SSI key to alleviate natural disaster risk to those with disabilities.
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People with disabilities are frequently identified as a group needing specific attention in disaster planning and response. Disability, according to the widely adopted International Classification of Functioning, Disability and Health (ICF) framework of the World Health Organization, can be understood as the dynamic interaction between an individual’s health, including mental and physical chronic health conditions, and the contextual factors that limit an individual’s ability to participate fully in society. What made people with disabilities especially vulnerable in Puerto Rico? We argue that focusing exclusively on the lack of mobility or poor health can only provide an incomplete account of the disaster risk experienced. Missing from this usual explanation is an evaluation of the underlying causes of the vulnerability. Drawing from sociopolitical and environmental justice (EJ) frameworks, we argue that at the core of what made those with disabilities in Puerto Rico acutely susceptible to disaster risk was political. First, there was the history of environmental degradation in Puerto Rico that exposed many in the population to health hazards and that made people with disabilities at risk when disaster struck. Second, there was the failure to extend a modern safety net to the citizens of a U.S. territory that could protect against the most elementary forms of social risks, including those encountered by people with disabilities in a natural disaster. Thus, in our analysis, environmental and social protection go hand in hand in mitigating the risks encountered during disaster events. In highlighting these political determinants of disaster risk, we aim to demonstrate the relevance of EJ and social welfare policy as important factors in the protection against extreme weather events. Our analysis further suggests that there should be greater attention in the research literature on disaster risk that combines social policy and EJ perspectives. We approach this topic as scholars of the applied academic discipline of social work, which we think is particularly well suited for such interdisciplinary research. Drawing from a social justice perspective, social work scholars can provide a full picture of the disaster risk experienced by people with disabilities by integrating different fields of study, such as disability studies, social policy, and EJ.
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