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Why is community action needed for
disaster risk reduction and climate
change adaptation?
SUMMARY: Residents in cities in high-income nations do not need to organize to build the roads, drains,
good quality buildings and other infrastructure that protect them from storms or most other disaster risks. But
hundreds of millions of urban dwellers in low- and middle-income nations lack this protection and often live
on floodplains or slopes at risk of landslides. In the last decade, there has been a much greater appreciation of
the importance of community organization for these people in reducing the risks of disasters and in post-disaster responses. Community organizations can be effective in their own right, but can also enhance the effectiveness of local government action when they work together; and external funding is only as effective as the
local institutions through which it is channelled. This Brief shows how support for community organizations,
including those formed by disaster survivors, can achieve far more effective post-disaster responses and, in the
longer term, more effective responses to disaster risk reduction and climate change adaptation.

I. RESPONDING TO DISASTERS
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When disasters happen, the speed and effectiveness of response depends heavily on local organizations that can respond to the needs of those most vulnerable and affected. The impact of most disasters is concentrated in particular locations where lives and livelihoods are lost, houses and
infrastructure damaged or destroyed, and health and education compromised.(1) It is also at the local
level that much of the risk from storms, heavy rainfall and other triggers for disasters can be reduced.
Much of the responsibility for disaster risk reduction falls to local governments; much of the death
and destruction from disasters results from their failure to act on this responsibility. Pre-disaster planning, awareness and readiness within local government and civil society organizations are critical.
Most disasters can be anticipated. In this way, community action and partnerships with local government are central not just to minimizing disaster risk but also in responding and to shaping recovery
in ways that build on local knowledge and strengthen local livelihoods and quality of life.
Many case studies show the importance of community action for disaster risk reduction, for postdisaster rebuilding and for climate change adaptation. For instance, disaster-affected communities
can rebuild their homes and livelihoods far more cheaply and effectively than external agencies.(2)
After the devastating 2004 tsunami that struck the coast of Thailand, Bang Muang camp was set up
to provide shelter for 850 families who had lost their homes. The camp was managed by the survivors.
They set up working groups to address their different needs – housing (mapping where they used to
live to help plan rebuilding efforts), livelihoods, welfare, children’s activities, food supplies and
cooking, camp hygiene, water supply and medical care. Tents were organized in groups of 10 within
three zones, each with a representative, and every evening, meetings were held that anyone could
attend. This system not only ensured that the camp ran efficiently but also helped prepare the
survivors for the longer-term tasks of negotiating with the state and external agencies to obtain secure
land and also for rebuilding and livelihoods. In May 2008, the coastal tidal surge caused by Cyclone
Nargis killed more than 100,000 people in Myanmar and left hundreds of thousands of families homeless.(3) The funding available did not appear sufficient to re-house everyone. But local communities
working together showed that they could build better houses for one-seventh of the cost external
agencies were paying, strengthening themselves in the process. In a group of 18 villages whose houses
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had been damaged by the cyclone, the settlement committees worked together to examine the scale
of housing need and to prioritize the most urgent cases and agree who would get what kind of
support. All construction work was undertaken by residents, who bought materials and built collectively, keeping costs so low that they were able to repair or rebuild all the homes.
But is this focus on community organization appropriate for urban contexts? And what are the
limits? Community organizations cannot design and build the citywide infrastructure that is so important for resilience to storms and heavy rainfall. Working with community organizations on risk
mapping and raising awareness can lead to small works that community groups can undertake −
building small bridges across drainage canals, making schools safer, increasing community knowledge of evacuation procedures. But it does not put in place the large-scale infrastructure that reduces
risk – such as drains and road and bridge networks that can cope with sudden, much increased
volumes of water.(4) The devastating floods in the town of Kurnool in India in 2009 illustrate the need
for far better regional water management and a local government that is far better prepared to manage
floods and evacuate people.(5) Most of the urban dwellers most at risk from disasters (and climate
change impacts) are low-income groups living in informally built settlements. Community action can
do little if these settlements are on flood plains or steep slopes at risk from landslides, and local governments are unwilling or unable to ensure the provision of infrastructure and services needed to reduce
risk. Community action and organization cannot ensure good management of land use for expanding cities so that new developments avoid dangerous sites and are served with infrastructure. Community action cannot put in place the building codes and standards that help ensure buildings can
withstand extreme weather or, where needed, earthquakes. Nor can it bring in expert help and large
funding from outside in the aftermath of a disaster. Is community action really only about working
with community organizations in (mostly informal) settlements at risk, to evacuate residents to safer
places when a storm approaches or heavy rainfall is expected?
In cities in high-income nations, inhabitants of residential neighbourhoods do not need to join
together in organizations to address disaster risks or demand from government the infrastructure and
services needed for disaster risk reduction. Here, city structures and infrastructure are mostly resilient
to extreme weather and all but the most extreme earthquakes. There is universal provision of the
necessary infrastructure – piped water supplies and provision for sanitation within everyone’s home,
drainage, electricity, telephones and all-weather roads and paths. There are local institutions to ensure
that these are provided and that buildings and enterprises meet health and safety standards that take
into account extreme weather or other hazard events. Urban populations take for granted that such
institutions, infrastructure, services and regulations will protect them, and they expect that these will
be adjusted to cope with climate change. Their effectiveness is not easily measured because you cannot
measure what does not happen. But these provisions prevent disasters. In most instances of unusually heavy rainfall or unusually high winds, there are no fatalities.
Many of the measures that reduce disaster risks in these cities were established to meet everyday
needs, not to prevent disasters. But sewer and drainage systems that serve daily requirements can
also be made to cope with storms. Good quality health care services and emergency services (including fire services, police and ambulances) that meet everyday needs also form a critical component of
disaster risk reduction and rapid, effective post-disaster response. One gets a sense of their effectiveness by looking at the decline in disaster-related deaths and injuries over time in cities in high-income
nations; also by comparing disaster-related deaths and injuries in cities in high-income nations with
those in low- or middle-income nations with comparable levels of exposure to extreme weather.(6)
The monetary cost of having government (or government-funded) institutions take all of these
measures is routinely funded through charges and taxation. And where private companies or nonprofit institutions provide some of the key services, the framework for provision and quality control
is supplied by local government or local offices of provincial or national government.
There are still lapses in high-income nations – important lapses that mean catastrophic disasters
such as the impact of Hurricane Katrina on New Orleans, the impact of the heat wave in Europe in
2003 and the impact of the tsunami in Japan in 2011. And although the risk of death from extreme
weather has decreased substantially in high-income nations and is much lower than in other nations,(7)
there are still examples each year of disasters in some locations. Often, these were caused by extreme
weather with unusual or even unprecedented intensity (see, for instance, the devastation caused by
extreme weather events in the USA throughout 2011(8)). But in many cities in low- and middle-income
nations, events that would be counted as major disasters in high-income nations are regular occurrences; in some cities, they occur every year. But most of these are not recorded in international disaster statistics. They may also get little attention nationally or even locally, as the deaths and most of
the damage occur in “informal settlements”.
No families in urban areas in high-income nations, however poor, expect to live in homes made of
temporary materials, built on land that they occupy illegally; or to have to walk several hundred yards
to collect water from a communal standpipe shared with hundreds of others; or to have no toilet in
their home, no drainage system and no service to collect household wastes. Of course, there are still
2

Environment&Urbanization Brief

particular groups, settlements or buildings in high-income nations that are not adequately protected,
but they represent a small proportion of the urban population. In many cities in low- and middleincome nations, by contrast, these families make up 30–60 per cent of the population.
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II. WILL COMMUNITY ACTION DETRACT FROM GETTING
GOVERNMENTS TO TAKE ACTION?
There is a very large and growing urban population in low- and middle-income nations where disaster risk reduction is beyond the capacity of local governments,(9) thus individual, household and
community action in this regard becomes more important. One common criticism of a focus on
community action is that it may divert attention away from the changes needed within government.
But getting governments to fulfil their roles and responsibilities requires community organization and
action. This does not replace local government action nor absolve local government of its responsibilities – but it draws attention to the priorities of at-risk communities and demonstrates more effective ways to act. One good example of this is the responses developed by the Homeless People’s
Federation of the Philippines, working with its support NGO the Philippine Action for Communityled Shelter Initiatives, following six major disasters. These responses included community-rooted data
gathering (assessing the severity and scope of destruction and victims’ immediate needs); trust and
contact building; support for savings; the registering of community organizations; and the identification of needed interventions, including building materials loans for house repairs.(10) Here, as in the
work of other national federations of shack of slum dwellers,(11) the community initiatives were
intended to show local government the capacities of their member community organizations in addition to carrying out urgently needed tasks. In Iloilo, the local government recognized the urban poor
and their support organizations as partners in the city’s development. Because of resource sharing, the
scale of what could be done in the delivery of housing, upgrading, post-disaster assistance and other
services was much greater. Technical support from local universities and colleges could also be drawn
in. But partnerships such as these need partners who want to work together and who see the utility
of doing so. This goes beyond contracting community organizations to undertake certain tasks; rather,
local government recognizes and supports the capacity of these organizations to influence priorities
and approaches. By contrast, after the 1999 earthquakes in Turkey, the government sought to control
all responses and did not see the utility of working with community organizations. Government agencies did not recognize the needs and rights of tenants who lost homes in the earthquakes. Women’s
groups also had trouble getting their perspectives validated by local governments.(12) Effective disaster risk reduction is not possible if local governments do not recognize the perspectives, needs and
rights of those most impacted or those most at risk.(13)
Manizales in Colombia provides an example of a city that has integrated disaster risk reduction
into its development plans and environmental management.(14) The city government has also established an insurance programme for buildings that provides coverage for low-income households. But
this is a city government that has long worked with community organizations and other civil society
groups in addressing environmental and development issues.(15) Other city examples show deficiencies in this regard. For instance, in the city of Santa Fe in Argentina, the inadequacies in local government responses to flooding show the importance of effective disaster preparedness provision for each
neighbourhood, and of civil society groups’ ability to influence local government responses for relief,
rebuilding and for measures to reduce risk from future floods.(16)

III. MAPPING RISKS AND VULNERABILITIES
One important contribution of community action is helping to provide the detailed, locally rooted
information base that government action requires in each neighbourhood of a city and its surrounds
and that it so rarely has. Indeed, there may be very little official information about risks and vulnerabilities in informal settlements, even as these have a large proportion of the housing stock and concentrate much of the disaster risk. There is also the problem in many nations of no recent census – or of
census data that are not made available to local authorities in a form that allows its use for risk
mapping in each neighbourhood. It is difficult for city governments to fill this data gap, as attempts
to gather information will usually be viewed with suspicion or even hostility by the inhabitants of
informal settlements. If a government has failed to provide them with infrastructure and services and
declared them illegal, often threatening them with eviction, why would the data gatherers be trusted?
And in any case, how can data gatherers from outside a settlement know whether the data they collect
are correct, especially if they are to be used for determining households’ eligibility for upgrading or
re-housing after a disaster?
A well-developed alternative approach has been tried and tested in many cities, and this is to
involve the inhabitants of the informal settlements and their organizations in this data gathering and
analysis.(17) In the Philippines, the Homeless People’s Federation and its support NGO PACSII are
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identifying and profiling at-risk communities in 12 cities and 10 municipalities. Federation members
and leaders focus on informal settlements located under bridges, near cliffs and other landslide-prone
areas, on coastal shorelines and river banks, in public cemeteries, near open dumpsites and in floodprone locations.(18) Participatory studies in the cities of Mombasa and Esteli demonstrated the vulnerability of low-income groups and what they see as the most serious hazards. They also identified ways
of adapting household and community assets to limit damage from disasters and help build longterm resilience. Community discussions also identified the institutions that support this and those
that do not.(19) Risk mapping in Santo Domingo, Georgetown, Port-au-Prince and Cap Haitien engaged
citizens in at-risk areas to work with project team members, but it proved difficult to get the necessary
balance between accuracy and awareness raising and community building. In Guyana, a lack of technical capacity led to maps having limited practical use; many simply showed road networks with an
arbitrary line to indicate that flooding was a greater hazard further inland. By contrast, risk mapping
in Cap Haitien used Geographic Information System maps, which local government was more ready
to accept, but these were only accessible through a small number of computers and proved short-lived
as computers broke down. In Santo Domingo, technical mapping was undertaken in parallel with
community mapping, and both types of data combined. This worked well, as it gave a visible face to
the project and helped consolidate the leadership group while providing full information.(20)

IV. SHOULDN’T GOVERNMENTS TAKE THE LEAD ROLE IN POSTDISASTER RECONSTRUCTION?
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Central government institutions often see it as their role to organize post-disaster response and determine whose needs should be addressed. In the aftermath of a disaster, these tasks are seen as technical issues, and it is not uncommon for central government agencies to take them over from local
governments.(21) In Turkey, after the 1999 earthquakes, massive regeneration was planned and undertaken by government (mostly central government), with little or no involvement of those affected.
Here, as in many other nations, government took on more than it could do effectively. Many community-based and civil society-supported initiatives for disaster recovery developed, but mostly as reactions to gaps in the state’s top-down approaches to recovery. Many groups tried to cooperate with the
state system, but the scale, scope and success of their efforts were stifled by a lack of government
support. Key issues raised by civil society groups included not only the exclusion of many of those
affected but also the need for government agencies to be open and honest about the disaster recovery
activities and development they were planning and implementing.(22)
Disaster risk reduction in urban areas has been most successful where local governments have the
knowledge and capacities to act and where they are accountable to those most at risk, thus ensuring
that disaster risk reduction serves them. The key role of national governments here is to provide the
legislative framework, funding and support for local capacities and institutions capable of responding to disaster risk (and the links these have with provision for everyday needs). It is local governments that need to bring coherence to agendas that, historically, have been tackled in isolation –
development, disaster risk reduction, post-disaster response and now climate change adaptation.
Much of the innovation in this strengthening of local government has taken place in Latin America,
which is also where the concept of disaster risk reduction (i.e. understanding and removing the structural causes of disaster risk) was first developed and applied by city governments.(23) In many nations,
disaster risk reduction in cities has been strengthened by decentralization reforms that increased the
power and financial capacity of city governments and also by new legislation and support structures
for local organizations. Several Latin American countries have new or amended legislation to support
disaster risk reduction − for instance in Colombia, where a new national law on this is supported by
a National System for Prevention and Response to Disasters.(24) The National System for Disaster
Prevention, Mitigation and Response,(25) developed in Nicaragua, shares some of the approaches in
Colombia. However, there is a worry that local governments will be allocated responsibilities for
which they lack the capacities and resources.(26) No government gets recognition for the disasters its
programmes have prevented – and so risk reduction investments are not seen as priorities and have
to compete for scarce resources with what can be judged to be more pressing needs. This is only overcome where, as in Manizales, disaster risk reduction is seen as part of local development, and where
collective interests overcome individual and party political interests.
In Chittagong, Bangladesh’s second largest city, there is little connection between the formal institutional structure for disaster preparedness and the groups most at risk from extreme weather disasters. Meanwhile, local government lacks the capacity to act. The national government may be taking
climate change adaptation seriously, but focusing on urban adaptation or strengthening urban government capacity to reduce the vulnerability of low-income groups is not one of its policy priorities.(27)
It is not only in Bangladesh that discussions of disaster risk reduction and climate change adaptation fail to address urban issues – or the role of urban contexts and urban governance systems in
greatly increasing or decreasing disaster risk.(28) Most such discussions also pay little attention to local
4
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governments – including their roles and responsibilities and their relations with the inhabitants and
civil society organizations within their jurisdictions. Discussions of “good governance” focus on the
national level, when it is local governance failures that account for so much disaster risk and vulnerability to climate change.

V. DOESN’T DISASTER RESPONSE OR DISASTER RISK REDUCTION
REQUIRE FOREIGN EXPERTISE AND FUNDING?
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The needs and priorities of disaster survivors often get trampled as international aid is mobilized and
international agencies rush to disaster sites. International agencies have budgets that they need to
spend and what gets implemented is a list of (often ill-coordinated) projects approved by external
funders. As with development, the effectiveness of international funding is dependent on the quality
and orientation of the intermediary (mostly local) institutions through which external funding is channelled. A description of disaster response in Banda Aceh after the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami referred
to the “second tsunami” that hit communities there – the rushing in of international agencies, each
with its own budgets and priorities – and the difficulty for survivors to influence the process and to
get support for their priorities.(29) Post-disaster response can be a positive opportunity for change if
there is a clear understanding that survivors are not victims but agents for change – as demonstrated
in the examples from Thailand and Myanmar mentioned earlier.

VI. FLEXIBLE FINANCE FOR “BUILDING BACK BETTER”
Immediately after a disaster, funding needs to support collective capacity and enhance the knowledge and resources of survivors.(30) A fund that survivors manage collectively can give them a measure
of independence and be flexible enough to allow survivors to collectively work out their particular
development needs. The allocation and use of funds cannot be too strictly controlled or dependent on
too many procedures for approval. The fund’s management must also avoid rewarding community
leaders who have more power. Having separate fund accounts for different functions allows them to
be managed by different sets of people, balancing out power within the community and improving
the transparency of contributions to the fund. Ideally, everyone should have a say in how the funds
should be used.
There is also the obvious importance of building a collective spirit from the start, so that communities see each other as allies and partners and not as competitors for external funding. The fund can
encourage people to discuss their needs with each other and can strengthen the community decisionmaking processes, which then become a new way of doing things. When survivors are organized, this
may help them avoid inappropriate responses – including eviction. All the above implies less focus
on what governments should do and more focus on what governments should allow and support
communities to do.

VII. SOME RULES OF THUMB FOR POST-DISASTER RESPONSE
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• Focus on the local. Use local materials, draw on local skills and use local masons;(31) decentralize
funding to the lowest rung of government; avoid unnecessary restrictions (for example, funding
being available only to people with bank accounts).
• Avoid problems brought by out-sourcing. Many national governments and international agencies
set reconstruction priorities and hire local companies to build or rebuild housing and infrastructure
without local consultation. These companies feel no need to discuss what they do with those who
have been affected. Success is judged by how many houses are built. Often, what is built is unnecessarily expensive, of poor quality and in the wrong place. There is little consideration of how to
support local communities in planning and rebuilding.
• Work instead with communities, using their ability to organize, to negotiate, to act. Community
organizations often need to recapture some of the roles taken on by NGOs. They can also help stand
up to corrupt officials who want payments and agencies who want to control them. “Building back
better”(32) usually requires changes in these power structures, which are usually not challenged by
relief efforts. Organized communities can also push politicians into seeing the advantages of investing in risk reduction for low-income communities as part of everyday development initiatives.
• Avoid post-disaster disasters such as eviction. Following a disaster, eviction is almost always an issue
as survivors are not allowed to return to their settlements to rebuild. Governments often want to reallocate these sites to more profitable ventures, and local developers can be quick to use the post-disaster chaos to grab land or lobby government to get it. Communities need to be organized and often
need to network and support each other in order to prevent this from happening. Low-income groups
are always vulnerable and they will not get the support of the system unless they are organized. Predisaster eviction in the name of risk reduction is similarly open to distortion by vested interests.
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• External support can divide communities. Targeting relief at individuals (rather than communities) often causes competition between survivors, who take whatever they can without questioning
its utility. When professionals and agencies try to do everything themselves, it can also encourage
passivity among survivors. Where survivors are relocated into already settled areas it is also important to provide host and relocated communities with access to support to prevent local tensions.
• Let affected people group together and develop their ways of working. This includes choosing how
to use money (and the criteria by which it is allocated) and how to help and support the poorest
collectively. This means having funds in collective control but with transparent use and management;
let the collective assess how to rebuild. Later, collective funds can develop into revolving funds.
• Shift the focus from supply to demand. External funding comes to a disaster site too slowly, with
too many procedures, too many steps for approval, too many organizations involved. Big money
gets stuck and does not reach those in need with what they need. Multiple bureaucracies, government ministries and agencies compete to control funding flows. Governments often rush through
new regulations that hinder responses – even making the reconstruction of settlements illegal.(33)
There is little recognition of what the relief agencies cannot do. Or cannot do well.
• Building back better includes building better relations with government agencies. Supporting
communities and helping fund their initiatives can also do much to build people’s and communities’ relationships with local government. Where this happens, the scale and scope of what can be
achieved increases greatly.
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