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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Preparing for disaster involves sets of activities that are at once deeply social and deeply technical.
Organising Disaster: Civil Protection and the Population sought to investigate these links. It did so by
comparing the civil protection practices of three countries: India, Switzerland, and the UK. This
report summarises some of the findings of this research. It complements further more detailed and
theoretically oriented papers that have been published in a range of academic venues.
The findings this report focuses on are:

1. A diversity of civil protection structures
The differences between our three cases highlight the great variation in the way countries prepare
for disaster. India relies at least in part on a fully professionalised disaster response force, while part
of Switzerland’s approach depends on a militia system connected to army recruitment (Switzerland),
while in the UK there is no longer any dedicated civil protection organisation at all. Instead, the
country relies on a system of hierarchical categorisation that works between organisations, to
enable coordination between a range of private, public and voluntary bodies. In India, meanwhile,
NGOs play a uniquely important role, supplementing the role of central and local government.

2. The influence of historical, cultural and material factors
There is a commonly held assumption that the variation between national civil protection
structures is directly linked to both a country’s economic strength and its particular risk of
disaster. Our research suggests, however, that we should treat such assumptions with caution.
This is partly because civil protection organisations are unable to escape the influences of the
societies in which they operate.
We focus on three social factors that shape the conduct of civil protection:
(a) the unique history of each country
1. India: until the 1980s, it focused largely on responding to disasters rather than preparing
for them. This changed in the 1990s and 2000s with the passage of new Disaster
Management legislation, influenced in part by the International Decade for Natural Disaster
Reduction (IDNDR). This shift marks a new chapter in the relations between the state and
its citizens, with the state seeking to take over greater responsibility from NGOs.
2. Switzerland: its present civil protection system is greatly influenced by the Cold War civil
defence system and the associated project of constructing a nationwide system of nuclear
resistant bomb shelters enough to house the entire population. An ongoing ‘organisational
memory’ coupled with some residual scepticism about civil protection amongst sections of
the population continues to complicate the transition towards a modern, integrated civil
protection system.
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3. UK: Because of the UK’s focus on nuclear deterrence during the Cold War rather than civil
protection, there is little cultural memory, positive or negative, about civil protection
practices. In the absence of public attention to civil protection, the focus has been more on
defence-oriented forms of civil protection (notably terror-response) or the failings of
various organisations in the wake of a sequence of disasters.
(b) culturally derived assumptions
We observed social and cultural forces at play in a number of aspects of civil protection across our
three cases.
4. India: its distinct organisational culture plays a key role. This includes the ways particular
responsibilities are delegated, which are in part influenced by structures put in place during
British colonial administration. A culture of the regular movement of key personnel also has
an impact on the conduct of disaster management. So too does a persistent dichotomy that
is drawn between the modern state and the non-modern populace. This perception, for
instance, often translates in disaster management to the common narrative about ‘fatalist’
population, which resists evacuation efforts and it is difficult to convince to take
preparedness measures seriously.
5. Switzerland: its long history of civil protection is deeply tied to an idea about nationhood for
which creating defences against external threats has long been a concern. Contemporary
civil protection deals less with external threats, but is still connected to the country’s idea of
itself. One part of this is taking pride in its level of civil protection expertise, which is
internationally recognised. Civil protection is also deeply integrated into the wider Swiss
culture, because of the involvement of its militia-based civil protection force (Zivilschutz) in a
range of routine public activities in non-disastrous times. Swiss federalism also plays a
crucial role, both culturally and organisationally.
6. UK: by comparison with the other two cases, the UK is preoccupied with population
diversity. The population is not considered as a unity, and the idea of all rescue efforts
always centres around the question who is most in need. Political debate becomes focused
not on whether civil protection makes sense, or on what it should focus, but on the
inequalities that arise from particular practices. Because of the habitation patterns of the
UK, which are heavily geared towards single‐family houses, civil protection very often
means protecting houses and the belongings of households. A consequence of this is that
the issue of insurance and compensation for affected households becomes at least as
important as the problem of protection.
(c) the materiality of civil protection
There are a number of ways in which the materiality of civil protection comes into play. One
concerns the role of equipment and technology. We argue that the equipment that a civil
protection force has at its disposal influences not just how it does its work, but how it sees itself.
We also focus on one civil protection technology in particular: the shelter. In India we focused on
cyclone shelters, built in two periods: first in the late 1970s/early 1980s and second in the late
1990s/early 2000s. In Switzerland, we looked at the nationwide Cold War nuclear bunker building
programme and its aftereffects. In the UK, we also examined the aftereffects of Cold War civil
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defence, in which the UK focused far more on building bunkers for key officials than for the
population at large.
We draw two comparisons in particular:
1. India vs. Switzerland: in both countries, we argue, the presence of shelters leads to deeper
engagements between the state and the population. At the same time, both sets of
shelters have suffered from not performing in the way their designers imagined they
would, whether because they attract alternative and sometimes unwelcome uses, or
because, as in Switzerland, they become the focus of forms of activism directed against
central government.
2. Switzerland vs. UK: we show how the quite different ways that the Swiss and UK
governments ‘materialised’ civil protection in bunkers came to be understood by their
populations as different ‘risk assessments’ and different ethical responses to the threat of
nuclear attack. We also show how the attempts to move away from this singular focus on
the threat of nuclear attack was shaped by the differing material histories of each country:
Switzerland was and continues to be burdened by the material residue of the shelter system.
The UK, by contrast, with little material residue, was freer to modernise its civil protection
expertise.

3. The function of civil protection exercises
We focused much of our research on civil protection exercises. We observed that that they perform
a number of different functions:
●

●
●
●

Relationships within organisations: this is commonly the most explicit reason for the conduct
of exercises, with the goal being to improve the way that organisations function, both
internally and in interaction with other organisations. But it is also important to observe that
disaster exercises perform other functions, many of which are not directly related to disaster
itself. These include:
Population perception: Exercises may positively or negatively, deliberately or accidentally,
impact the perception of the population.
Relationships with the state: In each of the three cases, exercises were used as a way of
receiving political legitimation for certain civil protection functions.
Organisational cohesion: although rarely discussed as an explicit goal, the before and after
phases of an exercise can be very important for an organisation’s idea of itself. Also, in the
absence of actual disasters, disaster exercises are one of the primary ways of maintaining a
sense of organisational purpose.

4. The effects of exercises: The coordination of realism(s)
We observed that the impacts on the above factors were strongly related to the way in which the
different ‘realisms’ of exercises were coordinated. We identified at least five potentially interacting
types of realism:
5

1. Theatrical realism: Here it is not so much that an exercise should be a wholly accurate
representation of the reality of a particular disaster scenario, and more that it should feel
real to an audience. It can be seen as aiming to capture a certain ‘truth’ about a response to
disaster, primarily through the public, visual, and auditory display of disaster response
expertise. It is also crucial to assemble an audience around the theatrical aspects of a
disaster exercise.
2. Scientific realism: Here disaster exercises proceed in close relationship with quite precise
scientific or technical requirements. In this version of realism, the aim is for the exercise and
how it proceeds to be driven by ‘real world’ data, which is then analysed, understood, and
acted upon over the course of the exercise by approaches informed by expert, scientific
types of knowledge.
3. Technical realism: This involves testing out pieces of equipment or particular forms of
organisational expertise. It is a form of realism that largely aims to test out the relationship
between people and equipment, in relation to specific situational problems.
4. Bodily realism: This aims to test the specific reactions of people with one another. This
might involve the challenge of managing the physical aftereffects of a disaster, including
dealing with casualties and damaged buildings and infrastructure, or the communicative
challenges of disaster, or an individual’s emotional and physical capacities when working
under conditions of stress.
5. Organisational realism: The challenge of organisational realism is to simulate the
organisational dimensions of disaster response: to try to see how different parts of an
organisation work together, or how different organisations work together.

The challenge for the designer of the disaster exercises is not to simply make an exercise more or
less realistic, but to select at least one of a number of potential realisms. Often this involves the
coordination of the different realisms. Each type of realism has a different audience. Each also place
different practical and technical demands on the designer of the exercise and the individuals and
organisations involved. The difficulty for those coordinating exercises is that the more realisms that
an exercise attempts to achieve, the more unstable an exercise becomes.
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INTRODUCTION
Organising Disaster: Civil Protection and the Population was a four and a half year project, which ran
from 2011 to mid-2015, funded by the European Research council.
The project sought to better understand the relationship between civil protection and the
population, with a particular focus on the role of exercises and civil protection training. It did so by
comparing a diverse range of civil protection practices across three countries: India, Switzerland, and
the UK. This involved historical and archival research, observation of civil protection practices in each
country, and interviews with key members of the respective organisations.
This report provides a summary of some of the findings of this research. This includes a description
of the different civil protection structures we encountered, an account of how different historical,
cultural and material factors play a role in shaping the everyday practices of civil protection, and an
analysis of the functions and effects of civil protection exercises.
It should be noted that the overall aim of the project was not to make specific policy
recommendations. The primary purpose was to further broadly sociological understandings of the
role that disasters and disaster prevention play in society. To that end, we have published work
related to the project in a number of academic venues.1
The different countries represented in this research have had quite different historical trajectories
when it comes to their work of protecting civilians. This is reflected in their use of different
terminology and their different organisational structures. Switzerland and the UK, for instance, both
tend to use the generic term “civil protection”, whereas in India “disaster management” and “civil
defence” are the most commonly used terms for similar activities.
Finally, we would like to take this opportunity to thank the various organisations and individuals that
we spoke to and who allowed us to observe their work. This research could not have succeeded
without their openness, trust and considerable support.

1

See Deville, J. and Guggenheim (2015) ‘Vom nuklearen Krieg zu all hazards. Die Katastrophe versprachlichen,
materialisieren und berechnen’, in Marti, S. and Eugster, D. (eds) Das Imaginäre des Kalten Krieges. Beiträge zu
einer Wissens- und Kulturgeschichte des Ost-West-Konfliktes in Europa. Essen: Klartext (Frieden und Krieg.
Beiträge zur Historischen Friedensforschung, 21); Deville, J., Guggenheim, M. and Hrdlickova, Z. (2014)
‘Concrete Governmentality: Shelters and the Transformations of Preparedness’, in Tironi, M., Rodriguez-Giralt,
I., and Guggenheim, M. (eds) Disasters and Politics. Materials, Preparedness and Governance. London: Wiley
(Sociological Review Monograph), pp. 183–210; Deville, J., Guggenheim, M. and Hrdlickova, Z. (forthcoming)
‘Same, Same but Different: Provoking Relations, Assembling the Comparator’, in Practising Comparison. Logics,
Collaborations, Relations. Manchester: Mattering Press; Guggenheim, M. (2014) ‘Introduction: Disasters as
Politics - Politics as Disasters’, in Tironi, M., Rodriguez-Giralt, I., and Guggenheim, M. (eds) Disasters and
Politics. Materials, Experiments, Preparedness. Chichester, UK: Wiley-Blackwell (The Sociological Review
Monograph), pp. 1–16.
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PROJECT OVERVIEW
Research questions
The project sought to answer an interrelated set of research questions:
●
●
●
●

How does the population understand civil protection? What happens when civil protection
encounters the population?
What role do trainings and exercises play in civil protection?
What is the role of objects and technologies?
What social and cultural factors affect the organisation of civil protection?

Social theory
While this report will draw out some recommendations for practitioners, it is important to be clear
that the project’s primary goal was to answer the above research questions in relation to social
theory. Themes included:
●

●
●
●

Social order: Disasters are an exemplary case to examine the ordering processes of society,
since when disasters strike, social order is ruptured and the state intervenes to reinstate it.
By examining the organisations involved in responding to disaster, it becomes possible to
observe how questions of social order are understood by states and by the individuals
working for state-led organisations.
State-population relations: A key aim was to understand the relationships between the
state and the population, including the specific role of organisations within that process.
Materiality: One area the research team was interested in, was understanding the specific
role within civil protection played by material objects.
Expertise: The project had a strong interest in the role of different forms of expertise in
shaping the outcomes of civil protection processes. The interest here is how specific types of
knowledge are used (or not) and adapted by organisations, and how this in turn influences
their practices and relationships with individuals, groups, and other stakeholders.

Method
The Organising Disaster project sought to address these and other questions in its research, by
undertaking a comparative study of the civil protection systems of three countries: India,
Switzerland, and the UK. These three countries were selected because of their quite distinct
organisational structures, with each having a quite different mixture of ‘lay’ and ‘expert’
participants.
The aim in each case was to unearth the specific issues and challenges that were experienced by
those working in civil protection, as well as to try to understand the relationship between these
organisations and the population. It should be noted that the aim of this comparison was not, then,
to create a crude comparison between more or less ‘developed’ civil protection systems, or for
example to examine the impacts of different funding arrangements within a particular country.
In creating the basis for this comparison, the project adopted a mixed methods approach. This
involved the following approaches:
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Historical research
Research into the unique twentieth century histories of each case, examining past controversies,
changes in organisational structure, responses to different forms of expertise. This included archival
research and, in each case, a thorough analysis of the impact of past disasters on the development
of both relevant legislation and the respective organisational structures.

Observation
In each case, researchers conducted fieldwork with civil protection organisations. Given the very
different structures of the civil protection systems of the three countries, the nature of this
fieldwork varied (Table 1).
Table 1: Civil protection exercises and training activities observed in India, Switzerland the UK
India
Switzerland
United Kingdom
NDRF public demonstration
NDRF internal battalion
exercise
Private hospital disaster
response exercise (Apollo
MCSCON-2013)
Local community exercises

Four national-level exercises
(SEISMO 12, GNU 13, SIMEX
2013, FLUSSGAU 2014)
Basic training courses in two
different Swiss cantons
Cantonal exercises
Advanced training courses,
organised by central
government

National level exercise
(Exercise Watermark)
Advanced civil protection
training courses at the
Emergency Planning College
Training course in exercise
design (‘Training for Resilience’)
Local community exercises

Interviews
In each case, researchers conducted in-depth interviews with experts working in civil protection
organisations, at both senior and more junior levels. A total of 74 interviews were conducted across
the three cases (27 in India, 25 in Switzerland, 22 in the UK).
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FINDINGS
A diversity of civil protection structures
When it comes to the way civil protection is organised across the three cases, while there are broad
similarities, there are also important differences in the specifics. Figure 1 shows a simplified
visualisation of this diversity.
Figure 1: Simplified civil protection structures: India, Switzerland, and the UK

10

India
Multiple agencies in India are dedicated to protecting civilians, including the army, police, health and
fire services. An emergency ambulance service has also been gradually appearing in the individual
Indian states over the course of the last two decades. India has a dedicated “disaster response”
force, which unlike its counterpart in Switzerland (called Zivilschutz, see below), is professionalised
and manned by specially trained police officers who are mainly involved in search and rescue
operations. This is a relatively new development and follows India’s attempt to upgrade its civil
protection capacities, in the wake of three major natural disasters appearing in quick succession at
the turn of the century (the 1999 Orissa Supercyclone, the 2001 Gujarat Earthquake and the 2004
Indian Ocean tsunami), as well as both its history of man-made disasters (most infamously, the 1984
Bhopal gas leak) and the increased level of global funding available for building disaster resilience
capacities. When compared to our other two cases, a further difference is that in the event of an
actual disaster, NGOs routinely play a prominent role, often operating relatively autonomously from
central government. They provide a range of support to affected communities, from providing
material relief to psychosocial support. NGOs have also taken it upon themselves to train
communities in disaster-prone areas in various basic disaster response skills (including first aid, risk
assessment, evacuation procedures, improving the structural integrity of housing).

Switzerland
What makes Switzerland extremely unusual when compared not just to the UK and India, but other
civil protection systems more broadly, is that its civil protection force (Zivilschutz), which acts in
combination with other agencies to respond to disastrous events, is heavily reliant on a militia
system. At the age of 20, male citizens who are unfit to serve in the army serve in the civil protection
force (previously, those who served in the army also joined after they finished their military
conscription); since 1996, they may also serve in the ‘civilian service’, a variety of forms of
social/community service. Participation in the civil protection force, involves taking part in an initial
11

period of training (10 – 19 days, depending on the canton)2, followed by participation in refresher
courses, exercises and, in the event of an incident occurring, active service (potentially at short
notice). Formally, participation may continue up to the age of 40, although in practice, only younger
members are called up. Unlike those who participate in the army or civilian service, civil protection
troops have to pay an additional tax (both civilian and army service demand a greater time
commitment) of 400 Swiss Francs or 3% of taxable income, whichever is greater, until the age of 30
years.3 Women are not covered by the conscription system, but may volunteer for any of the three
options (a possibility very rarely taken up).

United Kingdom
In our small sample, the UK is exceptional because of its lack of a dedicated civil protection force.
The UK civil defence force, a civilian volunteer organisation that engaged in preparedness for nuclear
war, was abolished in 1968. From then until the early 2000s there was no dedicated disaster
response system in the UK, other than the emergency services. In the wake of a number of disasters,
including the BSE crisis of the mid-1990s, and foot and mouth disease, a new national framework
was introduced. In 2001 the Civil Contingencies Secretariat at the level of the Cabinet Office was
formed, which provides coordinated disaster response at the level of government. In 2004 the new
Civil Contingencies Act formalised the disparate responsibilities. A private organisation, Serco, runs
the Emergency Planning College, which administers civil protection courses to various levels of
responders. At the operational level, the UK system is reliant on other agencies, notably the fire and
rescue services, the Environment Agency (for floods), local councils, various voluntary organisations,
and the army. There is a structural distinction between category 1 and category 2 responders, where
the former designate those of the main rescue services while the latter are organisations that may
be involved in disasters such as transport companies, utilities etc. Throughout the system, there is
strong reliance on the comparable hierarchical categorisation of all organisations involved. Within an
organisation, key personnel will be assigned gold, silver and bronze status. This allows for the
interoperation of members of the various organisations across a commonly decreed, hierarchical
command and control structure. Recently, and specifically for the case of floods, voluntary local
flood groups have played a particularly important role.

2

http://www.bevoelkerungsschutz.admin.ch/internet/bs/de/home/partner/zivilschutz/ausbildung_zs/
grundausbildung.html
3
http://www.bevoelkerungsschutz.admin.ch/internet/bs/de/home/partner/zivilschutz/dienstpflicht/
wehrpflichtersatz.html
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The influence of historical, cultural and material factors
Civil protection is a specialised activity, involving technologies and types of expertise that are
becoming increasingly globally standardised. There is a commonly held assumption that the extent
and sophistication of civil protection measures is directly linked to both a country’s economic
strength and its particular risk of disaster. One consequence of this is that it is often believed that
more developed countries will have “better” civil protection systems than those less developed.
Our research suggests, however, that we should treat such assumptions with caution.

The relationship between disasters and societies
It is well known within sociology that disasters can lead to significant social changes. For example, in
the 1930s, the sociologist Lowell Carr looked at the changes that followed disasters like the Titanic
and, in particular, the major munitions explosion disaster in Halifax, Canada.4 He showed that
disasters like this both changed the way people tried to prevent disasters – for example, by
improving ship design – as well as changes in how societies organised themselves. One of the things
he noticed in Canada, for instance, was that the Halifax disaster led to significant changes in the role
of women in the town.
What changes actually happen are of course affected by many factors. In India, for example, for
much of the 20th century, despite the country experiencing many major disasters, the efforts of the
state to improve disaster preparedness measures were fragmented. Instead, NGOs were left to do
much of this work. It was not until the late 1990s and early 2000s, in part as a result of the United
Nations International Decade for Natural Disasters Reduction, that India started to take the threat of
disasters seriously, at a state level. Herein, the UK is similar, as it did not have a specific disaster
response system, with formalised rules and laws relating to civil protection only emerging at
approximately the same time, as described above.
This data points towards some of the different degrees of priority which different countries assign to
preparing for disaster.
Our research suggests that this variation is not simply down to the wealth of a particular country, or
the presence of disaster. We have identified at least three further important social forces. These are:
(1) the unique history of each country, including both its particular geopolitical history and the
history of attempts of various sorts by the state to protect the population from the effects of
large scale, harmful events;
(2) culturally derived assumptions, on the part of both civil protection professionals and the
wider population;
(3) the materiality of civil protection – that is, the materials, objects, and technologies civil
protection activities use in their routine work.
These three factors are often highly interlinked. We will now proceed to introduce each individually.

4

Carr, L. J. (1932) ‘Disaster and the Sequence-Pattern Concept of Social Change’, The American Journal of
Sociology, 38(2), pp. 207–218.
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Figure 1: INFORM Risk Index (EU countries, Switzerland, India), 20155

Source: INFORM

History
In order to understand the way any country organises its civil protection resources, it is vital to
appreciate the relationship between the present and the past of civil protection. The ways that the
various organisations involved in protecting civilian populations from harm have historically
understood their roles inevitably has a bearing on current practices.
Across our three cases, civil protection has historically been understood in quite different ways.
India
Until the 1980s the Indian state focused, with some exceptions (e.g. the preparedness measures
taken against cyclones, food scarcity and flooding), on responding to disasters rather than preparing
for them. Disaster response itself, meanwhile, was largely a responsibility of NGOs and the army.
This meant that the efforts to prepare for disasters were fragmented, with different types of disaster
being in the competencies of different nodal ministries of the central government.
The 1990s and 2000s marked a significant shift in the mindset of central and local government, who
moved away from a reactive approach and instead towards disaster mitigation. India was heavily
involved in the International Decade for Natural Disasters Reduction (IDNDR) in the 1990s, leading to
the unification of efforts to manage disasters in 2000s. New Disaster Management legislation was
passed in 2005, creating a number of new institutions spearheaded by the National Disaster
Management Authority. The Indian state has since become much more heavily involved in disaster
management and preparedness: it has developed its disaster management human resources,
disaster mitigation strategies have been included in its development programmes, it has sought to
5

Data for this and the following two charts available at http://www.inform-index.org/Countries/Countryprofiles.

14

raise public awareness, it has improved its forecasting and warning systems, and it has modernised
its equipment. Furthermore, in 2006 a unique organisation dedicated to rescuing citizens was
formed: The National Disaster Response Force. It is manned by professionally trained police officers
deployed in 10 battalions around the country. The changes of the Indian system are ongoing and are
in the process of being replicated on the level of individual states.
The new disaster management framework represents a rupture with past ways of thinking about the
population in India. It marks a new chapter in the relations between the state and its citizens, with a
clear attempt by the state to take ever more responsibility from NGOs. It is also clear that current
disaster responders are more interested in the affected citizens’ wellbeing compared to the past
when the security oriented military were involved. Although military and navy equipment continues
to be used in some operations, disaster response is now much more heavily in the hands of
professional disaster responders.
Switzerland
In Switzerland, the history of civil protection is somewhat fraught, and has a particularly strong
bearing on its present. The contemporary civil protection system (Bevölkerungsschutz as it is termed
– literally ‘Population Protection’) to a large extent developed out of the previous civil defence
(Zivilschutz) system, which in turn was rooted in the country’s ‘air defence’ (Luftschutz) system. The
civil defence system, which was established over the course of a number of years in the late 1950s,6
sought to provide a comprehensive, universal response to nuclear weapon proliferation. It involved
both the extensive conscription of male members of the population (largely those deemed unfit for
military service) as well as the mass construction of nuclear resistant bomb shelters (see below).
In part because of its conscript membership (including many who were seeking to actively avoid
specifically military service), and in part because, as the Cold War waned, the organisation seemed
increasingly redundant, Civil Defence accrued an increasingly poor reputation in some quarters. For
some, it also seemed to perpetuate a militaristic and overly insular national mindset.7 This resonance
of this history continues to be felt in the present. Not only is there the material residue (see below)
of bunkers, Cold War equipment, and so forth, but also many of the senior personnel involved at
both regional and national levels have a background in this system. The continuing conscription
system within the civil protection force (Zivilschutz - now understood as just one element within the
broader civil protection system) is another echo of the past, even if it is less restrictive than it was
previously.
Amongst some sections of the population there is thus some continuing scepticism about the role
played in Swiss society by civil protection, with many not recognising the fairly major structural and
organisational changes that have been made since the early 2000s. Within the contemporary civil
protection organisational apparatus, meanwhile, there is a considerable degree of ‘organisational
6

See: Aeberhard, R. (1983) Vom Luftschutz zum Zivilschutz: aus der Geschichte des passiven (blauen)
Luftschutzes und des Zivilschutzes. Solothurn: Vogt-Schild; Meier, Y. (2007) Die gesellschaftliche und
institutionelle Verankerung des schweizerischen Zivilschutzes in den 1950er und 1960er Jahren. Der Zivilschutz
als Ausdruck des ambivalenten schweizerischen Selbstverständnisses im Kalten Krieg. Lizentiatsarbeit.
Universität Freiburg.
7
See: Albrecht, P., Gross, A., Hohler, A. E., Hug, P., Lauterburg, W., Schnyder, T., Stocker-Meier, M., Stöcklin, J.,
Suchomski, J. and Tanner, J. (1988) Schutzraum Schweiz: mit dem Zivilschutz zur Notstandsgesellschaft.
Gümligen ; Bonn: Zytglogge.

15

memory’. This means both that any advances or changes in civil protection are understood in their
relationship to the past and that civil protection institutions are continually attempting to counter
misunderstandings amongst the population.
UK
In the UK, history plays a different role. Since the government disbanded the Civil Defence Corps and
Auxiliary Service in 1968, the UK has had no dedicated civil protection force. In direct contrast to
Switzerland, in the UK the focus during the Cold War was on developing a nuclear deterrent rather
than providing the population much in the way of centrally organised protection.
This has, however, meant that there is little in the way of cultural memory about the role and
practices of civil protection. As the UK has sought to build up its civil protection capacities in the
2000s, it has experienced little in the way of resistance or critique. If anything, an issue in the UK is
that there is very little public focus on civil protection, with the predominant public focus being on
more defence-oriented forms of protection (notably, terror-response) or the failings of various
organisations in the wake of a sequence of disasters, including the 2005 suicide bombings, floods in
various years, the foot and mouth epidemic, and BSE.8
But in all these cases the focus in public debates was primarily on government and its (lack of)
preparation and coordination rather than on the capacities of responder organisations. The main
governmental response to such disasters was a series of reports that routinely included calls for
better coordination and better and more regular training and exercises. The issue, as seen from the
viewpoint of the general public then, is not that the relevant organisations are stuck in a different
historical mindset (e.g. the continuing influence of approaches rooted in the Cold War in Swiss civil
protection), but that they are not operating smoothly enough, and that they are not coordinated
well enough, because of a lack of training and historical permanence. Most public controversy has
focused on the increasing attention to terrorism as a threat. But, because there was no
organisational continuity between cold war civil defence and the more recent emphasis on
terrorism, this new on terrorism is not seen as new wine in old bottles.

Culture
It is a common sociological claim to make to assert that seemingly ‘neutral’ work within
organisations both is shaped by and reproduces a particular social and cultural context. We observed
social and cultural forces at play in a number of dimensions of civil protection across our three cases.
India
India has a quite distinct organisational culture. Within districts, disaster management is primarily
under the competence of the District (Collector’s) Revenue offices. These are a legacy of British
colonial administration and have become the most important governing bodies at a local level, as
they collect taxes and thus have an overview of finances of the given locality. They have always been
involved in disaster relief, as their officers (tahsildars) have a direct line of contact with communities
and an awareness of their numbers and circumstances. It is the officers who are now heavily
8

BSE (Bovine spongiform encephalopathy) is a fatal neurodegenerative disease that affects cattle and which
can be transferred to humans in the event of the consumption of affected tissue. In the UK in the late 1980s
and early 1990s, this became a major public health crisis, with tens of thousands of cattle being eventually
slaughtered to prevent human contamination and to restore international confidence in the UK farming
industry.
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involved in preparing for and managing disasters on a district level. In doing so, they routinely
collaborate with village committees (panchayats).
Also, there is a human resource issue within the Indian administration, which can be seen as rooted
in a culture of ‘transfer’.9 People in specific high-level posts can be transferred fairly often to other
posts. The reasons for this are often unclear to the individual concerned. Hence, the currently
evolving disaster management administration has seen a number of leaders come and go. For
example, within the four and half year duration of the project, there were at least five heads of the
National Disaster Response Force.
A further cultural force that is significant is the dichotomy that is often drawn between the ‘modern
state’ versus ‘non-modern people’. The state institutions perceive themselves as bearers of
modernity, governing a population many of whom are seen as backward. This perception often
translates in disaster management to the common narrative about the population’s ‘fatalism’, which
is used to explain their resistance to evacuation efforts and the difficulties experienced in convincing
local communities to take preparedness measures seriously. Even as many, including both NGOs and
state agencies, challenge this dichotomy, and stress that building public awareness is crucial to
successful mitigation of disaster impacts, it continues to have an impact on how the relationship
between the state and the population is understood.
Switzerland
Both the way that Swiss civil protection is structured and its daily practices are deeply intertwined
with ideas about what Switzerland is, was, and will be. The historical development of Switzerland’s
unique approach to civil defence during the Cold War, as outlined above, was not just concerned
with the safety of the population in the event of a nuclear strike, but also with the continued
viability of an independent (and neutral) Swiss nation in the face of external threats. As an influential
early security report put it: “History tells us that a nation that is unable to protect itself and its
cultural and material values will, sooner or later, become a plaything of foreign power-politics and
the politics of force”.10
While contemporary civil protection is not as directly concerned with external threats, it remains
deeply connected to the country’s idea of itself. Civil protection professionals take pride in what is
by and large a well organised set of organisational and bureaucratic structures. Swiss civil protection
is involved in a number of initiatives to advise other countries on their own civil protection systems,
while in the large public exercises we observed that had an international component, there was a
clear sense that representatives from other countries were keen to participate in part to have the
opportunity to learn from Switzerland (and within exercises in the UK, Switzerland was positively
referred to). Meanwhile, the dedicated, militia-based disaster response force - Zivilschutz - is
routinely in public view, as in non-disastrous times its troops perform a number of other functions.
These range from maintaining public footpaths, to providing crowd management and basic medical
care at large sporting events, to assisting with the management of asylum seeker reception centres
9

See for example Potter, David C. 1996. India’s Political Administrators: From ICS to IAS. Oxford University
Press, USA.
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Sicherheitspolitik der Schweiz (Konzeption der Gesamtverteidigung), p. 3. Authors’ translation.
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(a number of which are, in fact, converted Cold War public bunkers). On the one hand, how
Switzerland is understood both on an international stage and by its population cannot be separated
from its civil protection practices. On the other, these practices themselves continually reproduce
ideas about what Switzerland and ‘Swissness’ really mean.
A further influence is Swiss federalism. In various ways, there is an effective passing of powers down
from central government (officially ‘The Confederation’), to the 26 Cantons (or ‘States’), to
municipalities (or ‘communes’). This in turn is informed by is strong principle of subsidiarity,
meaning that any task than can be achieved at a lower level should be, rather than being dealt with
‘higher up’. For civil protection, this has practical consequences. The various activities of the
different organisations involved in civil protection are largely funded and coordinated within the
semi-autonomous Cantons. Large, national exercises thus involve, for example, the different Cantons
being invited to participate, rather than this being mandated by central government. The degree of
emphasis put on civil protection also varies by Canton, with accordingly different decisions about
how much to spend and on what (whether equipment, training, etc). The main civil protection
activities that are centrally funded are those concerned with cross cantonal coordination, with
national strategy and security, and with potential disastrous events that would exceed the capacities
of a single canton. But this is not just a constitutional matter: each canton has a distinct cultural
identity, while given the diversity of languages and dialects in Switzerland, there are also broader
regional identities. When it comes to participation in cross-cantonal events, it was possible to
observe numerous ways in which these differences were both reinforced and, on occasion,
challenged. Yet this all occurs within an overarching framework designed to provide a universal
response, in which the whole population is protected, that seeks explicitly to harness the potential
of this formal delegation of powers away from central government.
UK
In the UK, it is possible to observe a preoccupation with population diversity in various
organisational practices within civil protection. Different to the universalist ambitions of Swiss civil
protection, and the presumed fatalism of the Indian population, many routines of UK preparedness
imply that the population is diverse and that therefore a one-size fits all approach will be
insufficient. Because the population is not considered as a unity, rescue efforts are always
understood in relation to the question of who is most in need. In civil protection trainings, extensive
consideration is given to how to deal with various groups, as defined by ethnicity or age, for
example, and how to cater to their specific needs. For example, in civil protection training,
participants would refer to ideas such as going from door to door to create trust with immigrant
communities as an important part of preparedness, or how to reach people who do not speak
English.
While this focus on diversity allows the needs of different groups to be potentially addressed, there
are drawbacks. Because of the lack of universal protection, political debate is not so much focused
on whether civil protection makes sense, or on what it should focus, but, in line with many other
British discourses, on the inequalities that arise from particular practices. For example, during the
2013 winter floods, much discussion focused on (perceived) inequalities of help, mostly conceived of
in geographical terms (whether those in one region were helped as much as those in another).
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Because of the habitation patterns of the UK, which are heavily geared towards single-family houses,
civil protection very often means protecting houses and the belongings of households. A
consequence of this is that the issue of insurance and compensation for affected households
becomes at least as important as the problem of protection.
Further, the lack of a single large civil protection organisation means that, at least in part, the UK
depends on voluntary organisations, such as flood groups. As these, by definition cover only parts of
the UK, this can lead to further inequalities (although in public, this is not perceived as a matter of
inequality).

Materiality
One of our key areas of focus was on how the materials and objects of civil protection influence its
practices.
Equipment and technology
As we will outline in more detail below, exercises are for the large part exercises involving things and
technologies. To some extent the equipment that a civil protection force has at its disposal
influences not just how it does its work, but how it sees itself. This was evident across all three cases
in the way that civil protection professionals were enthusiastic to highlight to us the different types
of equipment available, being particularly keen to showcase new, cutting-edge devices. It is an
assumption that the mark of a good civil protection operation is, to a degree, dependent on what
technical solutions it has at its disposal.
Shelters and bunkers
The materials of civil protection can have effects across a longer term. We became particularly
interested in the role bunkers and shelters played in the practices of each country. In India we
focused on cyclone shelters, while in Switzerland and the UK, we looked at the historical and
contemporary role of nuclear bunkers.
India: cyclone shelters
In the aftermath of the 1977 Andhra Pradesh cyclone, over 200 new circular cyclone shelters were
built in coastal areas in India, in a period from 1978 to 1982. The work was funded by the Red Cross,
with subsequent governmental support. This was followed by a second building programme in the
aftermath of a sequence of disasters occurring in the late 1990s and early 2000s. This in turn came
on the back of a sudden influx of funding and due to the new government disaster management
framework outlined earlier. The new shelters are no longer formally branded as cyclone shelters.
They are instead envisaged as multi-disaster resistant structures, the specific design of which
depends on the types of disaster the particular area is prone to. The shelters on the south-east
Indian coast are therefore designed as earthquake-resistant structures that can also withstand
strong winds and flooding, whether caused by cyclone, storm surge, or tsunami. In contrast with the
highly distinctive circular shape of the first generation shelters, the newer models in South India
have a more conventional, rectangular appearance.
Switzerland: nuclear bunkers
In the years following the Second World War, in response to the perceived threat of global nuclear
war, and after briefly considering building a nuclear deterrent, the Swiss government settled on an
ostensibly defensive solution: a comprehensive network of nuclear blast resistant shelters for all
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Swiss inhabitants, both civilian and military. ‘[N]o new house should now be built without a shelter’,
it was proclaimed as early as 1949.11 Two years later, this ambition was fulfilled and put into effect in
a new law, although it took until 1959 until the population provided its backing for the necessary
constitutional changes. This bunker building programme continued throughout the Cold War. By the
1970s, there were already enough shelter spaces for around 70 % of the population. There are now
enough shelter places for around 95% of the population. This unusually comprehensive security
system is made up of around 2,300 public shelters and approximately 360,000 private shelters.12
The UK: nuclear shelters
During the Cold War, the UK government’s focus was on nuclear deterrence not shelters: by building
its arsenal of nuclear weapons and associated organisational and material infrastructure, other
nuclear powers would, it was argued, be dissuaded from attacking for fear of reprisals. While some
nuclear shelters were built for key officials, bunkers for the wider population were never part of
official preparedness plans during the Cold War. The government instead encouraged the population
to build bunkers themselves, as well as offering guidance on how to quickly construct a material
shell that might provide protection in the event of a nuclear attack. This information, distributed via
leaflets including, famously, the ‘Protect and Survive’ series, included various recommendations on
how to block windows with books, protect parts of a building with sandbags, as well as on the
benefits of digging underground shelters in gardens, and constructing improvised inner refuges in
homes, using furniture and bin bags.
Comparing the effects of shelters
India and Switzerland: Despite having very different ambitions, these two shelter building
programmes can be seen as sharing a number of features. The very presence of these shelters led to
deeper engagements between the state and the population, while both sets of shelters could be
seen to represent a particular understanding of civil protection, in which the harmful effects of
disaster are understood to be able to be mitigated by dedicated, technical, material solutions to
disaster. At the same time, both sets of shelters have suffered from not performing in the way their
designers imagined they would.
In India, this is because the shelters interact with other, more informal practices of sheltering. During
cyclones the shelters are only partially used. One reason is that other concrete or brick buildings are
perceived as equally safe and so are also used in disasters (churches, temples, schools and new
houses). Also, many residents are reluctant to leave their homes for fear of looters, especially if the
buildings are also made of brick or other resistant materials, which are likely to keep them safe in
the face of moderate disaster. The problem for the cyclone shelters is that they promise only to
protect life, not livelihood. There is another problem for the Indian shelter, centring on the shelter’s
frequent acquisition of novel uses. Some are used as schools and crèches. One we have seen was
transformed into a police station. Another is used by Chennai University as an administrative
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building. Some shelters have become hang outs for unwelcome alternative uses – “anti-social
behaviour”, as one interviewee put it.
In Switzerland, the 1980s saw the shelter programme come under attack from a certain section of
society. The increasingly powerful campaign for nuclear disarmament questioned the very definition
of the concrete shelter as an entity that was primarily concerned with ‘protection’. The shelter was
seen as impeding broader debates about the very existence of nuclear weapons. The Swiss
population, it was argued, imagining themselves safe underground as the nuclear bomb hit, could
avoid engaging with, taking responsibility for, and challenging the global threat to humanity. Some
of the Swiss shelters have also attracted alternative uses (e.g. as saunas or wine cellars) while some
public shelters, controlled by municipalities have, on occasion, been rented out – for example, to
host musical events. In some cases, this has meant either the removal and storage of key machinery
(filters, for example), or building work that could have compromised the integrity of the shelter
structure.
UK and Switzerland: A comparison between the Swiss Cold War shelter building programme and
what happened in the UK during this period is also revealing. We examine the way in which the
Swiss programme can be understood to ‘set in stone’ a particular type of government-led risk
assessment. These shelters become material evidence of the decision by the government during this
period to focus civil protection near-exclusively on an atomic threat without explicitly comparing this
threat to others. The UK too materialised its particular Cold War risk assessment, but rather than a
universal shelter system, the focus was on the nuclear deterrent which was claimed to be able to
offer the population protection (by forestalling conflict) and a small network of bunkers designed to
offer protection, but only for key officials. This became more and more of a problem when activists
started criticising the government for its apparently unequal distribution of protection.
The attempts to move away from this singular focus on the threat of nuclear attack was shaped by
the differing material histories of each country. In the aftermath of the end of the Cold War, both
countries were keen to move towards a civil protection system that would recognise a broader
range of potential threats, including natural and manmade disasters. This involved in both cases an
attempt to embrace a quantitative, risk based, ‘all hazards’ approach to the assessment of threats. In
Switzerland, there were significant issues in the early stages of this exercise. One of the reasons was
that the new risk based methods threatened to show that the risk of nuclear attack was now so low,
so as to render the ongoing bunker building programme pointless. It was partly this, that led to the
suppression of an early research project designed to provide Switzerland with a comprehensive
national risk assessment framework. In the UK, by contrast, the move towards all hazards was
relatively smooth, leading ultimately to the regular publication of national ‘risk registers’. We argue
that the very absence of a significant ‘material residue’ from Cold War civil protection in part
explains this.
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The function of civil protection exercises
In all of our cases, exercises were understood by organisations as crucial for testing their capabilities,
equipment and for training their personnel. The goals of exercises of course differ enormously. We
will introduce some of the different functions we observed, before later returning to discuss how
these might be impacted by what we call the different ‘realisms’ of exercises.

Relationships within and between organisations
This is one of the most common reasons for the conduct of exercises. In all three cases, the planning
and conduct of exercises focused heavily on their potential to improve the ways that organisations
functioned, both internally and in interaction with other organisations. The exercises we observed
therefore sought to test and improve dimensions such as:
-

-

Information flow: how data about an event passed between individuals and organisations,
how verbal and non-verbal forms of communication are transmitted and understood, chain
of command/hierarchy issues;
Interpersonal skills: leadership skills, maintaining the motivation of colleagues;
Technical skills: the practical ability to use equipment, technologies, and systems effectively
Organisational capacity: the ability of an organisation to function under conditions of stress
(e.g. a higher than usual volumes of incoming information, a physically exhausted workforce,
a rapid and unpredictable disaster scenario).

Population perception
As many of the civil protection practitioners we spoke to were well aware, exercises conducted in
public can play a role in changing and potentially improving the perception of civil protection
organisations amidst the population. Exercises may positively or negatively impact this perception.
In each of the cases we observed, certain exercises were explicitly designed with the population in
mind. There was a clear assumption that publicly showcasing the capabilities of civil protection
organisations would enhance the perception of civil protection work amongst the population. As we
will discuss, however, the success or failure of such exercises rests on more than simply
demonstrating technical proficiencies.

Relationships with the state
Exercises also serve crucial internal functions for relationship to the state. In each of the three cases,
exercises were used as a way of receiving political legitimation for certain civil protection functions.
Exercises served as opportunities to invite high ranking figures within local and central government
to observe civil protection work in practice. Civil protection depends heavily on the state for various
forms of financial and non-financial support. Similar to their relationships to the population, within
civil protection organisations, there is an assumption that if these potentially influential individuals
witness the proficiency and effectiveness of civil protection, that the organisations involved will
ultimately benefit.

Organisational cohesion
This is a dimension which is rarely discussed as an explicit goal of exercises. However, the role of
exercises extends far beyond the short period in which the disaster scenario(s) are played out and
tested. There is often a great deal of planning that precedes the conduct of an exercise, as well as
potentially a period following the exercise when an organisation can seek to grapple with the so22

called ‘lessons learned’. These phases of preparation and analysis can play a crucial role in
maintaining organisational cohesion and identity. In the absence of actual disasters, disaster
exercises are one of the primary ways in which civil protection organisations maintain a communal
sense of who they are and what their purpose is.
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The effects of exercises: The coordination of realism(s)
With the exception of ‘organisational cohesion and self-identity’, whose effects are not directly
related to the conduct of the exercises itself, we observed that the impacts on the above dimensions
were strongly related to the way in which the different ‘realisms’ of exercises were coordinated.

Exercises and realism
Training for disasters is of a very peculiar kind. Some types of training operate with their objects
present. In sport, for example, it is possible to stage training matches whose conditions are very
similar to the actual event.
Disaster training, however, operates in the absence of two of its central objects: (1) the disaster
itself and (2) the population it pertains to protect. This absence is an intrinsic feature. It is simply not
possible for forms of disaster training to operate with these two objects present. It would mean that
people who are actually vulnerable would need to be brought into dangerous situations.
Yet at the same time, within disaster preparedness work, the realism of its training activities is often
seen by practitioners as very important. It is clear that in certain aspects of disaster training, it is
absolutely crucial that exercises should seem to be credible and realistic. We saw this desire to
achieve realism across many of the exercises we observed. This was reinforced by the interviews we
conducted with disaster preparedness professionals.
Yet, as we will outline, there is in fact not just one type of realism that disaster exercises seek to
achieve, but many. We have identified five of the most important. The exact effects that an exercise
will have, and on whom, will depend on how these different ‘realisms’ interact and are coordinated.

1. Theatrical realism
‘Theatrical’ or ‘performative’ realism is a dimension of disaster exercises that has been written about
extensively by Tracey Davis.13 Here it is not so much that an exercise should be a wholly accurate
representation of the reality of a particular disaster scenario, and more that it should feel real to an
audience. It can be seen as aiming to capture a certain ‘truth’ about a response to disaster, primarily
through the public, visual, and auditory display of disaster response expertise. It is also crucial to
assemble an audience around the theatrical aspects of a disaster exercise. This audience could be
either physically present at the scene of the exercise itself, or be witnessing remotely via some form
of media (e.g. radio, television, internet sites). Here the news media can play a prominent role, in
particular if they are invited to deliver a version of the spectacle to their audience. Other actors can
be bloggers, or even observers who recount their experience on social media.
Problem: how to make the exercise ‘feel’ real; how to assemble an audience.
Solution: deployment of theatrical devices (e.g. creating drama, suspense, surprise, humour,
narrative structure) combined with an audio-visual display of disaster expertise; safely arranging an
audience in an around the ongoing exercises, employing techniques of publicity and public relations.

13

Davis, T. C. (2007) Stages of Emergency. Cold War Nuclear Civil Defence. Durham, NC: Duke University Press.

24

CASE STUDY: UK and India
Two of the exercises we observed in India and the UK provide good examples of this version of
realism. Exercise Watermark in the UK was a public exercise conducted in 2011, organised at
least in part at the suggestion of a review into the response to large floods that occurred in
2008. The scenario involved major nationwide floods, including large parts of London being
under water.
One part of the exercise was specifically set up to provide material for the media and to
showcase spectacular rescue operations. A large press core was carefully arranged around the
edges of the exercise, with a special viewing gallery constructed for visiting VIPs. There was also
a clear ‘script’ for the day, involving a set of activities happening in sequence that were not be
deviated from. A commentator would describe from a tannoy what was happening at any one
moment, directing the audience's attention to specific elements. The live commentator not only
made the exercise intelligible in the first instance, by focusing audience attention, he also
created a story around what were unconnected exercises involving particular rescue techniques.
A number of these activities were themselves designed to be theatrical, with moments of
suspense and drama. This included floating a wooden ‘house’ in a lake to enable a ‘victim’ to be
plucked off by a search and rescue helicopter (the realism did, however, start to fall apart when
the house started to drift unexpectedly, complicating the rescue, and adding conditions that
would not have been present in a genuine rescue situation.
There are parallels to an exercise we observed in India, conducted by the NDRF in 2013. The aim
was to showcase the capabilities of this new force, of which there was little public awareness.
The NDRF created a theatre-like stage in a car park with a ‘factory building’ embodied by a giant
office block photograph printed on fabric stretched across a 5-meter-high scaffolding. The stage
was separated from the audience space by a tape with uniformed ‘policemen’ guarding it. VIP
audiences sat on chairs, while dozens of 8-year-old school children sat on the ground and
everybody else – conference delegates and nursing students – watched standing from behind
the line or from the balconies of surrounding buildings.
An NDRF commentator narrated the scenario to the audience, with dramatic interjections of
loud noises and puffs of smoke going up in the air to represent the event of a large chemical
spill. The ‘worker’ victims were roleplayed, some pretending to be unconscious, others injured
and screaming. As events unfolded, search and rescue teams were deployed, including in the
rescue of a disabled person in wheelchair from a four-storey building. After the participants
reported back to their commanders the audience broke into applause, while the stage swarmed
with at least ten photographers and cameramen commissioned by the media.
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2. Scientific realism
Scientific realism is a realism of a quite precise kind. Here disaster exercises proceed in close
relationship with quite precise scientific or technical requirements. In this version of realism, the aim
is for the exercise and how it proceeds to be driven by ‘real world’ data, which is then analysed,
understood, and acted upon over the course of the exercise by approaches informed by expert,
scientific types of knowledge.
Problem: how to make the exercise scientifically credible.
Solution: use real (often historical) data, that is analysed and acted upon in an exercise by
individuals/organisations.

CASE STUDY: Switzerland
The GNU 13 exercise in Switzerland sought to test the combined civil protection system’s
response to a simulated emission of radioactive gases occurring as a result of a reactor
meltdown at one of the country’s four nuclear power plants. Part of this exercise involved using
historical weather data, collected in the previous year, to model the spread of the radioactive
gases first over Switzerland and then into Germany. This analysis was then, in turn, used to
model the precise radiation readings that operatives in the field, during the exercise itself, would
obtain (of course, if used, their equipment would show normal levels - the exercise readings
were therefore provided on request). The ambition was to create readings that were as close as
possible to those that would be obtained in a genuine event, based on a scientific analysis of
past data.

3. Technical realism
Technical realism is closely related to scientific realism. It is very common in disaster exercises and
involves testing out pieces of equipment or particular forms of organisational expertise. It is a form
of realism that largely aims to test out the relationship between people and equipment, in relation
to specific situational problems. Problems include how to deal with machinery and technical
equipment, the movement of resources via transport infrastructures, IT and communication
systems, etc.
Problem: how to test the technicalities of disaster response.
Solution: arrange for individuals’ and organisations’ ability to use disaster response equipment,
infrastructure, and systems in settings as close to ‘real life’ as possible.

CASE STUDY: India and the UK
In India, alongside all the public exercises conducted by the NDRF, there was a showcase of their
state-of-art equipment. In these instances, technical realism was on public view. This involved
displaying a range of items from ‘mundane’ medical kits, inflatable boats, chemical
decontamination sets, cutters and diamond chain saws, to exciting high-tech gadgets like
helmets with thermal vision and victim location cameras. The NDRF personnel were present to
explain and demonstrate their use and the public were allowed to touch the items. There were
panels with photos of rescue actions, statistic tables detailing numbers of lives saved by NDRF,
and diagrams showing how disasters, such as tsunamis
or earthquakes, come about. The effect
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was as hoped for, with the audiences often left indeed impressed and excited.
One of the exercises we observed in the UK involved a private flood group testing what to do in

panels with photos of rescue actions, statistics tables detailing numbers of lives saved by NDRF,
and diagrams showing how disasters, such as tsunamis or earthquakes, come about. The effect
was as hoped for, with the audiences often left impressed and excited.
One of the exercises we observed in the UK involved a private flood group testing what to do in
the case of flooding on an estate which housed elderly residents. The main actors in the exercise
were three elderly women, who were neighbours of the estate, and the caretaker and his
helpers who worked on the estate itself. Technical realism and some of its challenges can be
seen in the way two very different, and seemingly banal, objects were used. First, one part of
the exercise involved alerting the neighbours and inhabitants of an impending flood. In the
event of heavy rain, the women would check a water-level scale mounted on the wall of the
river that passed behind the estate. Once the water-level passed a certain mark, the women
would take megaphones and walk around the neighbourhood to alert everyone of the potential
flood. However, the megaphones were new and came without batteries. This meant that, during
the exercise, the women spent most of the time trying to buy batteries, all the while alerting
neighbours without the benefit of megaphones. Second, the caretaker and some helpers from
the council had to insert flood gates in front of the entrance to every home. These are wooden
boards that slide into rails attached to the front doors. The gates for each house were stored in
cupboards outside their front door. While, for some, using these gates is a straightforward task,
the problem was that many of the gates were missing, because inhabitants or their relatives and
carers did not know what the boards were for, and used the cupboards to store other materials.
In both cases, technical realism was not concerned with high-tech tools that require a high
degree of training, yet the exercises reveal that, very often because of the distributed
organisation of preparedness, even the most straightforward tools can fail.

4. Bodily realism
Bodily realism is in turn often closely related to technical realism. It aims to test the specific
reactions of people with one another. This might involve managing the physical aftereffects of a
disaster, including dealing with casualties and damaged buildings and infrastructure, or
communicative challenges, or an individual’s emotional and physical capacities when working under
conditions of stress.
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Problem: how to test the embodied character of disaster response.
Solution: design sets of activities that require embodied responses: putting physical and emotional
pressure on individuals, introducing roleplaying activities, testing individuals’ ability to physically
deal with particular challenges and equipment.
CASE STUDY: Switzerland and India
One version of bodily realism was observed in the SEISMO 12 exercise in Switzerland. A specific
aim of the exercise was to test the ability of different organisations to work under pressure,
including seeking to simulate some of the physical and mental pressures that individuals would
experience in a genuine disaster situation. The exercise thus ran non-stop over the course of
three days, with participants receiving a constant stream of information and tasks. This version
of bodily realism thus focused on the interaction of (potentially tired, mentally exhausted)
bodies within an organisational setting.
Another example comes from the NDRF’s public demonstration. Here, we see dummies being
used as stand-ins for victims, as well as ‘actors’ roleplaying both casualties and troublemaking
trespassers. There is thus a clear attempt to use bodily realism to try to simulate the
complexities of a disaster, which involves not only dealing with the immediate victims of a
particular event, but also unexpected intrusions from members of the public.

5. Organisational realism
The challenge of organisational realism is to simulate the organisational dimensions of disaster
response: to try to see how different parts of an organisation work together, or how different
organisations work together. Often the issue is that not all the organisations that would be involved
in a particular type of disaster response are available or interested in participating in an exercise.
Similarly, on some occasions, only a particular part or division of an organisation will be willing or
able to take part in an exercise.
Problem: How to include the various organisational components in an exercise; how to test different
technologies and practices of organisational coordination.
Solution: Roleplaying different organisational roles; combining efforts to achieve both organisational
and technical realism, with a specific focus on testing systems of inter-organisational coordination.
CASE STUDY: Switzerland and the UK
In the UK, we repeatedly observed this version of realism at work in the exercises that typically
took place in the forms of civil protection training. These are offered to everyone who has a civil
protection role in the UK, potentially working for any organisation that is relevant for disaster
response, including the police, the fire services, the medical rescue services, the Environment
Agency, and the various relevant roles in local councils. The main problem for participants, as
rehearsed in these exercises, is to know with whom one should co-ordinate in the case of an
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emergency. Different kinds of emergency mean that different people at different organisations
need to be contacted. Within these exercises, the main solution to this problem involves
working with a folder that contains both a list of types of disasters and a corresponding list of
names and organisations that need to be contacted and coordinated. The training itself focuses
less on actually contacting of these people (as this is a simple matter of making phonecalls) and
more on discussing the list and how to update it. This version of organisational realism thus
involves first and foremost learning the organisational routines needed to make decisions.
This version of organisational realism was also present in a number of the national-level Swiss
exercises. SEISMO 12, GNU 13 and KOMBI 13 were all designed explicitly to test the interaction
between different organisations. This included the interaction between state organisations and
private companies (for instance, those that deal with telecoms), between civil protection and
governmental organisations in other countries (given that each exercise had cross-border
consequences), and with intergovernmental organisations (e.g. in GNU 13, with the International
Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA)).

The coordination of realisms
The challenge for the designer of the disaster exercises is not to make an exercise realistic or
unrealistic, but to achieve at least one of a number of potential realisms. Although, in practice,
exercises are rarely designed to achieve just one type of realism. Rather, they seek coordinate
realisms. Each type of realism has a different audience, ranging from the public, to civil protection
troops, to the media, to experts of various sorts. Each also places different practical and technical
demands on the designer of the exercise and the individuals and organisations involved. As shown in
Table 1, their interaction can, therefore, provide the designer of exercises with a number of ways of
making exercises more engaging / serious / credible / exciting / motivating.
The difficulty for those coordinating exercises is that the more realisms that an exercise attempts to
achieve, the more unstable an exercise becomes. We observed number of occasions where tensions
emerged in the coordination of realisms. A particularly common issue is for exercises that have a
strong theatrical and bodily dimension, to experience difficulties in meeting the demands of
technical or scientific types of realism. Conversely, exercises that are exclusively oriented towards
meeting the demands of scientific and/or technical types of realism can feel artificial to participants.
This is because the exercise can feel distant from the thrill of reacting under pressure, in an
unpredictable, unfolding disaster scenario.
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Organisational

Bodily

Technical

Scientific

Table 1. Examples of the interaction of realisms

Running a part of an
exercise that has joint
data gathering /
analysis and
spectacular function
Showcasing the latest /
most spectacular
technologies

Testing (new)
equipment designed to
assist data gathering /
processing / warning

Use of persons
roleplaying
injury/death;
strategically arranging
audience present at
the exercise
Use of drama /
suspense / surprise etc
to motivate
organisational
participants

Putting analysts / data
gathers under pressure
(long hours, difficult
working conditions,
wearing full protective
gear, etc)
Testing organisational
processes designed to
process / help analyse
and act upon incoming
data

Disaster troops
showing off daring /
exciting / spectacular
proficiencies,
combining skill and
equipment
Testing interorganisational
communications
systems; testing chain
of command

Theatrical

Scientific

Technical

Simulating the
‘pressure’ put on
organisations in a
disaster (e.g. long
hours, roleplaying
systems failure, etc)
Bodily

CASE STUDY: India and Switzerland: Tensions in the interaction of realisms
Indian and Swiss exercises we observed provide a useful example of the potential tensions that
existed between realisms.
A number of the Indian exercises we observed put achieving theatrical realism at their very
heart. As we have described, audiences were carefully assembled and managed and the
exercises proceeded with numerous moments of drama and spectacle. In fact, across the three
cases, the Indian exercises were the most successful in exploiting their theatrical: large crowds
engaged enthusiastically with the performance that had been put on for them, with particular
events variously eliciting gasps and cheers. This was achieved to a large degree by combining
theatrical realism with bodily and technical realism. This ranged from individuals putting effort
into convincingly roleplaying victims, to demonstrations of technical proficiency with the latest
equipment. What was sacrificed to a large degree was, organisational and scientific realism: the
exercises we observed were not overly concerned with testing relationships within or between
organisations, or testing the collection and analysis of detailed data about disaster events.
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By contrast, the primary goal of many of the exercises we observed in Switzerland was to meet
the demands of organisational, technical, and scientific realisms. However, in preparing
exercises, there was some dispute as to whether introducing bodily forms of realism would
enhance the exercise. SEISMO 12 explicitly sought to put participants under pressure, by
simulating an unmanageable level of incoming information. GNU 13, by contrast, explicitly
decided on an alternate course, with the argument being that this kind of exercise fails to test
the ability of organisations to think and act strategically, given that they will always be
‘firefighting’. These two schools of thought highlighted different ideas about what the function
of an exercise should be. Should it try to match the pace of a disaster as close as possible, or
should it in fact slow down the pace of disaster somewhat, to allow participants more time to
work out how to solve problems, to enhance their decision-making processes in a real, much
faster disaster scenario? In the build up to GNU 13, adherents of the former ‘school’ tried
repeatedly, but often failed, to introduce bodily forms of realism aimed at making the exercises
feel more realistic.
That said, GNU 13 did try to satisfy the demands of bodily realism in at least one respect, by
building in some theatrical elements, for the benefit of a public audience. For instance, part of
the exercise sought to test a new type of information unit, to be used by the population in the
event of a radiological disaster. It included testing and medical facilities, as well as the provision
of various forms of information. In the exercise itself, members of the local population were
enlisted to role play victims. Even though this unit was peripheral to the main exercise, this
theatrical element meant it could serve as one of the main focus points of press and promotional
work, as well as a site where VIPs and guests could be shown around.
However, building in the deployment of this unit into the exercise did mean that aspects of the
scientific realism had to be compromised. Specifically, the deployment happened much sooner
after the radiological event, than it would have in an actual disaster event. This in turn had
knock-on effects for the conduct of other aspects of the exercise, which had to work around a
response that did not logically fit with the sequence of events surrounding it.
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