
As the fifth anniversary of Hurricane 
Katrina approaches, recovery in New 
Orleans is patchy. The hurricane flushed 

out many of the poorer people. For those who 
remained, almost without exception, the poorer 
neighbourhoods have experienced the slowest 
repopulation and recovery of basic amenities 
such as schools, shops and petrol stations. The 
poorest district of New Orleans — the Lower 
Ninth Ward — has about 24% of its former 
residents, whereas the wealthy Central Busi-
ness District has seen 157% repopulation1. 
Low-income black workers were seven times 
more likely to lose their pre-Katrina jobs than 
higher-income white workers2. And low-
income people have found it more difficult to 
attain basic living conditions, including good 
access to health care — in 2008 there were 38% 
fewer hospital beds available in New Orleans 
than before the storm3. 

In many ways, this disproportionate  
effect is no surprise. Poorer people’s homes 
tend to be constructed to a lower standard, 
and occupy marginal areas such as swampy, 
low-lying land. But it is surprising that even in 
the developed world — where much effort and 
strategy goes into recovery efforts — the division 
between rich and poor is allowed to broaden in 
the wake of a disaster. The same thing happened 
after Hurricane Andrew in Florida in 1992, and 
the Chicago heat wave of 1995. 

The world is even more divided than New 
Orleans. The bottom billion of the world’s pop-
ulation is falling further and further behind4. 
Whereas rich nations, such as the United States, 
can buffer the effects of terrible natural blows 
on a national level, small countries with weak 
economies can be overwhelmed by disasters. 
Samoa’s economy was set back 30 years by a 
series of hurricanes that devastated the entire 
island5; Madagascar is estimated to have lost a 
decade in its economic development because 
of similar disasters5. The magnitude-8.8 earth-
quake in Chile in February 2010 released about 
500 times as much energy as the 7.0 quake a 
few weeks earlier in Haiti. Yet the death toll in 
Haiti — the much poorer nation, with a GDP 
more than 20 times smaller than that of Chile 
— was almost 500 times larger, and the nation’s 
prospects for recovery are much worse.

By 2050, the world population will grow to 
9 billion or more, with most of the increase 
coming in the developing world. That alone 

will amplify the impacts of natural disasters. 
On top of this, the Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change suggests that meteorological 
hazards are also likely to increase, with more 
frequent intense storms and rains, and more 
areas affected by drought6. 

In the face of a growing population of poor 
people, the environmental stresses of climate 
change and its potential impacts on future 
natural disasters, the rich–poor divide is set to 
increase. Of all the consequences of our warm-
ing world, this could be the most predictable 
and the most unjust. 

There is an opportunity to tackle these  
challenges more positively. Although it may 
seem an uncomfortable conclusion, natural dis-
asters can be good for nations7. A disaster that 
sweeps away shoddy infrastructure can be an 
impetus to improve roads, hospitals and indus-
try. Some reports suggest that Alaskans were 
better off five years after their 1964 earthquake, 
for example, thanks to the way in which recovery 
programmes were implemented8. Econometric 
studies suggest a broad global positive relation-
ship between disaster frequency in wealthier 
nations and economic growth — disasters can 
toughen an already strong economy7.

Poor nations are not ready to take advantage 
of this effect. National Adaptation Programmes 
of Action (see go.nature.com/vQ2hvr), which 

poorer countries have prepared to identify  
priority actions to adapt to climate change,  
seldom address disaster planning explicitly, 
and rarely consider equity as a desired out-
come of adaptation. 

Deep solutions
Policy-makers must formulate plans to turn  
disasters into opportunities. There are lessons to 
be learned from how wealthier nations respond 
to crises following man-made disasters, such as 
the financial slump. In many such cases, policies  
are enacted to address the underlying prob-
lems that brought on catastrophe (such as poor 
regulation of the financial system), rather than 
simply focusing on the proximal cause (such as 
sub-prime mortgages) and attempting to bring 
conditions back to ‘normal’. The fundamental 
problems exposed by these disasters are often 
fixed. This stands in contrast to the response 
to natural disasters, when the focus is often on 
a superficial rebuilding of what existed before, 
rather than changing underlying conditions 
for the better. In a nation such as Haiti, return-
ing to ‘normal’ is not the desired outcome. The 
underlying problems of poverty, poor construc-
tion and lack of economic security need to be 
addressed more comprehensively. 

Hurricane Katrina is a powerful example of 
things to come. We now know how disasters 
can enlarge social divides. We need to learn 
how to prevent that in the future. ■
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Disasters widen the rich–poor gap
New Orleans’s recovery five years on from Katrina is a harbinger of how climate change will 
drive a thicker wedge between the haves and the have-nots, says John Mutter.
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New Orleans’s poorest district, pictured here a 
year after Katrina, is still the slowest to recover.
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