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DISASTER PLANNING ACROSS SCALES:
Lessons from Post-Earthquake Rubble Management in Oaxaca, Mexico
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Bisa’bi’ nga ra guiigu’
If something is useless, throw it to the river
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� is study focuses on � ve marginalized and disaster-prone municipalities in Oax-
aca, Mexico: Ciudad Ixtepec, Asuncion Ixtaltepec, El Espinal, Juchitan de Zara-
goza, and Santa Maria Xadani. � ese constitute the region most a� ected by the 
Mexican earthquakes of September 2017, with roughly 58% of inhabitants suf-
fering either partial or total loss of their houses. At the local level, a variety of ini-
tiatives were undertaken following the earthquakes, some which served to create 
new environmental and social challenges.

� is study was sponsored by the Harvard University Graduate School of Design, the Penny White Project Fund, the David Rockefeller Center for Latin American Studies, the International Com-
munity Service Fellowship, Aeromexico, and the Mexican Cities Initiative. Harvard University Graduate School of Design

What accounts for the frequent disconnect between nationally-produced plans and the reality of local, post-di-
saster action in marginalized communities? � is study examines rubble management as both an important but o� en 
neglected component of disaster response and a powerful example of the prior disconnect.

POST-DISASTER RUBBLE MANAGEMENT
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* Each white dot represents a site where the researchers found piled up rubble. 
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Inhabited Housing Units:  2,067 (100.0%)
Damaged Housing Units: 1,450 (70.15%)
Housing Units - Partial Loss:  1,206 (58.35%)
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Inhabited Housing Units:  25,184 (100.0%)
Damaged Housing Units: 15,087 (59.91%)
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Inhabited Housing Units:  2,464 (100.0%)
Damaged Housing Units: 1,106 (44.89%)
Housing Units - Partial Loss:  820 (33.28%)
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Inhabited Housing Units:  4,631 (100.0%)
Damaged Housing Units: 2,974 (64.22%)
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Housing Units - Total Loss:  1,623 (35.05%) IX
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Inhabited Housing Units:  8,252 (100.0%)
Damaged Housing Units: 4,130 (50.05%)
Housing Units - Partial Loss:  1,715 (20.78%)
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THE LAS NUTRIAS RIVER

NORM CASCADES AND INSTITUTIONAL TRUST FOR CONTEXTUALIZED PLANNING

Despite the recurrent nature of disasters, response plans were created retro-
actively, prioritizing reaction and short-term action instead of prevention 
and long-term planning.1

2

3

4

5

National disaster response plans were conceived with large cities in mind, 
despite the prevalence of smaller disaster-prone municipalities and rural 
areas. 

Fragmented post-disaster action emphasized municipal boundaries, rather 
than a regional understanding of the a� ected territories.

Plans ignored economic incentives, allowing for new market dynamics in 
which pro� ts, resources, and knowledge went to the “highest bidder”.

Rubble management plans had no clear designation of duties, creating an 
ambiguous situation in which ill-prepared municipalities were held ac-
countable despite lacking capacity and resources.

Institutional isomorphism may have played a pow-
erful role in shaping the form and content of na-
tionally-produced rubble plans.1

Greater inclusion of local stakeholders in the de-
velopment and implementation of rubble plans 
is essential. 

� e idea of norm cascades could work to change 
the normative conditions in which certain plan-
ning approaches are viewed as legitimate.2

Universities, which emerge as widely trusted in-
stitutions in the post-disaster Mexican context, 
may play a pivotal role in helping to initiate such 
changes and in building bridges between plan-
ning actors at di� erent scales. 
1. DiMaggio, Paul J., and Walter W. Powell. “� e Iron Cage Revisited: Institutional Isomorphism and Collective Rationality in 
Organizational Fields.” American Sociological Review 48, no. 2 (1983).
2. Finnemore, Martha, and Kathryn Sikkink. “International Norm Dynamics and Political Change.” International Organization 52, 
no. 4 (1998).

On a scale of -2 to 2, where -2 means completely distrust and 2 means completely trust, how much do you trust each of the following organizations and institutions?
(Ranked by average score)
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Who do you consider responsible for attending the problems caused by the Las Nutrias River/�oods/earthquakes/rubble/waste?
(Choose all that apply)
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