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The Upside of Disasters 

Rethinking the Loma Prieta earthquake 

n his book, The Culture of Calamity: 

Disaster and the Making of America, 

author Kevin Rozario writes, 

“…disaster presents a chance to 

overcome some of the inertia that 

inhibits decisive action.” If one 

considers the history of disaster in the 

United States, one finds a cycle of 

destruction/construction where the 

old and outdated is violently removed 

to make way for the new. 

As emergency managers, we tend to 

focus on the micro effect of disasters: 

the toll in human suffering caused by 

death and injury and the social 

upheaval resulting from displaced 

populations. We see recovery as a 

logical progression in the disaster 

cycle and recognize a need to restore 

things “as they were”. 

But things never go back to where 

they were. Communities have been 

uprooted, cultural treasures lost, 

infrastructure destroyed. Things are 

never the same. But is that always a 

bad thing? Rozario argues against it 

and our own experiences seem to 

support his view. 

Loma Prieta and after 
Twenty-four years ago, the San 

Francisco Bay Area suffered a major 

earthquake that killed 63 people, 

injured almost 4,000 and severely 

damaged the transportation 

infrastructure of the Bay Area.  

While a major earthquake, Loma Prieta 

was by no means catastrophic. Instead, 

it showed the classic disaster pattern of 

localized pockets of damage. San 

Francisco’s Marina District saw a major 

fire and numerous collapsed structures 

as the result of liquefaction but the 

remainder of the city was largely 

unscathed. A notable exception was 

the damage to a number of the 

freeway ramps and decks. 

While not minimizing the human cost 

of the disaster, there is little doubt that 

San Francisco has seen a number of 

very positive improvements as the 

result of the Loma Prieta earthquake. 

 The disaster highlighted the 

inadequacy of the City’s emergency 

operations center. This led to the 

eventual construction of combined 

EOC/dispatch center in 2000 and 

the creation of the current 

Department of Emergency 

Management. 

 The earthquake also demonstrated 

that the City’s emergency planning 
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still had a long way to go, particularly in the 

area of interdepartmental cooperation. The 

City increased the size of the Office of 

Emergency Services and began efforts to 

develop a more inclusive plan that was 

published in 1995. 

 The Embarcadero freeway along the City’s 

waterfront was heavily damaged and after a 

typically San Franciscan political battle was 

demolished in 1991. The removal of the 

freeway created an open plaza that is used 

for civic celebrations and, together with the 

repair of the damaged Ferry Building, led to 

a resurgence in tourist activity in the area. 

 The Hayes Valley neighborhood underwent 

a similar Renaissance when a damaged 

freeway on-ramp was demolished. Once a 

gloomy and depressing area in the shadow 

of the freeway, the neighborhood is now a 

vibrant district with boutique shops and 

trendy restaurants. 

 San Francisco City Hall was a grand old 

building built along the lines of the national 

capitol but it had suffered from neglect over 

the years and had morphed into a warren 

tiny cubicles and dark offices. During the 

major repairs and seismic retrofitting that 

followed the earthquake, Mayor Willie L. 

Brown, Jr. seized the opportunity to restore 

the building to its former grandeur. 

 One of the most iconic images from the 

earthquake was the damaged Bay Bridge. 

Although repaired in a matter of months, 

the bridge was deemed seismically unsafe. 

After years of bitter political wrangling and 

spiraling costs, a new bridge finally opened 

last month, creating in instant landmark 

with its bold architectural design. 

But is it all good? 
It seems obvious that disasters can in fact have 

an upside by creating the conditions for positive 

change. This, after all, is the premise of the 

concept of holistic recovery where we seek to 

improve quality of life by taking advantage of 

the opportunities for change following a 

disaster. But like anything related to disasters, 

or for that matter, change itself, nothing is ever 

simple. There are tradeoffs and winners and 

losers in disaster recovery. 

Take the Embarcadero freeway, for example. A 

vocal minority had been advocating removal of 

the freeway prior to the earthquake and had 

failed by a significant margin to win over voters 

in 1987. Both then and when the issue 

resurfaced following the earthquake, the main 

opposition came from merchants and 

restaurant and night club owners in Chinatown 

and North Beach who feared that the loss of 

easy access to their neighborhoods would 

severely affect their business. 

There was political fallout as well. Mayor Art 

Agnos, who had won praised for his handling of 

Loma Prieta, was a key supporter of the 

freeway demolition and it was largely his vision 

and negotiations for federal and state funds 

that made it possible. But Agnos paid the price 

in the 1991 election: his support in Chinatown 

evaporated and he lost his bid for re-election.  

The point is that disasters can bring long term, 

positive change. By eliminating the old and 

inefficient, they provide opportunities for 

growth and development, much like a fire can 

create a healthier forest. But that change comes 

at a cost and that cost can sometimes be high in 

terms of cultural history and our sense of the 

past. Whether this change is a good or bad will 

be determined by future generations.  


