstruction 

 

and

 

transformation” of Central America. The Inter-
American Development Bank (IDB) organized a
meeting of high-ranking political leaders and donors
from governments and international agencies to dis-
cuss the resources that, according to the affected
countries, would be needed for their recovery and fu-
ture development. In the report of this Consultative

Group Meeting for the Reconstruction and Transfor-
mation of Central America, held in Stockholm, Swe-
den, from 25–28 May 1999, the donors (countries and
development banks) noted the following:

 

It was clear from our deliberations at this meeting that
regional cooperation and integration, which continue
to be basic pillars for the development of the Region,
now have fundamental opportunities and challenges
for implementation, in light of the reconstruction and
transformation taking place in the Region. (p. 4)

 

(4)

 

THE HONDURAS SETTING

 

Honduras is the second-largest country in Cen-
tral America. It encompasses 47,000 square miles,
about the size of the state of Louisiana. Its population
is estimated at 6 million, mostly rural, with an annual
growth rate of 2.8%. About a third of the workforce
is in the agricultural and natural resources sector. Al-
most 40% is in the manufacturing sector, but indus-
trial growth has been slow. Its exports amount to a
few billion dollars and include coffee, bananas, citrus
fruit, shrimp, beef, timber, and textile products.

 

(5)

 

 The
levels of unemployment, illiteracy, poverty, landless-
ness, and disease put Honduras only slightly above
Haiti in terms of regional development. In 1993 it was
believed that up to 80% of the population lived in
poverty and that unemployment was at least 40% of
those of working age.

 

(6)

 

Although it was one of the poorest countries in
Latin America before Hurricane Mitch, Honduras
was apparently making progress in development. Ac-
cording to the United Nations Development Pro-
gram (UNDP) 

 

Human Development Report 1998

 

,

 

(7)

 

Honduras is one of the countries in which life expect-
ancy had increased the most over the last generation,
rising from 53 years in 1970 to 69 years in 1995. The
Human Development Index, a construct developed
by the UNDP that incorporates longevity, educa-
tional attainment, and adjusted real gross domestic
product (GDP), had more than doubled in Honduras
from 1960 to 1995. Not all reports, however, agree
with this perception of improvement. For example, in
a 1999 International Monetary Fund policy discussion
paper entitled “Honduras’s Growth Performance
During 1970–97,” the author’s analysis was that “for
the period 1970–97, the average growth rate in real
per capita GDP was almost zero” (p. 1).

 

(8)

 

 Since 1980,
before Hurricane Mitch decimated the country, per
capita GDP had been declining at a time when condi-
tions in less-developed countries not racked by war
were improving faster than in Honduras. It is also
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sobering to note that in 1995, a few years before Hur-
ricane Mitch, more than half the population lived
below the poverty line and nearly a third did not have
access to basic health care.

 

(7)

 

With regard to domestic politics, Honduras has
endured a great deal of political change. Perhaps this
situation is best captured by the statement of an in-
coming president, who noted in his 1982 inaugural
address “. . . the Honduran record of 16 constitutions,
126 governments, and 385 armed rebellions in 161
years of independence” (p. 396).

 

(6)

 

Hurricanes and Honduras

 

Today, storms and hurricanes in the tropical At-
lantic are monitored from space, from aircraft, and on
the ground. They are traced hour by hour and day by
day, from when they are considered to be a remote
but increasingly potential threat until they have no
potential impact. Like many other tropical storms of
such magnitude, Hurricane Mitch was well observed
from infancy to its demise.

After Hurricane Mitch crossed the Caribbean
Sea westward in late October 1998, it hovered for a
few days at the coast and then moved inland. It did
most of its damage in Honduras after it had already

been downgraded from its Level 5 hurricane status
to a tropical storm, and was then further downgraded
to a tropical depression. It then regained strength as
the depression shifted eastward across the Gulf of
Mexico and made landfall in Florida. Figure 2 depicts
the path of Hurricane Mitch from 22 October to 5
November 1998.

Many people stated that Honduras was devas-
tated by Hurricane Mitch, but the word “devastated”
does not really convey the depth and breadth of its
adverse impacts. About one-third of Honduras’s total
population of 6 million was negatively affected. The
death toll in Honduras was estimated at 10,000
(17,000, if the missing are included), and the damage
to Honduras’s infrastructure was estimated at the
time to be 90% of the country’s total.

 

(9)

 

 Ninety per-
cent of its roads suffered some degree of destruction.
Banana plantations, one of the mainstays of the Hon-
duran economy and a source of one its key export
crops, were destroyed—at first by the winds and
floods and later by standing and contaminated water
in the fields.

 

(10)

 

 In the aftermath of the hurricane, ad-
verse human health effects such as cholera, dysen-
tery, malaria, and dengue fever were expected to
sharply increase but luckily did not do so. Honduras
could ill afford such additional devastation. Accord-

Fig. 2. Observed track of Hurricane Mitch.
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ing to President Carlos Flores Facusse, Hurricane
Mitch had set back economic development of the
country by 50 years.

Emergency aid was sent to the country for a rel-
atively short period of time. This was followed by assis-
tance to rebuild the damaged infrastructure in order to
get the flow of goods and human services back to a
semblance of “normalcy.” In this instance, because of
the high level of destruction, a portion of the interna-
tional debts owed by Honduras and Nicaragua to for-
eign countries and banks was forgiven.

 

(11)

 

 Clearly,
there was no way these countries could have been
able to repay their debt, even under normal, that is,
pre-Mitch, conditions. With many of the natural re-
sources and manufacturing capabilities destroyed, these
countries could not be expected to generate on their
own the funding needed to rebuild. The emergency
aid was stopgap in nature, and was considerably less
than needed in order to restore these countries even
to their pre–Hurricane Mitch level of development.
In fact, the assistance that did arrive proved to be
considerably less than what had been pledged by po-
tential donors during the height of the emergency.

 

(12)

 

It is important to remind aid and disaster special-
ists, researchers, and government officials that 25 years
before Mitch, on 18 September 1974, Hurricane Fifi
struck Honduras and caused at least 8,000 deaths and
about a billion dollars (1974 dollars) of destruction in
Honduras alone.

 

(13)

 

 Because the Honduran govern-
ment was unable at the time to respond to the crisis in
a timely way, it had to rely primarily on international
assistance. The destruction of the transportation infra-
structure made emergency access by donors to the vic-
tims very difficult. Bridges and railway tracks had been
swept away, roads were buried in mud, and at first, he-
licopters from the U.S. base in the Panama Canal Zone
were the only means of rescue. In addition to the death
and destruction there was a sharp increase in health
problems such as cholera and dysentery. Hundreds of
thousands of people in the affected areas were left
homeless and in need of assistance.

 

(14)

 

The destruction during Fifi was exacerbated in
large measure because of the social, economic, and po-
litical conditions at the time. On this aspect Diaz and
Pulwarty

 

(15)

 

 wrote—based on Susman, O’Keefe, and
Wisner

 

(16)

 

—that

 

the most important factor in the destruction caused by
Hurricane Fifi was the deforestation beginning in ear-
nest in the mid-1960s. . . . United States-owned banana
companies extensively developed the rich fertile val-
leys in northern Honduras around the San Pedro de
Sula Valley and increasingly cleared forests for banana

plantations. Land on the valley bottoms were either
owned by banana companies . . . or used for large-scale
irrigation, resulting in subsistence and extractive living
on hill slopes. Campesinos moved to this cheaper land
where forest was cleared to grow maize, increasing soil
erosion and siltation of rivers. . . . In Honduras, where
63% of the farmers had access to only 6% of the arable
land, large-scale beef ranches and banana plantations
had displaced peasants over several decades into iso-
lated valleys and steep hillsides. (p. 195)

 

(15)

 

Other factors that contributed to making a bad
situation much worse with regard to the level of im-
pacts of Hurricane Fifi included corruption—much
of the food and medical supplies did not go to those in
need but, instead, was diverted to the black market—
government inability to organize an effective disaster
response, and the fact that Honduras was then 

 

the

 

poorest county in Central America.

 

(12)

 

 At that time no
effective early warning system existed that could
have provided an alert to the populations at risk, be-
cause of poor communication infrastructure in the
country. Figure 3 provides a comparison on the im-
pacts of Hurricanes Mitch and Fifi.

It is interesting to note that the donors’ summary
comments made at the 1999 consultative meeting in-
cluded the following observation; “Central America’s
tragedy was magnified by man-made decisions due to
poverty that led to chaotic urbanization, massive de-
forestation and soil degradation.”

 

(4)

 

 The report also
noted that the IDB president had emphasized that
Hurricane Mitch

 

provided important lessons and that we should avoid
repeating the same mistakes. The vicious cycle of pov-
erty and ecological degradation needs to be broken.
Hurricane Mitch clearly demonstrated the extreme
vulnerability of the poorest segments of the population
who suffered the most from Mitch’s devastation. At the
same time, the poor, in cultivating steep hillsides and
living in flood plains, contributed to the severity of
flooding and mudslides.

 

(4)

 

These are similar to the lessons that had been
identified 25 years earlier—in the aftermath of Hur-
ricane Fifi in 1974. Some of the issues of concern that
had been identified in the wake of Hurricane Fifi
went unaddressed in the two-and-a-half decades that
separated Mitch and Fifi, although at least one lesson
was learned from Fifi. In the mid-1970s, it was recom-
mended that the mountainous areas surrounding San
Pedro Sula and Choloma be turned into reserves.
This meant that tree cutting, forest burning, and con-
struction were off-limits in order to avoid future dev-
astation as a result of land and mudslides (Judy
Canahuati, Escuela Internacional Samprana, personal
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communication, 18 June 2000). One must wonder if
changes in development policy following Fifi might
have lessened in any way the devastation wrought by
Mitch, had they been fully implemented in the fol-
lowing 25 years.

 

POST-MITCH RECONSTRUCTION 
AND LEAPFROG DEVELOPMENT

 

The initial tendency in the aftermath of Hurri-
cane Mitch has been to rebuild Honduras back to
what it was before the storm. But what was Honduras
like pre–Hurricane Mitch? It was the fourth-poorest
country in Latin America. Obvious questions then arise:
Is there a way to rebuild the country so that it is no
longer the fourth-poorest country in the Western Hemi-

sphere? Can the various intragenerational inequities—
land tenure inequities, widespread poverty, corrup-
tion, poor environmental management, high debt
servicing—that made Hondurans so vulnerable to
the disaster be addressed? Is there a way to enhance
its prospects for 

 

truly

 

 long-term sustainable develop-
ment during the post-Mitch reconstruction phase?
Can Honduras somehow be converted from a poor
developing country to a more prosperous one, and
with a higher level of resilience to cope with natural
hazard impacts? A more prosperous country is, in
fact, a goal that had been noted long before Hurri-
cane Mitch by Honduran political leaders, World
Bank officials, and economic development specialists.

The present period can be viewed as a unique
point in Honduran history and in the history of foreign

Fig. 3. Hurricanes Mitch/Fifi comparison.
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humanitarian assistance—with Honduras’s infra-
structure and economy in relative disarray, some rad-
ical thinking is warranted. One such radical approach
would be for 

 

all

 

 Hondurans to design the society they
would like to create and for the international commu-
nity to combine forces to find ways to help Hondu-
rans achieve it. Nicaraguan political leader Carlos
Chamorro commented on this choice facing Hondu-
rans and the international community: “Should we
aim over the next decades to return to a situation simi-
lar to 1998?” He then asked, “Why not take advantage
of the crisis to revise a development strategy that was
not working well anyway?”

 

(17)

 

 The IDB consultative
group’s Summary Report reinforced the concern ex-
pressed in his view, noting that “the Central American
leaders once again emphasized that the tragedy of Hur-
ricane Mitch provided a unique opportunity to rebuild,
not the same, but a better Central America” (p. 2).

 

(4)

 

A new wave of development assistance can be
expected in the wake of Hurricane Mitch, though
perhaps not on the scale that might be expected as a
result of the explicit statements of various politicians
in both donor and recipient countries. The questions
are whether this assistance is adequate and whether it
will be used to ameliorate only present problems or if
it will be used to create a whole new level of eco-
nomic and social development capable of averting
similar problems in the face of future natural hazards.

The financial commitments from the interna-
tional community for reconstructing and transform-
ing the region were on the order of $9 billion for all of
the affected countries and Costa Rica, which was in-
directly affected by having to receive many thou-
sands of migrants—refugees from Mitch—from its
neighbors, especially Nicaragua. Much of that fund-
ing was not new money but funding that had been re-
directed from existing development programs and
debt forgiveness. Donor reluctance is yet another
concern related to disaster funding. Donors have
called for reforms within these recipient countries,
for example, transparency in the use of donor and
public funds. At the same time they also raise a con-
cern about the lack of absorptive capacity, that is, the
lack of human capacity within the country to use
large amounts of aid effectively, whether or not that
concern is valid.

Comprehensive reconstruction activities require
sustained funding as well as sustained interest from ex-
ternal sources, and a long time to be completed. The
likely scenario, however, is that the worst affected
country (in this case, Honduras) will be restored,
maybe, to the level of development it had reached be-

fore the impacts of Hurricane Mitch. In other words,
Honduras would likely be returned to its previous
levels of economic development and public health, a
return to the levels of poverty, dependence on a few
agricultural exports, and so forth, that existed just be-
fore the blitz of Hurricane Mitch. Can such a dismal
scenario—that of returning a poor country only to its
previous level of poverty—be avoided?

Signs for such a radical departure from past re-
sponses to natural disasters are not promising. For ex-
ample, a year after Hurricane Mitch, in late October
1999, the United Nations World Food Program had to
appeal once again to donors to “make good on their
pledges to help Central America recover from Hurri-
cane Mitch,” noting that only a third of the $72 mil-
lion pledged at the height of the emergency had been
received.

 

(12)

 

 It seems that the international commu-
nity of donors was already exhibiting signs of losing
interest, experiencing “donor fatigue” in post-Mitch
Honduras, if not the rest of Central America—words
to the contrary notwithstanding.

Yet, the industrialized countries should consider
combining and coordinating their foreign assistance
efforts to help a struggling Honduras—prone to re-
current natural hazards and disasters—to begin the
twenty-first century on a self-sustaining economic
development path. For the “rich” countries—the
“haves”—to be willing (we know they are able) to re-
build a poor—“have-not”—country would provide
hope to other developing countries, which have been
struggling against all odds to close the large and ever
expanding economic development gap between them
and the industrialized nations. An economically de-
veloped Honduras would provide an economic, as
well as a sustainable, development success story to
the world, much in the way that the reconstruction of
post–World War II Germany and Japan has done.

In the environmental and international assis-
tance communities, the notion of “leapfrog” develop-
ment has generated considerable interest. Leapfrog
development refers to the idea that a developing
country can bypass the conventional stages-of-devel-
opment path and move directly into a future that pro-
tects the environment and benefits the poor. It is
based on the realization that, if the poor countries
have to pass through the various stages of develop-
ment in the same sequence as the rich countries have
done, then there will be major adverse impacts on re-
gional and global climate, rainforests, biodiversity,
water quality and quantity, and so forth. As a result,
economic and environmentally sustainable develop-
ment goals most likely will remain as wishful think-
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ing. The sentiment behind leapfrog development ex-
isted at least a century ago. American anthropologist
Elmer Service noted that “Several writers prior to
Veblen and Trotsky, including Louis H. Morgan, had
remarked on the tendency of backward societies to
skip over whole generations of development by bor-
rowing from the culture of advanced societies . . .” (p.
100).

 

(18)

 

 By analogy, vulnerable societies can be made
less so if they receive technologies as well as tech-
niques from the industrialized (read donor) countries.

The 1998 UNDP report noted that

 

They [the poor countries] can incorporate many of the
available technologies that are not only less envi-
ronmentally damaging but clean—solar energy, less
energy-intensive crop production, cleaner paper pro-
duction. . . . The cost saving will go beyond the direct
costs of cleaning up old toxic sites, scrubbing coal
power plants and so on. Health care costs linked to en-
vironmental damage can also be saved. And leapfrog-
ging will bypass the lock-in that can result from inap-
propriate infrastructure development. (p. 7)

 

(7)

 

A major objection to leapfrog development is
that it could end up favoring future generations at the
expense of present ones, because resources would
likely be shifted away from addressing immediate
survival needs to long-term investments in order to
reduce vulnerability and increase future resilience. It
is no doubt better to give a hungry man a fishing pole
rather than a fish so that he can address his own
needs. He must, however, survive long enough in the
interim to be able to catch some fish.

When it comes to the present-day population
of a relatively small, devastated country that cur-
rently has trouble meeting its own needs and obli-
gations, the leaders of such a country have a prob-
lem in even considering the well-being of its citizens
in the future. Honduras is, at present, heavily in
debt and with limited resources of value to barter or
trade its way into an economically better future.
Like many other developing countries, Honduras is
held hostage by the high cost of paying its interest,
that is, servicing its foreign debts. By way of illustra-
tion, at the end of 1997 the Honduran public foreign
debt was about $3.8 billion, and servicing that debt
consumed more than 30% of the government’s rev-
enues.

 

(5)

 

 This raises issues of intra- as well as inter-
generational justice.

 

GLOBAL INEQUITIES

 

In order to better understand the problems in-
volved in considering trade-offs between present and

future generations, it is important to consider the
range and extent of current global inequities. By most
accounts global inequality among countries contin-
ues to increase, as the gap between the rich and the
poor nations has continued to grow. Again quoting
from the UNDP 1998 report, “In 1960 the 20% of the
world’s people who live in the richest countries had
30 times the income of the poorest 20%—by 1995 82
times as much income” (p. 29).

 

(7)

 

 People in the rich
countries consume 11 times as much meat, 7 times as
much fish, 17 times as much energy, 77 times as much
paper, and have 49 times as many telephone lines and
145 times as many cars.

 

(8)

 

 UNDP data from 1997 indi-
cates the 225 richest people in the world are from
the rich countries—all but 2, who are from South
Africa—and have a combined wealth that is equal to
the annual income of the poorest 47% of the world’s
population. The wealth of the 15 richest people ex-
ceeds the total GDP of sub-Saharan Africa. Indeed,
the assets of the 84 richest individuals are greater
than the GDP of China (p. 30).

 

(7)

 

There is no theory of justice in the Western tra-
dition that would justify such inequalities. Despite
this, very little is being done to effectively address these
existing disparities in global wealth. International as-
sistance has declined over the past two decades. The
United States, which ranks 20th among the Organiza-
tion for Economic Cooperation and Development
(OECD) countries in international aid, gives only
0.1% of its GDP—less than half of what Italy, ranked
19th, provides at 0.2% of its GDP.

 

(19)

 

 When this de-
cline in international assistance is coupled with the
tendency of globalization to concentrate wealth, the
multiplier effect of capital-intensive new technologies
and the stranglehold that debt servicing holds on the
poor countries of the world will most likely mean that
the twentieth century trend toward inequality among
nations will continue well into the twenty-first.

Although ad hoc international disaster assis-
tance, to some extent, helps to provide immediate hu-
manitarian relief for emergencies, it usually does not
address—and may even increase—the underlying
structural problems that cause them. With declining
international assistance and the increasing inequality
among nations, it is more important than ever to de-
velop and implement economic development strate-
gies that will enable poor countries to pursue leap-
frog development, and to do so in an environmentally
friendly way. The tragedy of Hurricane Mitch in Hon-
duras provides the international community with a
chance to see whether this can be done.
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JUSTICE: INTER- AND
INTRAGENERATIONAL

 

From an ethical perspective, it is important to ad-
dress the following two questions about generational
equity: (1) how does society actually respond to the
conflict between inter- and intragenerational issues
and (2) how should society respond to this conflict?

 

How Does Society Actually Respond?

 

It is fairly obvious that, as individuals move be-
yond themselves, they tend to discount the interests,
concerns, problems, and needs of others. The least
discounting is probably applied to one’s close rela-
tives with whom one shares genes. The legendary
evolutionary biologist J. B. S. Heldane was rumored
to have once said in a pub conversation that he would
happily die for three of his children or six of his
grandchildren. This common sentiment can be ex-
plained by the biological theory of inclusive fitness:
we share half of our genes with our children, a quar-
ter with our grandchildren, and so on.

 

(10)

 

Once individuals move beyond the boundaries
of their own lineage, national boundaries and cultural
differences lead to further discounting. The Ameri-
can government, for example, discounts the interests
of Canadians, Russians, and the French, relative to
those of its own citizens, despite the cultural similari-
ties to these societies. Once individuals move beyond
societies with many cultural similarities, the discount
rate becomes even higher. An anecdote attributed
to American newspaper owner William Randolph
Hearst is instructive in this regard. When asked by a
young reporter what he should cover during a first-
time assignment in Europe, Hearst told him to write
stories that involved 20 Chinese (who were in France
at the time building railroads), 5 Europeans, or 1
American!

Time, too, is a boundary that leads people to dis-
count the interests of others. Just as individuals or soci-
eties value more highly the interests of those who are
close in space and culture than those who are remote,
so the interests of those who are our contemporaries
are considered more heavily than those who are far
away in time. Thus, society tends to externalize harm
into the future that could not be externalized on to its
contemporaries.

Although rough generalizations can be made
about how discount rates are ordered, they are dy-
namic, and probably not formally consistent, coher-
ent, or transitive. Consider some apparent anomalies.

Attention from the media (especially television) can
turn a distant person into a near neighbor. Media at-
tention focused on universal human stories during a
disaster leads to Americans seeing Hondurans more
as neighbors and less as foreigners, so their interests
are discounted less than they had been either in the
past or in the absence of a disaster. But once the me-
dia spotlight turns away from Honduras, or Ameri-
cans hear some stories about corruption in that coun-
try, Hondurans once again are viewed in their usual
status as distant “foreigners.” As a result, a high dis-
count rate is once again applied to them and their
needs. This is part of the reason why Americans and
others in the industrialized countries can be ex-
tremely generous for short periods of time when it
comes to disaster relief, and then considerably less
generous when it comes to providing long-term de-
velopment aid to the same region.

One’s perceptions about future generations,
compared to those about present generations, are
also quite unstable. On some issues individuals tend
to prefer the interests of the future over those of the
present. But in most situations society seems to
highly discount the interests of future people. One
apparent oddity is that the industrialized countries
appear to favor discounting the interests of present-
day foreigners at higher rates than the interests of fu-
ture foreigners. Relatively speaking, more than half
of the world’s future people will live in developing
countries; much of today’s desired global environmen-
tal protection is aimed, wittingly or not, at protecting
their interests. Perhaps a “deserving/undeserving” dis-
tinction is at play: Future foreigners 

 

deserve

 

 to have
their interests taken more seriously since they are not
here to defend themselves, that is, they are innocent
as well as defenseless. Present-day foreigners deserve
to have their interests discounted more heavily, how-
ever, because of their “bad” behavior, which is both
visible and measurable.

 

How Should Society Respond?

 

Economists have typically argued that there is
good reason for discounting the interests of future
people. In a growing economy, 

 

N

 

 dollars now will be
worth 

 

N

 

 

 

!

 

 

 

m

 

 in the future, with the value of 

 

m

 

 in-
creasing with time. So, if society does something that
will cause a million dollars worth of damages in the
future, only a portion of that needs to be set aside in
the present. Another reason for discounting the inter-
ests of future people is that they are likely to be better
off than people living today because of the savings
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and productivity of present people. These consider-
ations, when taken together, suggest that future gen-
erations should count for no more than present gener-
ations, and perhaps less, for practical reasons.

Philosophers going back to the nineteenth cen-
tury have generally argued that there should be no
discounting at all.

 

(21)

 

 People who are distant in time or
space are as real as those who live nearby and are
alive now. Their interests, therefore, should be taken
just as seriously. Thus, most philosophers who have
considered these questions would assert that spatial
and temporal boundaries are morally neutral.

John Rawls,

 

(22)

 

 arguably the most influential po-
litical philosopher of the twentieth century, articu-
lated a theory that can be seen as attempting to join
the perspectives of both the economists and the phi-
losophers. He agreed with the philosophers that
“pure time preference” cannot be defended—equal
benefits are of equal value whether they are obtained
in the present or in the future. But like the economists,
Rawls assumed that those who live in the future will
generally be better off than those who live in the
present. From this perspective, benefits bestowed by
the present on the future are transfers from the poor
to the rich. Although Rawls’s discussion is brief, he
appeared to be saying that those living in the present,
for having caused destruction of the environment,
may owe compensation to those living in the future.
He also saw that, even if the global economies con-
tinue to grow, some people living in the future will be
worse off than others living in the present. The main
justification for concern about future people, accord-
ing to Rawls, is concern for those in the future who
will be below a “decent minimum.”

Although he wrote well before the populariza-
tion of the term “sustainability,” Rawls’s concerns can
be cast in that language. The fundamental duty of jus-
tice, according to Rawls, is to improve the status of
those who are the worst off, whether they live in the
present or the future. This can be viewed as an antic-
ipation of Brundtland’s formulation that sustainable
development “meets the needs of the present without
compromising the ability of future generations to
meet their own needs” (p. 43).

 

(23)

 

 There are, however,
many questions about sustainable development, not
the least of which concerns what is to be sustained.

 

(24)

 

Those who promote the idea of “strong sustainabil-
ity” argue that present-day society is destroying irre-
placeable environmental resources such as species
and ecosystems for which future people cannot be
adequately compensated. On this view there are ab-
solute limits on what present generations should be

allowed to do, even in pursuit of a higher standard of
living for the poorest among them. Ultimately, how-
ever, the idea of sustainable development will only
begin to flower when present people see themselves as
part of a community that is extended both in time as
well as space.

 

(25)

 

 Interestingly, this is an idea that can
be found in the writings of the eighteenth-century
Irish conservative, Edmund Burke.

 

(26)

 

In this spirit it is sometimes suggested that im-
mediate self-interest and a concern for those who are
remote are mutually supportive. This argument sup-
poses that Americans, for example, are better off
when the poor in other countries are better off. Some
of the reasons for this are economic; for example, it
serves the interests of the North for Hondurans to be-
come rich enough to buy products and services pro-
duced in the North and to invest in the economies
of the North. Additionally, some developing coun-
tries have the ability to adversely impact the global
environment—as a result, for example, of greenhouse
gas emissions, tropical deforestation, and land-use
practices—until they are developed enough to move
away from a dependence on fossil fuels, or to protect
rainforests instead of selling the trees to foreign com-
panies for timber, and so forth. Despite this nice idea
of “a rising tide lifts all boats,” it seems clear that on
many issues the interests of the North and South are
in conflict. For example, if greenhouse gas emissions
are to be stabilized or reduced, someone is going to
have to bear the costs. Is this a case in which the “pol-
luter pays” principle should or could apply? Still,
there does seem to be a zone of mutual advantage.

These abstract and theoretical concerns would
have to be realistically addressed in order to think in
a systematic way about trade-offs between the inter-
ests of present and future people. Because Honduras
is a relatively small country, it provides a good labo-
ratory for such thinking. It can be held up as a model
of how the “have” and “have not” countries can inter-
act to make Honduras a graduated, self-sustaining
economy. On the other hand, the notion of helping
Honduras to leapfrog over some stages in the economic
development process could be written off by the donor
(i.e., industrialized or rich) countries, either as an unim-
portant, undesirable, or unattainable task. Yet, there are
very convincing reasons for the donor countries to pur-
sue leapfrog development in Honduras. If donor na-
tions cannot succeed in creating a new, self-sustaining,
economically developing Honduras—a relatively small
country with a relatively small population—they will
never be able to convincingly argue to other develop-
ing countries that 

 

their

 

 economic and sustainable de-
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velopment prospects have a future any brighter in the
twenty-first century than they had in the twentieth.

 

RISK TAKERS, RISK AVOIDERS,
AND RISK MAKERS

 

There are people in society whose behavior is in
the direction of risk avoidance. They shy away from
taking chances, choosing the path with the fewest ob-
stacles. These people are likely to return to the pre-
Mitch conditions with which they have been most
familiar. In society there are those who are conserva-
tive in their approach to risk; they pursue courses of ac-
tion to minimize or avoid risk. In the post–Hurricane
Mitch recovery phase, Honduran government leaders
may not want to change the political or economic
status quo that existed before. Those in power in the
political system and in the economy before Hurri-
cane Mitch would likely be reluctant to risk a change
in their favored positions of influence and dominance
in society, which would likely be a change for the
worse, from their perspective.

Even in the context of the devastation associated
with Hurricane Mitch, there is a tendency to want a
society as it was, even though one’s position in that
society may not have been an advantageous one. This
brings to mind the adage that “the devil we know is
better than the devil we don’t know.” Thus, the ten-
dency is to put things back as they were—the house
back in the same place, the school in the same loca-
tion, banana plantations rebuilt as they were, em-
ployment as it was, and so forth. To do otherwise
would be to risk one’s future well-being against the
difficult odds of improving one’s station in life.

On the other hand, many people are risk takers
by choice. They hedge their bets even in the face of
unfavorable odds in the hope of being successful and
not having to suffer the adverse, unpleasant, or costly
consequences. But this has the most meaning when
one considers the options that the person making the
decision has at the time of the choice. Clearly, a
wealthy person has more options when faced with a
crisis than does a poor person. This is especially true
when it comes to preparing for or responding to the
impacts of a natural hazard. The poor are often in the lo-
cations most at risk of disaster, living along river-
banks or on unstable steep slopes.

More important for this assessment, however, is
the notion of risk makers. A risk maker makes deci-
sions that can adversely affect the well-being of others
without necessarily feeling the direct effects of his or

her decisions. Leaders in a society, usually drawn from
the upper classes, might make decisions that have an
adverse impact on the future well-being of the poorer
segments of society. For example, in the absence of
land reform, in the poorer countries migrants will
continue to build their dwellings in locations that are
hazard prone, such as in floodplains or on unstable
hillsides. As noted earlier, many of those victims of
Hurricanes Fifi and Mitch lived in floodplains and on
the unstable hillsides near urban areas. Apparently,
whatever actions that were taken by the Honduran
government after Hurricane Fifi in 1974 to reduce the
risk of similar hazards for future generations were
not enough to minimize the impacts of Hurricane
Mitch.

The point is that those involved in designing a fu-
ture for a post-Mitch Honduras must avoid creating
new risks or increasing the existing ones in the face
of future hurricane-related floods, mudslides, storm
surges, and so on. One can only wonder which type of
risk “personality” dominated the country’s reconstruc-
tion process in the aftermath of Hurricane Fifi. It is
necessary in the early stages of the post-Mitch recon-
struction phase to identify those personalities, and
the decisions that are risk making for the vulnerable
segments of the Honduran population.

 

OBSTACLES TO ADDRESSING 
INTERGENERATIONAL EQUITY ISSUES

 

Perhaps a useful example to shed light on the
problems of making drastic changes in the way soci-
ety approaches the future is the case of the breakup
of the Soviet Union in December 1991. Since that
time, the majority of the Russian people have been
subjected to very difficult economic conditions, very
different from their lives under Communism. As a re-
sult of the hardships endured during the 1990s by the
general public in the difficult transition toward de-
mocracy and capitalism, the Communist Party has
received a resurgence of support at the expense of
those supporting the transition. One can only won-
der, knowing what they know now and given the
choice today, a decade later, whether the Russian
people would still have agreed to make the transition
over such a short period of time, or even to have
made it at all. Originally, Russian parents thought
that the change would be good for their children.
Now, ten years later, they are not even sure if their
grandchildren will benefit from the present-day eco-
nomic sacrifices of the Russian population.
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It is believed that the 

 

cost

 

 of making a transition
from a developing economy to a developed one is not

 

the

 

 determining factor as to whether such a transition
is pursued by the government of Honduras or the in-
ternational donor community. Numerous political,
economic, cultural, and psychological obstacles need
to be overcome. The following discussion only touches
upon a wide range of possible obstacles.

 

Social Obstacles

 

The poor in Honduras, as elsewhere, are living
from day to day and season to season, seeking enough
resources to feed their families. Because of this, there
is a lack of will by the populace as well as the govern-
ment to seriously consider the well-being of future
generations. This could, in part, be the result of a gen-
eral fear of what the future will bring and that it is
better to accommodate the known needs of today
rather than the unknown needs of tomorrow.

The notion of intergenerational equity, as pro-
posed above, calls for an economic “safety net” for
those in the present generation whose livelihood
might be adversely affected by attempts to assure the
well-being of future generations. Who will pay for
such a safety net?

 

Political Obstacles

 

There is a history of corruption and political in-
stability in the country and there has been no contin-
uous interest in enacting reforms. As a direct result,
the equitable distribution of land is lacking; much of
the arable land is in the hands of the government and
the two international Banana corporations.

 

International Obstacles

 

Massive international aid has not been forth-
coming during peacetime by the international com-
munity. International organizations such as the World
Bank that are in a position to provide enough aid to
Honduras needed for such proposals, are bureaucra-
cies and often do not respond to initiatives that are
not “invented” within the organization (the “not-
invented-here” problem). Additionally, governments
often prefer bilateral aid and, consequently, the various
donor countries do not often coordinate their aid-giving
activities. Another obstacle is that donors have argued
that Honduras did not have the “absorptive capacity”
to use large sums of foreign assistance effectively
and efficiently.

 

CONCLUDING COMMENTS

 

The main goal for this article was to draw atten-
tion to the vicious cycle that exists with regard to nat-
ural hazard impacts and societal vulnerability. We are
bombarded throughout a given year with news sto-
ries about one climate-related disaster or another—
forest fires, hurricanes, flooding, droughts. It seems
that the unaffected (usually wealthier) nations, as ob-
servers, become truly concerned whenever a hazard
turns into a disaster. Assistance is offered to help the
immediate victims. But there are many disasters in a
given time period, and concern dissipates over time.
Compounding the long-term effects of the disaster in
any given area is the tendency to “get life back to nor-
mal”; but “normal” may not have been very safe in the
first place. Getting back to normal often means setting
up the same society for similar disasters later on.
Hence, decisions made by the present generation have
major impacts on the well-being of future generations.

How, then, can this vicious cycle be broken? In
the specific case of hurricane landfall in Honduras,
are there actions that can be taken by individuals and
societies to mitigate, if not avert, destruction and loss
of life in the future? There does appear to be ways to
do this. It would require an open meeting of Hondu-
rans from all sectors and economic strata in society, as
well as representatives of donor governments and
agencies. The goal would be to design the Honduras
that Hondurans themselves would like to have. For
its part, the donor community would provide a realis-
tic assessment of the assistance that they could pro-
vide over the long term with the objective to make
Honduras a truly developing country. Constraints
would be identified and methods to overcome them
discussed.

One instructive exercise would be to revisit Hur-
ricane Fifi impacts and reconstruction in order to
identify the programs that were proposed and those
that were actually carried out. The results of this sur-
vey would then be used to “speculate” about the im-
pacts of Hurricane Mitch that might have been pre-
vented had some of the proposed post-Fifi recovery
plans been enacted. Those plans that were enacted
could be evaluated for effectiveness with respect to
the impacts of Hurricane Mitch.

In sum, the point of this article has been to high-
light a neglected area of concern—intragenerational
versus intergenerational conflicts—as it directly re-
lates to development policy and the perpetuation of
risk to climate-related natural hazards from one gen-
eration to the next. In this particular case, the focus
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has been on one hurricane’s impact on one develop-
ing Central American country. Similar generational
conflicts exist in many other places and for other
climate-related hazards, however. Failure to address
these often implicit conflicts of generational justice
(intra- and inter-) in a transparent way can only serve
to perpetuate or heighten risks to future generations
facing the same hazards in the same location. Openly
and explicitly recognizing that there are trade-offs
between the needs of present and future generations
will most likely lead to a more prosperous, less vul-
nerable, more resilient future.

It is believed that the case study provided by the
unfortunate impacts on Honduras of Hurricane
Mitch in 1998 also provides an opportunity to address
and resolve such conflicts, enabling Honduras to be-
come a twenty-first-century showcase for leapfrog
development and providing hope to those govern-
ments struggling to close the development gap be-
tween the rich and poor countries. It is also believed
that framing the disaster response, recovery, and re-
construction issues in terms of the conflicts between
present and future generations will lead to improved
decisions about vulnerability reduction and resilience
enhancement in rich and poor countries alike.
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