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What is a 

technological disaster?

ñThe breakdown of 

modern systems, 

equipment, or 

engineering that results 

in harm to people, their 

surroundings and the 

environment.ò
A contaminated drainage ditch in 

Coffeyville, Kan.



Defining tech disasteré

ÂContamination over 

a period of time is a 

chronic disaster

Love Canal, N.Y.



Defining tech disaster é

ÂA disaster from a clear, 

recognizable event is 

an acute disaster

Chalmette, LA

Rubble from the WTC attack, 9/11/2001.
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ÂQ and A



Kinds of hazards é

Point Source:

A hazard from a known 

(often regulated) point of 

contamination

-i.e. leaks, spills

Workers de-contaminate after working in a polluted area. 

REUTERS

Plaquemines Parish, Louisiana



Kinds of hazards é

Non-Point Source:

A hazard from multiple 

contaminants

-i.e. pesticide runoff



How to spot tech disaster

Impact on humans
Â Births, miscarriages, and low birth weights

Â Clusters of similar cancers

Â Asthma and other respiratory distress is 

aggravated or develops



How to spot tech disaster

Â Unexplained illnesses in multiple 

households in a concentrated 

geographic area

Â Liver and kidneys, which filter toxins, 

may be weakened or damaged and 

become dysfunctional

Tar Creek, Oklahoma



How to spot tech disaster

Â Circulatory systems become dysfunctional 

or minimalized

Â Other physical ailments like headaches, 

nausea, blurred vision, flu-like symptoms 

become common



How to spot tech disaster

Impact on air, water & soil

Â Fish or animal kills

Â Abnormalities in new-born animals and 

fish

Results from Gulf Oil Spill



How to spot tech disaster

Â Loss of normal vegetation

Â Changes in normal soil and water 

color

Â Pungent or bad odors in the air 

and around standing water

Kansas City Floods, Oil Spill 2007

Tar Creek, Oklahoma

World Trade Center, New York



Challenges unique to tech 

disaster

ÂRumors circulate before 
any hard data may be 
available to confirm the 
problem. Persons reporting 
medical conditions may be 
considered isolated incidents.

An oil-covered mailbox following flooding in 

Coffeyville, Kan.



Challenges unique to tech 

disaster

Â Reports begin to accumulate 

and draw a pattern that prompts 

authorities to declare an 

emergency.



Challenges unique to tech 

disaster

Â Reaction may include 
feelings of relief for those with 
the symptoms, denial by 
responsible parties, frenzy of 
media and activity, escalation of 
conflict, research that will bring 
answers or raise further

questions, pursuit of solutions, 
legal action and confrontation.



ÂJoannôs slides start here.
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Tech Disaster Recovery

The Silent Disaster



Times Beach, Missouri

1976



Forest Glen, New York

1992



Hinkley, California

2000-2010



Seveso, Italy

1976



Deep Horizon Oil Spill

2010
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Exxon Tanker Spill

1989



Mississippi Floods

1993



Hurricane Katrina

2005



Edison, New Jersey

1994



Love Canal



Tar Creek, OK

Sink holes

Chat Piles

Acid Creeks



Three Mile Island

Photo from Wired.com



Oil Spills

Slick +Marine Animals 



Building Partnerships, Networks,  

and Local Resources



Call a Hearing To Listen


