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1 Introduction 

Geological or high impact climate phenomena, such as earthquakes, hurricanes, volcano 

eruptions and storms, have been part of the planet ́s history from the beginning and they 

belong to the natural cycle of the terrestrial ecosystem. Historically, humans have explained 

these events according to their cosmovision and the knowledge available at their present time 

(Capacci y Mangano, 2015; Descola, 2014). 

However, the accelerated processes of industrialization and modernization have configured 

new physical and social representations of these phenomena (Larminat, 2016). The anthropic 

influence and the exponential increase of natural disasters since the 1980s (Centre for 

Research on the Epidemiology of Disaster [CRED], 2009) directly affect the understanding of 

a problem which is not only of geophysical origin. The social dimension of the problem has 

given rise to the concept of socio-natural disaster, highlighting this way the political, cultural 

and economic aspects (Hidalgo, Burgos and González, 2018; Alcántara-Ayala, 2016). 

In 2018, according to CRED, a total of 315 disasters were counted, world-wide. Sixty-eight 

million people were directly affected by those events, and more than ten thousand deaths were 

attributed to them. The economic impact is estimated in approximately 132 billion dollars. 

Disasters related to climate were the most dominant, mainly, floods, storms and heat waves 

which affected mostly areas in Asia and America. The consequences of a disaster are mainly 

related to human affliction; for example, deaths, economic and material losses, and usually 

the need of international aid to face the catastrophe, besides the possible issuance of state of 

emergency (CRED, 2019). 

Even though platforms for international agreements on disaster risk reduction provide useful 

tools to support mitigation and adaptation strategy planning, it is important to understand the 

disaster from multiple dimensions, especially regarding the local social scale, since it 

conforms a fundamental element (Marco de Sendai, 2015). 

The political and social consequences of global change and the human transformations due to 

the Anthropocene, demand from social workers, who develop processes of social and 

communitary intervention, an improvement in their knowledge about risk and social resilience 

in the context and within the territories being intervened. 

This study is an attempt to join the challenge of understanding, from the social point of view, 

the natural disaster phenomena, and to contribute by generating new knowledge to support the 
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social practices and interventions mentioned above. For this purpose, we analyze the case of 

Chile, a country located in South America, which presents interesting characteristics 

regarding risk and exposure to natural disasters, due to its geographical location along the 

Pacific Ring of Fire, where most big earthquakes and volcanic eruptions occur. This makes 

Chile the most exposed country to natural disasters, among OECD members; according to 

The World Bank's report on natural disaster hotspots (2005), where 12.9% of the total surface 

and 54% of the population are exposed to three or more hazards (Dilley et al 2005; Bronfman 

et al, 2019). Moreover, Chile is exposed to a variety of disasters, such as droughts, 

earthquakes, tsunamis, forest fires and floods (CNID, 2016). According to the Global Climate 

Risk Index for the period 1997-2016 (Germanwatch, 2018), Chile presents an intermediate 

level of vulnerability to global change impact. 

Commonly and historically, in the Global South, countries base their economy on the 

exploitation of natural resources, being mining one of the most typical examples. Ffrench-

Davis and Díaz (2019) propose that since 2000 this production model shows a decreasing 

cycle in the production of goods, based on the extraction of natural resources. The 

degradation of ecosystems, the difficulty in their restoration and the ever-increasing socio-

environmental conflicts, create tension and pressure on this socio-economic developing 

system. 

In the Latin American context, Chile is the country with the highest incidence of socio-

environmental conflicts related to mining (OCMAL, 2019).  World-wide, and according to 

data provided by the Atlas of Environmental Justice (ICTA UAB, 2019), Chile is one of the 

15 countries with the greatest number of active environmental conflicts. The case of Chile 

follows the same trend observed in the rest of the world. Natural disasters, exacerbated by 

anthropic factors, are globally increasing and creating tension between society and nature; 

threatening the environmental heritage of future generations. 

The topic of territorial dispossession and displacement combined with the link between 

natural disasters and poverty become a central piece which allow us to swing to what Klein 

(2007) defines as the rise of disaster capitalism. Starting from these ideas, this study opens the 

following question: Is there in Chile a higher prevalence of natural disasters in regions with 

higher percentage of poverty? 

Scientific evidence confirms the causal links between poverty and natural disasters (Lee & 

Tang, 2019). To understand this intersection and increase our comprehension of the social 

dimension of disasters from the specific point of view of territory, considering its geopolitical 

characteristics, helps us to answer our research question. We hope to better understand 

disasters by including other aspects like exposure, vulnerability, and capacity. 

Social work and socio-natural disaster, entre desafíos y oportunidades. Social work and 

socio-natural disaster, between challenges and opportunities 

The research of social work regarding natural disasters (henceforth ND), shows a growing 

interest in understanding the anthropic dimensions that comprise the relationship between the 

social and the natural. Krings, Victor, Mathias & Perron (2018), completed a scientometric 

survey of 497 peer reviewed articles that referred to both theoretical and empirical studies of 

social work and environmental subjects published between the years of 1991 and 2015. The 

authors found that the articles whose topics were natural disasters represented up to 35% of 
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the total articles, and was the subject that predominated over others, such as natural resources, 

food security, and the development of sustainable technologies and policies. 

In a review of the scholarship, Mason, Shires, Arwood & Borst (2017), evaluated the research 

of social work regarding global climate change. The survey of 112 articles revealed that the 

study of natural disasters - mainly extreme hydrometeorological events like hurricanes, 

typhoons, floods, and droughts - comprised more than 50% of the sample, which confirms the 

interest of social work in the consequences and impacts of ND in situations of climate change 

and the degradation of the planet. 

Thinking of natural disasters from the point of view of social work, is to see the connections 

between society and nature, its geopolitics and intersections. Ecosocial work (Bell, Dennis & 

Krings, 2019); Boetto, 2017) starts from a holistic view of the reality from which we work, 

acknowledging the ecosystem as a fundamental component of our praxis. From said 

connection, it is possilbe to discover local and ancestral knowledge that is effective for risk 

management of disasters. This is an act of emancipation that questions colonial and neoliberal 

logic as well as dominant patriarchal narratives and practices (Jacobs, 2019). 

The intervention of social work in cases of ND becomes an opportunity for our profession to 

consolidate its methodologies, technologies, and epistemologies. Dominelli (2015), states that 

social workers have a lot to offer, since they have a long history of experience in dealing with 

communities in the context of crisis and vulnerability. The ethical compononent, the action of 

empowerment, and the humanitarian focus of social work, are extremely valuable assets, that 

allow us to overcome the top to bottom logic, which often operates out of context when it 

comes to crisis situations. 

The organization of social services is key to the creation and execution of effective policies of 

risk and disaster management. The former requires a broad dialogue in which the social 

workers can contribute the knowledge they possess about social well-being. Maglajlic (2019) 

claims that intervention in disasters must consider flexibility, the capacity to answer, and a 

constant vigilance in the face of oppression, both during and after the disaster. These are 

subjects that challenge the capacity of social work to design good practices that strengthen 

resilience, transparency, and a horizontal coordination between all interested parties (Van 

Heugten, 2014). However, these are very complex interventions, whenever a natural disaster 

reveals structural inequalities underlying our society, such as healthcare, housing, food 

security, and productive development. 

Since the recognition that a disaster is always social, Das (2020) advises that social work must 

improve its strategies of designing inclusive policies in the management of disasters. Old 

methods and logic persist, barely connected with the context or hierarchies that limit the 

understanding of the phenomena in its cultural, identity, and political interactions. To 

overcome this logic, we need to consolidate strategies that, according to Jones and Truell 

(2012), and the Global Agenda for Social Work, which encourages regional/local spaces of 

action, involving the necessities and characteristics of each territory and community. No 

disaster is equal to another and the biophysical and anthropic phenomenon are intertwined in 

different ways, varying according to each socio-ecological system. 

2 Socio-natural disasters and poverty 

According to estimates of the World Bank, the effects of climate change (manifested usually 

through natural disasters) will cause, by 2030, that more than 100 million people to fall under 
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the poverty line (Arga, Walsh, Rozenberg, Hallegatte, 2020). People affected by poverty are 

the ones who suffer the most losses when there is a catastrophe, as they are at higher risk of 

becoming sick from post-disaster induced diseases and usually must use a higher percentage 

of their income on expenses related to increased prices of food articles when agricultural 

zones have been affected. 

Inequity and social inequality become manifest in territorial and geographical gaps which 

establish clear urban and rural order, mirroring class and power borders. In fact, the countries 

affected the most by disaster impact are precisely those located in the poorest areas of the 

planet, such as Bangladesh, Guatemala, Haiti, Honduras, Kenya and the African North-east 

(Bundnis Entwicklung Hilft, 2019). 

Poverty increases, considerably, the risk vulnerability, therefore, studying or understanding 

disasters from the notion of social vulnerability has become an emergent research topic. This 

notion, refers to the potential damage a disaster can cause on a society; for example, human 

losses, loss of infrastructure, damage to productivity or the disruption of social order (Yan, 

Zhang and Zhang, J., 2017). 

The specific topics considered by research articles in the field, and regarding the natural 

disaster/poverty duo, refer to the mutual impact of both problems on social development 

Sawada y Takasaki, 2017), taking into account the potential risks that arise from the 

combination of both phenomena in one territory (Lim, Loveridge, Shupp and Skidmore, 2017; 

Carter, Little, Mogues, and Negatu, 2007). 

When a natural disaster occurs in a poor area, it originates and (or) strengthens problems 

which are proper of marginal or deprived spaces. There are articles which focus on 

aggravating factors such as the increase in mortality (Frankenberg, Sumantri, & Thomas, 

2020), the emergence of black or illicit markets,  (Dunlap y Golub, 2011), famines and food 

security, especially in zones affected by droughts (Balasubramanian, 2018), child labor and 

school dropout, (Vásquez and Bohara, 2010), malnourishment (Webb, 2003), mental health 

disorders and post-traumatic stress disorders (Fussell y Lowe, 2014). 

Aid programs aimed to the affected communities are also a topic of research. For example, 

Wickramasinghe (2013), studied the role of the social protection systems in disaster 

management. Other articles follow the same line, considering public and private activities 

developed before and after a disaster (Park and Wang, 2017; Owens, Hoddinott and Kinsey, 

2003). 

Social aid programs are considered to be fundamental within mitigation and risk reduction 

strategies, especially when they rethink the relationship between aid and the methods used to 

deliver this help to the relevant communities; for example, Kapadia (2013) analyzes the case 

of applying such strategies, through actions related to the local capabilities. 

Many studies focus on capital and social resilience of the poorest sectors, emphasizing the 

fact that the capacity for resilience, in the context of poverty, helps to create awareness about 

the impact of a catastrophe and it mobilizes people in search for family and personal well 

being, reducing this way the potential risks (Waters, 2016; Arouri, Nguyen and Youssef, 

2015; Reininger, 2013). The results of these research studies show evidence of the influence 

of poverty on the outcome and causality of a disaster which demand a response from the 
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development strategies and public policies in order to make progress towards environmental 

justice and equity. 

The World Bank defines Chile as a high-income country. Chile has poverty levels which are 

clearly lower than the rest of Latin American countries; nonetheless, Chile is characterized by 

high social inequality which has been part of the history of the country, and which is part of a 

structural order in which territorial segregation, and power concentration persist, even though 

Chile has achieved much progress towards development in the last 30 years (PNUD, 2017).  

Socio-natural disasters and their outcome, are no stranger to these conditions, and they find a 

vulnerability spotlight regarding poverty which needs to be investigated further, according to 

the specific needs of each region or territory affected by such disasters. 

3 Methodology 

The research questions proposed in the previous section give rise to the following objectives: 

1. To determine the frequency, type and geographical location of the main natural 

disasters occurred in Chile between 1990 and 2017. 

2. To study whether there is a relationship between the poverty index of the region and 

the natural disasters which have been declared by means of a decree mechanism 

issued by the authorities. 

With the purpose of answering these, a descriptive documentary study was done by analyzing 

and classifying primary data (Arias, 2006) from the following sources: 1) Decrees of 

emergency issued in Chile between 1990 and 2017, and 2) the Chilean National Socio-

economic Characterization Survey (from now on, CASEN) for the same period. CASEN is an 

instrument used by the Chilean State to measure poverty. The decrees of emergency 

authorized by the Ministry of the Interior were searched and reviewed for the period 1990-

2017. The information is digitized and available in the database of the Library of the Chilean 

Congress and the information bank of Chile (www.ley.cl). 

A decree of emergency is a legal mechanism provided by the Chilean Constitution. Article 

No. 39 indicates that constitutional rights and guarantees may be exceptionally restricted, in 

situations which severely affect the normal functioning of state institutions, such as wars and 

catastrophes. Article No. 41 states that the state of catastrophe or emergency may only be 

declared by the President of the Republic through the Ministry of the Interior, with the 

purpose of activating specific strategies to allow the allocation of resources and actions during 

an emergency. Those decrees become references, which allow to visualize the public impact 

and the effects on the daily functioning of communities and territories which have been 

affected by situations of emergency and also their post-disaster social disturbances. 

Disturbances refer to negative impacts which affect the access to public services, 

connectivity, habitability, and also refer to risk of life losses, health and public security. 

The information obtained from each decree was copied to a table and classified according to 

the following variables: 1) Decree number, 2) Month and year of the disaster, 3) Type of 

event, 4) Administrative region where the community affected was located. One single 

catastrophic event may originate several decrees, especially when several areas are 

consecutively affected by the same event. For those cases, it was necessary to decide whether 

to count them as separate events or as one single event even though it originated separate 

decrees. 
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In order to make this decision, the following criteria were used: 

• Media coverage in common. 

• Coincidence between the time evolution and the maximum intensity of the event. 

• Public and private aid, or aid campaigns deployed simultaneously. 

• Same type of disaster. 

• Neighboring communities or regions. 

• Political and administrative decisions or common action protocols. 

Once the data was classified following the criteria, it was possible to obtain a panoramic view 

of the natural disasters occurred in Chile, according to their type, frequency and regional 

distribution. 

The second part of this study required the collection of poverty indices during the period 

considered (1990-2017). The information provided by the Chilean National Socio-economic 

Characterization Survey (CASEN) was used for this purpose. CASEN is an instrument 

utilized by the Ministry of Social Development of Chile to estimate regional and national 

poverty, by means of a national census. It targets family groups in urban and rural areas 

throughout Chile, using a stratified, cluster sampling method. It has been in use since 1985, 

with a frequency of 2 years, except for the period 2000-2009, when the interval was longer (3 

years). CASEN is an important instrument for the State because it allows to develop or 

evaluate social programs, based on the information obtained from the survey. 

Poverty is determined according to income. A person whose income is less than the minimum 

established in order to satisfy the basic needs, is considered to live under the poverty line. 

And the information is provided in terms of population percentage (regional and national). 

The survey has experienced modifications during its existence, especially regarding the 

methods used to measure poverty. Until 2011, the same method, based on income poverty 

was used. In 2013, the concept of income poverty was re-defined in order to meet more 

stringent standards, and in 2015, the concept of multidimensional poverty was introduced, 

adding 4 dimensions, besides income poverty which continued to be measured. Therefore, the 

results from the period 1990-2011 and 2012-2017 are not directly comparable and must be 

analyzed separately. 

CASEN provides poverty data every 2 years, mostly, and every 3 years during the period 

2000-2009. But, because disasters occur almost every year, in order to correlate disaster 

occurrence with income poverty, it was necessary to estimate for every administrative region 

and also for the whole country, the percentage of people living under the poverty line, as 

defined by income poverty and the criteria of the corresponding period. This was done by 

linear interpolation, for each region and for the whole country, separately. To find the missing 

year data point (corresponding to the years without survey), the result of the latest survey and 

the next survey are used and a linear time evolution between those two is assumed. If at time 

t1, the percentage of people considered poor is y1, and at a later time t3 the percentage of 

people considered poor is y3, then, by finding the equation of the line that connects y1 and y3, 

we assume that the missing data (y2) corresponding to the year t2, between t1 and t3, will be 

found along that line. 

Figure 1 shows an example of two interpolations performed over the period 1990-2003. First, 

an interpolation between 1992 and 1994 was done in order to estimate the poverty percentage 

corresponding to 1993, shown as a blue line; the red circle on the blue line represents the data 



Social Work & Society   ▪▪▪   E. Sepúlveda, R. Contreras and A. Mora: Socio-natural Disasters and 
Poverty: An Analysis from Emergency Decrees Issued in Chile 

Social Work & Society, Volume 19, Issue 1, 2021 
ISSN 1613-8953   ▪▪▪   http://nbn-resolving.de/urn:nbn:de:hbz:464-sws-2560 

7 

estimated by this method, and as it can be observed, the behaviour is not only linear between 

immediate points, but it is a very good approximation over a longer period (1990-1996). The 

second interpolation corresponds to the interval 1998-2000, represented by a red line; the 

estimated value corresponding to 1999 is shown as a blue circle on the red line. 

From the figure it can be noted that poverty experienced two decreasing behaviours since 

1990 until 2003. The first period, 1990-1996 is characterized by a very steep slope, meaning 

that the rate at which poverty in Chile diminished was rather high. The second period, 1996-

2003 is characterized by a less steep slope, nonetheless, poverty continues to decrease 

linearly, however the rate is slower than in the previous period. 

Figure 1. Linear interpolation to estimate values in years when no data is available. 

4 Results 

It is important to highlight that the natural disasters considered here are defined only by 

means of decrees of emergency issued by the authorities in power. There have been many 

small-scale events which may still have a big impact on the affected communities in the short 

term, but they do not qualify for the application of this norm and therefore remain invisible to 

public opinion. 

During the 27 years investigated, more than 100 decrees of zone of catastrophe were 

identified, of which 66 corresponded to single events (considering sometimes one event may 

cause the issuance of more than one decree). Two decrees were dismissed, because their 

origin was not natural; namely, Decree No. 718 (mine collapse in Atacama Region, 2010) and 

Decree No. 875 (mine collapse in Aysen Region, 2017). Therefore, a total of 64 events were 

counted. 

This list of events does not intend to be absolute; instead, it is offered as an alternative method 

of classification, among other possibilities, such as technical criteria proper of geosciences, 

for example, or technical criteria commonly used in legal sciences. 

Figure 2. Natural disasters, classified according to decree of emergency (1990-2017). 
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The list is dominated by hydrometeorological events and floods; 55% of the natural disasters 

declared as decree of emergency are of this type. Floods are typically preceded by heavy 

rainfall, which sometimes cause landslides on populated areas. 

Figure 3 shows a map of Chile, with the regional distribution (from north to south) of the 

disasters, divided by type and illustrated by icons. 

Figure 3. Type of disaster according to the issuance of decrees of emergencies from 1990 to 2017, organized by 

type and divided by administrative regions. 
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For each administrative region, the number of events were counted, to establish whether the 

events are evenly distributed throughout the country or whether some regions have higher 

concentration of events. It can be observed from figure 4, that the regions of Coquimbo and 

Valparaiso were affected by a higher number of events than the rest of the country. 

Hydrometeorological events and extreme events such as droughts are responsible for most of 

the decrees of emergency. 

Figure 4, also helps understand the administrative divisions of Chile. As of 2017, the country, 

which is a unitary State, is divided into 15 regions, organized from north to south as shown in 

the figure (yet a new region was introduced in 2018). 

Figure 4. Percentage of events per region in Chile, considering all the events occurred from 1990 to 2017 

 

Figure 5 shows the mean values of the poverty index per region and for the whole country, 

divided into three decade periods. This helps understanding the time evolution of poverty in 

Chile in general. It has decreased in all the regions, following a similar trend. 

Figure 5. Time evolution of the poverty index in Chile and its regions, dividing the period 1990-2017 into three 

decades. 
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From 1990 to 2011 CASEN provides data on regional and country poverty based on one 

dimension of poverty (income poverty). In 2013 the method used to measure income poverty 

was changed for a more stringent method, therefore these two results cannot be compared 

directly and for this reason in this study, the period was divided into 1990-2011 and 2012-

2017. Moreover, in 2015 the concept of multidimensional poverty was introduced, with 4 

dimensions, besides income poverty (which was still based on the method introduced in 2013) 

and in 2017 a fifth dimension was added. However, because there are so few years of 

information regarding multidimensional poverty, and because the method of income poverty 

has remained consistent since 1990, except for the changes introduced in 2013, only this 

concept is considered in this study, in order to have consistency throughout the whole period. 

The method used to determine whether a region is poorer or wealthier than the rest of the 

country, consisted in simply comparing the indices used for the country as a whole, directly to 

the indices of each region, and separating them into regions which present higher percentage 

of poverty than that of the whole country, and regions which present lower percentage of 

poverty than that of the whole country. The wealthier regions were called, for simplicity, 

“group A”, and the poorer regions were named “group B”. A region categorized as less 

wealthy than the country, does not necessarily imply that the region as a whole is 

underdeveloped, but instead it is a way to compare the distribution of income within the 

country, and of course it would indicate that in this particular region, the percentage of people 

below the poverty line is higher than the average for the country as a whole. 

Between 1990 and 2011 sixty-eight regional natural disasters associated with decrees of 

emergency were counted; 48 of them occurred in regions where the percentage of people 

living under the poverty line was higher than the percentage of the country as a whole (group 

B), while 20 events occurred in wealthier regions (group A). In other words, 70.6% of the 

disaster events occurred in regions which are poorer on average than the rest of the country 

and 29.4% of them occurred in wealthier than average regions, as determined by income. 

For the second period, 2012-2017, 33 events were counted; 19 of them in regions of group B 

and 14 of them in regions of group A. In other words, 57.6% of the events occurred in regions 

with higher percentage of poverty than that of the country and 42.4% occurred in wealthier 

regions. These results are summarized in figure 6. 

Figure 6. Number of regional events associated with decrees of emergency, indicating the percentage of those 

occurred in regions with higher poverty percentage than the country as a whole (B regions) and the percentage of 

those occurred in wealthier regions (A regions) 
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5 Analysis 

The evidence shows that disasters change with geography and evolve in time. In the case of 

Chile, it is possible to observe an increase in disasters of anthropic origin, which territorial 

distribution is linked to the geographic features and the productive sectors of each territory. 

For example, forest fires seem to increase in areas dedicated to the forest industry, and 

droughts seem to increase in areas where mining and agriculture based on foreign species 

represent the main industrial activity. 

In the 1990s, 3 drought events were counted. But in the period 2010-2017, 7 events of that 

type occurred. A similar situation is observed regarding forest fires; during the 1990s only 

one event occurred. In the period 2000-2010 also one forest fire event was counted, but 

between 2011 and 2017, 7 decrees of emergencies caused by forest fires were counted. These 

events suggest a link between extreme hydrometeorological events and water scarcity, 

especially in regions dominated by the forestry industry. This observation is not new. There 

has been previous research on this topic, reaching similar conclusions; for example, Aguayo, 

2015, describes the conflict between the forest industry in Chile, where monoculture forestry 

dominates, and the co-existing, marginalized peasant agriculture. 

The increase in the number of disasters, not only relates to global change, but also to the 

capability of the territories to adapt to these risks or to reduce them, keeping in mind that 

these decrees of emergency represent political tools administered by the government in force. 
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Therefore, studying the occurrence of natural disasters from the perspective of this instrument 

allows for understanding the degree of readiness and management the country possesses. 

There are four metropolitan areas in Chile, composed of conurbations located in Coquimbo, 

Valparaiso, Biobio and the Metropolitan Region where the capital, Santiago, is located. The 

regional concentration of disasters, shows in figure 4, that 40% of all the disasters occurred in 

these 4 metropolitan areas (i.e. the disasters seem to concentrate in 4 of the 15 regions of the 

country). This would imply there is a tendency to declare a state of emergency in urban zones 

which are densely populated, or at least in regions with large urban zones. 

However, it is interesting to note that this tendency is not true for the Metropolitan Region of 

Santiago, where more than 40% of the whole population of Chile lives. Two factors could 

influence this outcome: on one side, this is a zone characterized by an economy based on 

services rather than extraction of natural resources; on the other hand, the country is 

excessively centralized, causing a situation in which this region has the highest urban and 

social investment, far above the rest of the country. 

Between 1990 and 2017 only 3 decrees of emergency were issued for the Metropolitan 

Region. This region also, consistently, presented poverty indices well below the national 

figures. This reveals how the distribution of resources and the centralized political power 

influences the territorial capabilities for disaster risk management. This fact is consistent with 

one of the main results found in this study (figure 6), which show that most of the events 

occurred in regions where the percentage of people living in poverty was higher than that of 

the country as a whole. This tendency is particularly strong between 1990 and 2011, and less 

clear, although still following the same trend, between 2012 and 2017. 

It is not clear whether the difference between these two periods is related to the changes 

introduced in the CASEN methodology or whether it is an artefact of the sample size; 

however, the reasons may be related to topics of interest in the field of Social Work. First, 

regarding the methods used to measure poverty, and how these methods and the priority given 

to certain variables influence the way we understand territorial divisions. In other words, this 

suggests that poverty is a flexible and dynamic concept, which needs to be constantly and 

critically reviewed. Secondly, phenomena such as global change and the accelerated 

degradation of ecosystems where urban and rural settlements are located, have an influence 

on the emergence of bigger scale and more massive natural disasters, which impact areas 

which had never been affected before. 

Even though it is accepted that people who live in poverty are the most vulnerable regarding 

disasters, this study suggests that during the second period studied here (2011-2017), the 

conditions of exposure and vulnerability to risks deepen, beyond the concept of income 

poverty; this suggests the existence of new complexities at the moment of investigating or 

evaluating social work interventions oriented to territorial planning, environmental conflict 

and disaster risk management. 

6 Conclusions 

The study confirms the existence of a link between poverty and natural disasters. Just as it 

happens on a global level, the majority of the natural disasters found with the methodology 

used, occurred in administrative regions of the country where the percentage of people under 

the poverty line was higher than the poverty percentage of the whole country. 
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The negative impact of these phenomena is influenced by factors such as the high degree of 

development some territories possess, as compared to the vulnerability and inequity that 

characterizes other zones. The ways of measuring poverty also are determinant and it is 

necessary to maintain a constant vigilance on the ways in which governments estimate 

poverty, both economic and multidimensional. Often the measures are based on contradictory 

methodologies that do not allow a wider vision and do not reflect the reality of the territories 

and communities. Workers must participate more strongly in methodological decision that 

measure poverty. 

In the case of Chile, natural disasters are dominated by extreme hydro-meteorological events, 

mainly floods and extensive droughts, both in the time and space dimensions. Due to human 

activity and also due to natural factors, both the productive and geographical set-up of a 

territory transform water into a natural resource under pressure. This seems to be particularly 

clear regarding forest fires; the magnitude and frequency odf this type of event has increased 

dramatically in the last decade, and their location suggests a link to territories where the forest 

industry is dominant, with the subsequent disturbances on the ecosystems, imposed by the 

replacement of native species by foreign, more productive or suitable species for the industry. 

The Anthropocene generates deep transformations on the ecosystems and the relationships 

between human settlements and nature. It becomes relevant, in the field of Social Work, to 

consider the complexities of natural disasters and understand them as a social expression of 

poverty and environmental injustice. In its turn, it is unavoidable that social work considers 

NDs in an interdisciplinary manner and connects the diverse dimensions that comprise a 

disaster, as much in a social level as a geoplitical one. 

The revision of Chilean NDs beginning with the decree of catastrophe zones, is an action that 

strengthens the pre-existing data for future analysis and diagnostics, facilitating the governing 

of the risk of disasters as well as strengthening the critical view of the tensions and paradoxes 

in the ways of measuring poverty. More social workers should use these types of estimations 

in their territories, cross-referencing available data to have a more precise knowledge of the 

socio-ecological vulnerabilities and risks of their region. The participation of social workers 

in the characterization of the ND according to territory, offers new points of view other than 

the vertical and centralized views to measure and understand the ND, for example, 

incorporating a gender perspective, the value of local or ancestral knowledge and the 

ontologies about nature. 
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