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Abstract

Recent years have seen an expanding array of studies by volcanologists to assess volcanic risk more accurately and better characterize hazard and risk perception among communities potentially affected by volcanic events. Perception studies to date, however, are predominantly quantitative in nature and of relatively short-term duration.  These studies often compile general population characteristics vital for organizing mitigation efforts, yet the intricacies of community dynamics as well as community perceptions of mitigation work itself are rarely problematized. This paper presents results from a five-month-long study conducted in Los Planes de La Laguna, a community impacted in October 2005 by the eruption of Santa Ana (Ilamatepec) volcano in western El Salvador. This research, carried out between January and June 2009, investigated the degree to which hazard mitigation strategies implemented by a non-governmental organization (NGO) affected community hazard perceptions and overall preparedness.  In order to capture individual experiences and perceptions, the study uses qualitative methods to analyze and evaluate the impact that NGO strategies had on community hazard perceptions through the use of participant observation and in-depth interviews of 38 residents, as well as 7 officials and NGO employees. Somewhat contrary to the desired project outcomes in which several infrastructure improvements, educational campaigns, and community-organizing efforts were designed, this research highlights community members’ perceptions about the NGO projects and shows several problems both throughout project implementation and after completion. The strategies and power structure of this NGO resulted in a generally disempowered community that struggled to understand the necessity of the NGO’s goals. Broader implications include the necessary evaluation of NGO strategies used to communicate hazard information and the contribution that qualitative data gathering methods can have in understanding ever-changing volcanic hazard perceptions in threatened communities.
