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INTRODUCTION
Vulnerability has been associated with poverty, powerlessness, weakness, limited
capacity and lack of resources. As such, people who are considered poor, weak,
incapable and with little resources are labelled as vulnerable. They then become
the objects of planning by the various stakeholders in poverty reduction and
development. We are living and working at a time when there is a significant level
of interest in vulnerability reduction. Governments, non-governmental
organizations (NGOs), private agencies, universities, donors and banks are
increasingly devoting attention and activities, and, in some cases, announcing
major commitments to vulnerability reduction.

Despite the interests and initiatives on vulnerability reduction, the
vulnerabilities of people continue to increase in many developing countries.
Among the factors that have contributed to the rise of vulnerability are the rapid
spread of urban settlements into high-risk areas; the use of inappropriate
technologies; the lack of enforcement of building codes; the architectural and
construction designs that pay little attention to disaster risks; the lack of
vulnerability analysis; and the usual non-consideration of the views and
perceptions of the vulnerable groups. Strategies that link scientific and technical
research to management and decision-making are missing in state/national
development plans.

There is an increasing incidence of hazards accompanied by a corresponding
increase in the number of people affected (CRED, 2001a). Extreme natural
phenomena and conflicts are integral components of the physical, socio-
economic and political environment. When combined with the vulnerability of
groups and locations, these forces result in damage and destruction. The
magnitude of damage caused by this combination is, to a large extent, a result of
the decisions made, activities undertaken or not undertaken, and technologies



applied in the course of a society’s development. In most cases, the extent of
destruction produced by an extreme event is preventable. Had the vulnerable
physical and social conditions in Gujarat (India), Izmit (Turkey) and Baguio (the
Philippines) been addressed long before these hazards, then the massive
destruction could have been significantly lessened.1

This chapter will discuss experiences of people in their local communities
who, because of their exposure to certain hazards and limited resources to cope
with hazards, have many vulnerabilities. Their experiences proved that they were
primarily the ones who had to address their vulnerabilities and had to help each
other in building their capacities.

POVERTY ALLEVIATION/VULNERABILITY
REDUCTION IN RETROSPECT

During the past, the focus of development initiatives was more on poverty
eradication than on vulnerability reduction. Development assistance to poor
countries had always looked at poverty as a challenge to economic prosperity and
treated disasters as mere abnormal occurrences that disrupt economic growth.
Hazards were understood as temporary interruptions of the linear development
process. Disasters were considered as one-off events and responded to by
governments and relief organizations without due consideration of the causes,
and without taking into account the social and economic implications. Thus,
disastrous situations were faced with emergency actions and immediate social
welfare assistance, followed by rehabilitation and reconstruction. After these
activities, it was believed that poverty alleviation or development work would
resume immediately.

Since it is now understood that vulnerability and poverty are social conditions
that mutually reinforce each other, it is worth briefly tracing the course of action
taken to reduce poverty. This correlation assumes that the alleviation of poverty
would result in a significant reduction of vulnerability. Have these development
strategies really alleviated poverty? Has there been a consequent vulnerability
reduction?

For almost all of the latter half of the 20th century, development efforts
have been guided by an economic paradigm that, in simple words, attributed the
problem of countries’ poverty to a ‘lack or shortage of capital’ combined with
abundant labour. In order to change the situation, this view advised that capital
should be transferred to these countries in the forms of loans and aid. Financial
capital was transferred from richer to poorer countries, where it was
transformed into physical capital, largely in the form of public infrastructure
(Duncan, 2001).

Modifications to this economic theory occurred along the way and included
the need for health and education programmes to ‘upgrade’ labour during the
1960s; the need for policy changes to foster and sustain ‘import substitution
strategies’ among borrowing countries during the 1970s; and the ‘endogenous’
growth models that focused upon technological changes as economic engines to
ensure sustained progress, allied to a view that research and development is the
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external factor required to aid economic development during the 1980s and early
1990s (Duncan, 2001).

Transfer of capital in the form of aid and loans did not work, as both
borrowers and lenders acted irresponsibly. Money borrowed was used to purchase
oil and weapons, to construct environmentally destructive projects such as dams
and nuclear power plants and to import foreign goods. As a result, more people
became poorer and poorer in most of these indebted countries. Poor countries
were unable to repay their foreign debts and these debts and interest continued to
grow during the early 1980s. In attempts to make the main development theory
work, new policies were imposed by the lending institutions on indebted countries.
These impositions are incorporated within the structural adjustment programmes
(SAPs) which involve austerity measures (Bruin, 1996).

As a condition for further development assistance, recipient countries must
generate foreign exchange so that they can repay their debts. International
development agencies and individual country donors that encouraged economic
reforms in developing countries channelled development assistance in this manner
and direction. Meanwhile, recipient countries of aid had difficulty in meeting
other conditions imposed by the lending institutions. Instead of improving their
socio-economic conditions, these countries have actually either stagnated or
deteriorated. For example, in 1998 the World Bank estimated that even if a 6 per
cent growth rate in the Philippines was maintained, massive poverty would remain
(World Bank, 1998).

Reforms that were necessary to affect the poverty situation have not been
actualized. In fact, in 1994 the United Nations (UN) secretary general, in his report
to the Commission on Human Rights, pointed out that recent findings reveal that
present actions by development agencies are not effective because the measures
undertaken have failed and the structural adjustment programmes are based on
flawed development models (UNHCR, 1994). The Development Assistance
Committee of the Organisation of Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD) concluded, after reviewing the projects funded by international agencies
and bilateral donor agencies, that ‘there is very little evidence that the projects
have been particularly helpful, or effective, in reducing poverty’ (DAC, 2000, p45).
In this case, development assistance has, by and large, been unable to significantly
affect poverty. The developing countries are still below the poverty line and their
people remain mostly poor.

Cuny (1983) states: ‘It is the poor who suffer most in disasters…they are
vulnerable in the most complete sense because they are poor’. Therefore, with
poverty still very much on the horizon, vulnerability to hazards seems to be the
lot of most of the billions of the poor.

CONTEMPORARY THINKING ON VULNERABILITY

While poverty is identified as a major factor of increasing vulnerability to hazards,
and the poor are more exposed, it is an oversimplification to deduce that poverty
and vulnerability are one and the same. However, the correlation is very evident.
For example, a poor family who does not have sufficient income cannot afford to
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buy land in a safer place or even improve its dwelling. Thus, when a major cyclone
hits the poor family’s area, there is a high probability that their house will be
damaged, which will make its members poorer. Poverty will therefore always be a
problem. Poor people’s economic standing limits their ability to mitigate the
debilitating consequences of hazards (Watts, 1983).

Poor people, having no adequate resources and opportunities for earning a
reasonable income, have many vulnerabilities to hazards. But the impact of
hazards on vulnerable people is a factor in producing more poor people: poverty
and vulnerability can be considered as two sides of the same coin. Therefore,
addressing vulnerability also necessitates addressing poverty.

Traditionally, vulnerability to hazards has been viewed as more of a physical
threat. As such, there was a dependence upon technological fixes to face disasters.
Attempts to control floods have been in the form of the construction of dams,
reservoirs, levees, embankments, and flood-protection structures. However, there
are other views that perceive vulnerability as more than being restricted to merely
the physical or material dimension. Anderson and Woodrow (1989) introduced
the vulnerability capacity analysis framework. In this framework, vulnerabilities
are identified in the social/organizational and the motivational/attitudinal realms
as well as in the physical. This describes not only the visible aspects of
vulnerabilities in societies, such as poor location, low income and lack of
resources, but also other aspects, such as community organization, social relations,
attitudes and motivations. In a different perspective, this framework looks at how
to reduce vulnerability by increasing the capacity of the community in physical,
organizational and attitudinal realms (Anderson and Woodrow, 1989).

Vulnerability, like disaster, has been defined in varied but not in contradictory
ways. The Asian Disaster Preparedness Centre (ADPC) defines vulnerability as ‘a
condition which limits or reduces people’s ability to mitigate, prepare for,
withstand, respond to or cope with a hazard’ (ADPC, 1999). It is weakness in the
face of strong forces; it is susceptibility to danger. Periperi, a southern African
NGO, defines vulnerability as a ‘set of prevailing or consequential conditions
composed of physical, socio-economic and/or political factors that adversely
affect ability to respond to events. It can be physical, social or attitudinal’
(Holloway, 1999). Piers Blaikie et al (1994) offer a working definition that states
that vulnerability is:

…the characteristics of a person or group in terms of their capacity to anticipate,
cope with, resist and recover from the impact of a natural hazard. It involves a
combination of factors that determine the degree to which someone’s life and
livelihood is put at risk by a discrete and identifiable event in nature or in society.

The vulnerability of people refers to a certain level of exposure to hazard that
derives from the social and economic condition of the individual, family or
community concerned. High levels of vulnerability to a hazard indicate that the
impact of this hazard would also be high.

Vulnerabilities to hazards are not static but dynamic situations. Blaikie et al
(1994) describe the progression of vulnerability from the invisible root problems
to the visible unsafe condition. This progression may be understood through a
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chain of explanations that begins with the root causes of the current unsafe
conditions. The emphasis is on unsafe or vulnerable conditions that do not
happen overnight. Instead they can be traced back to the underlying causes and
linked with the socio-economic political processes and people’s limited access to
power, structure and resources (Blaikie et al, 1994).

Other factors contributing to vulnerability include political instability,
insecurity and high levels of stress. Political instability is a major factor leading to
the increased vulnerability of large populations. It can lead to sudden changes of
vulnerability in any sector of society and, in the case of civil war, make large
sections of a population suddenly vulnerable. The Solomon Islands group in the
Pacific has had a long history of people mixing from the different islands; but
they still maintain their identity. Two islands, Guadalcanal and Malaita, comprise
the majority of the population. Now that the population has rapidly increased,
rapid urban growth has not been handled properly, educational facilities are
lacking, there has been inequitable development, and the population from
Guadalcanal resents the influx of many people from the other principal island,
Malaita. Hence, political and economic factors lead to conflict between the two
main groups. The majority population group wants to dominate senior civil service
positions, so that many of those from other islands, even technically well-qualified
people, are thrown out of work without future prospects and become vulnerable
(Solomon Islands Government, 2000).

Vulnerability can also be associated with general insecurity. Insecurity raises
the stress level in a population and renders individuals more vulnerable to hazards.
The increased stress can derive from a wide variety of related factors. It is
sometimes partly attributable to intense and emotional media coverage of events,
as the media exploits disasters, whether natural or human-induced, by luridly
depicting the suffering of individuals who may not be representative of the
affected community as a whole. This attracts people to media reportage; but, as
they observe close-up pictures in print and on television that highlight human
suffering, both physical and mental, this heightens their feelings of fear, insecurity
and vulnerability.

A multiplicity of factors are leading to greater civil instability in many
countries today all over the world. On one hand, climatic conditions seem to be
becoming more extreme; on the other hand, arms are becoming all too available
as many nations support their economies by manufacturing arms and selling
them to any bidder. It has been estimated that 86 per cent of the world’s arms
are being manufactured by the five permanent members of the UN Security
Council, whose task is to preserve peace. For instance, in a recent assessment of
landmines found in South Sudan by a UN mine assessment team, there were
landmines from Belgium, China, the former Czechoslovakia, Egypt, Iran, Israel,
Italy, the former Soviet Union and the US (Human Rights Watch, 1998, p20).
Ethnic tensions, religious differences, political ineffectiveness, economic
pressures, population and factional strife all contribute to greater insecurity,
stress, and less ability to cope with hazards and, hence, to increased vulnerability.
These stresses, when combined with the free availability of weapons, are far more
likely today to rapidly deteriorate into crime, bloodshed, social disruption and
overt armed conflict, leading to inevitable social and material disruption and loss.
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When assessing a population’s vulnerability, the perceived stress of these factors
must be taken into account.

Take, as an example, Zimbabwe in Africa. For political reasons, President
Mugabe faces waning popularity and considers that race and the distribution of
land may be used as tools to restore his image among the voting public. After 40
years of independence, landless people are encouraged to take property from the
descendants of former immigrants who have farmed it successfully for the
economic benefit of the country (and their own) for many generations, and to
redistribute its use by resettling the national poor on it. Some of the supreme
court judges are also from former immigrant stock from several continents, and
are now threatened with violence by the same political leaders for making legal
decisions that declare these political actions illegal and unconstitutional. Suddenly
the rich and influential become vulnerable. Farms are taken without recompense,
homes are attacked and people are killed. Even though the political violence has
led to many more of their workers being killed than the landowners or judges,
vulnerability is now widespread and is associated with high stress levels.

Increasingly, views on disaster are also changing from ‘disaster as natural’ to
‘disaster as a question of vulnerability’. Disasters could be reduced if the socio-
economic condition of the people is improved, if the environment is protected
and preserved, and if preventive measures are undertaken. Hazards are now seen
to be different from disasters, as hazards become disasters only when they strike
vulnerable people who are at risk.

While discussions on poverty, disasters and vulnerability have developed a
more progressive understanding, addressing these issues in a complete sense that
will really alleviate poverty, prevent disasters and reduce vulnerability has not been
successful. To accept that every community has capabilities for self-protection
and for group action is to approach the problem of vulnerability with more
effective and permanent solutions. Recognizing these capabilities means believing
that people can do more than cope or adjust to crisis situations.

VULNERABLE PEOPLE’S VIEWS ON THEIR VULNERABILITY

Vulnerability has traditionally been discussed and defined by non-vulnerable
people with an interest to help reduce the vulnerability conditions. Definitions are
most often constructed by well-educated Western men and women who strongly
believe in the merits of scientific, expert knowledge rather than the local
knowledge system. They prefer to be entrenched in their own profound ways of
knowing and understanding. As discussed above, people’s vulnerabilities are
determined by social, political and economic structures and relations within a
given society. However, ‘from the point of view of local vulnerable people,
vulnerability is a difficult term to grasp. Instead, they use the term “weakness”,
“problems” and “constraints”’ (Heijmans and Victoria, 2001).

In a detailed study on vulnerability in South Sudan, it was found that local
people considered vulnerability to be ‘weakness’, and those whom they considered
to be vulnerable or weak in their community, they divided into two categories –
those who were weak through their own actions and those who were weak through
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no fault of their own. Hence, in their context, vulnerability may be caused by war;
flood or failure of the rains; hunger; disease; pests; or insecurity; or it may be due
to loss of close family members; the death or sickness of the mother or father;
lack of daughters to bring bride wealth into the family; laziness in making
preparation for hazards; and a multitude of other factors that reduce traditional
reserves needed for times of stress or uncertainty. Clearly, these factors of
vulnerability are very individual, although major events affect the whole
population. It is the sum total of these individual vulnerable situations that defines
the vulnerability of the whole (Harragin and Chol, 1998).

Mistakes have been made by aid agencies that have not assessed the
multiplicity of contributing factors to an emergency, or the local culture and
concept of vulnerability and coping, and have tried to simplify or generalize
vulnerability from an external stance. For instance, if a population is suffering
from lack of food, and a needs assessment is to be made for food
supplementation, how should it be done? In the experience of one of the authors,
a small team is usually sent out to assess how many needy families are to be found
in an area to which food can be delivered. This team seldom travels widely; rather,
it sends out a call and expects people, particularly local leaders, to come to tell
them the situation. Not understanding the local culture, how such delegates are
chosen and how food is shared in that culture, an assessment is made of how big
the average family is, how many families there might be in the designated
population who require support, and the magnitude of the needed
supplementation from these selected interviewees. The food is then ordered and
distributed according to the assessment findings.

In an example witnessed in Eastern Upper Nile in South Sudan at the end of
2000, the arrival of several thousand internally displaced people (IDPs) had put
pressure on local food resources to cope. Such a general appraisal was made, and
the message was soon carried that food would be available at a certain site. Large
numbers of people began to converge from a wide area beyond that surveyed.
They rejoiced when the food was dropped from the aircraft and when the
distribution began several days later. Everything went well to start with as people
thought that food would be available for all, which would be distributed in the
normal way among their families. Then the assembled people began to realize that
it was being distributed according to a pre-set plan that would leave many people
excluded. When they saw that if they waited, many were not going to receive any
food, they pulled out their guns and distributed the food according to their own
plan. Thankfully, no shots were fired.

The food agency personnel fled and called for immediate evacuation, saying
that the local people had turned their guns on them. That location was then taken
off the list for food assistance for several months until everyone, including higher
officials far away in Nairobi, where the aid for Southern Sudan is coordinated, had
apologized for what happened and promised that it would never be repeated.
Meanwhile, the hunger situation there deteriorated drastically and people began to
die. But whose fault was it that there was a potential threat of violence? A lack of
understanding of the local culture and of their view of vulnerability and coping
mechanisms had led to what happened but the local people were then blamed and
punished for it.
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A key factor within a community in determing its perception of vulnerability
is the stress level in individuals who comprise the population. Stress derives from
the way in which a person perceives the situation, in all its complexity, and how he
or she reacts to that perception. In psycho-social terms, it is primarily concerned
with a person’s perception of their ability to survive the future. If people feel
uncertain of being able to survive, they feel a heightened internal stress that makes
them less able to prepare for, to mitigate against, and to survive hazards when
confronted by them. Others may reflect on all the support mechanisms
surrounding them and may feel more confident of the future, having a lower
stress level. Still others may be acutely aware of the precariousness of their
situation and the uncertainty of being able to cope with the future; feeling highly
stressed, they may worry over what will happen next.

A significant influence on the stress level that increases vulnerability is the
social structure of the community and the situation of particular families. If the
family and the community have strong supportive relationships, where they jointly
care for the weaker members of their community, that society tends to be less
vulnerable than other factors might lead one to assume. They can survive much
external stress from hazards if they support each other, share their feelings with
each other and know that they will cope with hazards together. A strong emphasis
on family structure in a culture or a shared and active religious life are strong
cohesive forces for communities. The more fractured a society is, the more
vulnerable are the individuals who compose it (Harragin and Chol, 1998).

Conversely, if people are outcasts from their society, or if they do not have
many close family members nearby for any reason, this increases their stress level
and makes them more vulnerable. As a result, even if the whole population is
subjected to the same hazard such as war, famine, flood and earthquake, the
influence of the immediate family is a significant factor for individuals. Those
families who have lost many members due to death or displacement, an infertile,
sick or dead husband or wife, or an aged parent with no relatives living close by
become vulnerable because they cannot rely on a pool of support to help them.
In some societies, marriages create a network of important supportive bonds,
welding the community together through their interrelationships and laying
obligations on relatives for mutual support. This contributes to a greater ability to
withstand stresses and, hence, lessens vulnerability. If individuals for any reason
do not marry or cannot have children, they may have less of a supportive
framework around them and may become more vulnerable. In these societies, a
large family is beneficial because it can call upon a large pool of people to assist
with coping strategies.

A disaster produces an intense social crisis. There is intense stress as the
affected people adjust to the loss of shelter, food, water, income-generating
activity or the support of family members. These losses, according to the intensity
of the disaster experienced, will test the strength of the society. The way in which
it functions under adversity will largely depend upon its pre-disaster condition.

Closely allied to the stress level is the perception of the security situation.
Outside agencies that initiate interventions, which they deem appropriate from
their external evaluations, may increase stress levels in a population and may
destabilize their perceptions of security. This can lead to greater vulnerability.
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An example of this is compulsorily relocating people to a ‘safe’ place – putting
them into a refugee camp in another area, or relocating them where they are
physically removed from the current danger. Are they less vulnerable in this more
controlled situation? Reactions were observed about the attempt to do this during
the recent flood emergency in Mozambique, where some people had been forced
by rising floodwaters to live in trees and on small pieces of land in rivers. Their
plight was highlighted in some very emotive journalism, particularly the scenes
carried worldwide of a mother giving birth while swaying in a tree surrounded by
floodwaters since there was no safe land below upon which the baby could be
delivered. Then they were taken to ‘safety’ by helicopter.

An appeal went out from government and aid agencies for helicopters to
transfer people to a ‘safe’ place away from the flooded area. When the threatened
people heard that the helicopters were coming to relocate them rather than to give
them food and to minister to their temporary needs until the floods subsided,
they refused to leave (Shukman, 2001). With no history in the new place, with new
hazards to face, with everything new – the food, the accommodation, the
environment, the water supply, the social situation – and with no certain way to
return home, the stress this induces can be immense. Here, they become
vulnerable to other stresses and hazards. Some hazards may have been eliminated;
but individuals face new ones with which they have no experience and to which
they may be vulnerable. They may therefore experience a net loss by relocation.
External forces or conditions that pressure people into doing something that they
do not want to do contribute to stress and vulnerability. This is an important
factor that should be realized by aid workers in the planning and implementation
of all projects to assist the vulnerable.

Another example is the situation of people in the Naxcivan Autonomous
Republic, Azerbaijan, among whom one of the authors worked as director of an
aid project to establish a new primary health care system during 1997 and 1998.
Armed struggle continues between Armenia and Azerbaijan over the contested
territory of Ngorno Karabakh and other areas regarded by Azerbaijan to be its
territory occupied by Armenia. Meanwhile, families continue to live and even
prosper in their traditional, but vulnerable to war, home areas in Naxcivan despite
occasional disruptions. Families were visited living in places within range of enemy
artillery that had fired on them before killing relatives and fellow villagers. When
questioned why they continue to live under such unpredictable security, they
replied that they would not live in any other place. This is their home that they
have known for generations, and they refused to move. They feel less stressed
here than if they relocated and had to face a new set of challenges.

Interaction with vulnerable people by the authors in different parts of Asia
reveals that people consider powerlessness in the face of the powerful as the most
appalling manifestation of vulnerability. For them, it is emotionally and
psychologically draining. When strong and powerful landlords demand a major
share of their harvest, they feel very weak and vulnerable. They say that when
they cannot argue their case in front of a powerful person, even if they know that
they are correct, they feel that they are oppressed and vulnerable. The fact that
they cannot design the course of their future renders them weak and susceptible
to abuse by stronger individuals.2
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Local people believe that they have been manipulated by outside
interventionists, whether these are real benefactors or exploiters. They cannot
identify a single reason for their vulnerability. A combination of interrelated
factors is involved. For example, individuals relate their malnutrition to
landlessness and their limited capacity to earn more income with lack of
education. They live in unacceptable, unsafe dwellings because of a lack of choice
to live in a better place. They are poor because they do not receive all of the fruits
of their labour, as in the case of a farmer who is given only a certain percentage
of his harvest by the landowner.3

In Cambodia, local trainers who are working with poor and vulnerable
communities refer to poverty, marginalization and lack of knowledge about the
hazard as vulnerable conditions. They believe that those who are most vulnerable
are the individuals with no other sources of income or who have no economic
diversity. They have no or little savings at all to be able to stockpile food, buy
medicine or strengthen and improve their houses. The poor people in a
Cambodian village said that they have chronic diseases even before the disasters,
and they have limited options and expectations. They considered themselves
vulnerable because they have no information as to the probable impact of the
coming hazard and they lack adequate support from the government to cope with
it (ADPC Training Report, 2001).

In a char in Bangladesh during a training session conducted by one author, a
poor woman said that ‘she has many bipodepenneta’ (vulnerabilities) because she has
no means to buy even the basic necessities of life; so how can she even think of
preparing for a flood? But she stressed that when floods occur, she knows where
to go and what to do.4 In a village in the Philippines, poor urban men and women
identified their weakness and problems as having no regular income, making them
dependent on ‘five-six’ to send their children to school.5 They also mentioned
that they constantly fear demolition of their shanties. They have been in this
condition since they were born and have learned to adapt and cope. In fact, they
would rather discuss their strengths than their weaknesses, and their capacity and
coping abilities, than their vulnerabilities.6

Sometimes, those factors that lead a community to feel vulnerable are not
what the outside observer would expect. A population in India lives in a
shantytown along both inner sides of a river levee in Delhi where individuals have
found enough room to build their houses, without needing to pay for land, but
where rising flood levels often threaten them and they have to evacuate and
sometimes lose their houses when this happens. A government team went in to
persuade them to move to a less vulnerable location, onto free land provided for
them elsewhere. But when the team went to ask the community to move to what
they regarded as a much less vulnerable and more valuable location, they found
that the population had no desire to move to the safer environment offered. Some
had lived in that place for 28 years. They worked near to where they lived, many
wives were also working, their children were in school, and they lived with their
friends. Their main stresses were not the floods that plagued them, but the fear of
being compulsorily moved away and losing their livelihood since they were
squatters and had come from many backgrounds. Some feared being thrown out
of the country since they were not legal immigrants. As the team investigated,
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they found that it was this fear that made them feel vulnerable, not the fear of
floods.7

VULNERABILITY REDUCTION BY VULNERABLE
PEOPLE THEMSELVES

In past developmental undertakings, the role of the vulnerable people themselves
did not substantially feature when addressing their vulnerable conditions. Their
role was obscured in most discourses because of lack of substantial
documentation regarding their achievements. Studies and analysis of vulnerable
conditions were primarily focused upon describing the vulnerable within society:
estimating how many they were and defining them in terms of location,
occupation, gender, age and health, including access to assets, markets and public
services. Currently, more attention is being given to questions of why they are in
this condition, why they have very limited access to income-earning assets such as
land, credit, education and health, and why they have poor access to markets. How
to reduce vulnerabilities is also a central issue in current discussions.

Powerlessness has been identified as one of the manifestation of a vulnerable
condition. Organizing poor and vulnerable people is a direct counter-measure to
powerlessness. The cornerstone of efforts to reduce vulnerability is self-
organization of the vulnerable at the local or community level. Organizing
themselves is an effective antidote to powerlessness, which is a major source of
vulnerability.

The experiences of community-based organizations (CBOs) in the Philippines
during and after disaster events reveal that they are capable of meeting some of
their immediate needs by applying community resources. They do not totally rely
on government emergency response, as it takes some time before government
services reach devastated areas.8 The different units of the organized communities
undertook the functions of designing local-level early warning, evacuation, public
awareness and mitigation systems, which are usually the domain of government
entities (Delica, 1999).

The organization of vulnerable people to tackle their own vulnerability is a
step in the right direction because this arrangement enables the poor to create
community bonding through which to perform needed services, especially during
emergencies; to exercise and experience social values that are important in
developing an economic enterprise and system; to obtain a social entity that is
effective in enlisting the support of elements from the wider society for
transactions that may require such assistance; and to own a social entity that the
poor can directly influence for other purposes related to vulnerability reduction,
thus minimizing the problem of encountering serious resistance to such changes.
Furthermore, these organizations are able to act as value initiators and sustainers
for the purposes of cooperation, trust and concern for others.

Through networking with other social groups and through forming broad-
based coalitions, the organized poor can have a voice and can influence local
government, holding it accountable for efforts geared towards reducing
susceptibility to hazardous events.
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The experience in community-based vulnerability reduction is also the basis
for successful economic enterprise. Cooperative enterprises have been successful
in some villages in Batangas City, the Philippines. Starting as small self-help groups,
these later combined to form larger area-based institutions. Such larger groups
have been successful in influencing local governments and even the private sector.
A community-based co-operative of farmers in Barangay, Soro-soro, Ibaba, has
been able to improve the living condition of its members from destitute farmhands
to middle-income families.9 The creation of income-earning opportunities and
ownership of assets have inspired the formation of similar co-operatives in other
villages, such as the ones in Barangay Talumpok and Conde Itaas.10

Formerly vulnerable and poverty stricken, these farmers-turned-agrobusiness
entrepreneurs are much less vulnerable. They have the power to decide the
direction of their enterprises. As a well-worn cliché goes, the future is in their
hands. These experiences and lessons show that certain goals, especially short-
term goals, are realizable. This then becomes the foundation for achieving
medium- and long-term goals.

The requirements for a successful community-based organization of
vulnerable people demand strict adherence to certain principles and methods,
among which are participatory approaches and techniques, and an honest and
effective leadership. Participation of the vulnerable is a sine qua non because it is
through such approaches that people’s access to knowledge, skills and technology
increases. The acquisition of these capacities has actually been identified by the
community members as their highest priority.

It is, of course, not simple to make a community-based organization function
without difficulties. There are many challenges and constraints that the organized
groups have to face and solve. First and foremost is the social truth that anything
that will introduce change, such as empowering the vulnerable, will be suspect to
the existing powers in society because such movements could disturb the status
quo. Those who benefit from the status quo will definitely refuse and stifle change
that will bring about the needed and desired results in favour of the poor. This
first problem is already extremely difficult to surmount.

Organized vulnerable groups have then to seek the support of sectors outside
of their (vulnerable) circles, which can be referred to as less vulnerable groups.
They could be within or outside of the vulnerable communities and may have
their own organization, which can be categorized as civil-society organizations.
They play an important role in providing necessary assistance and in extending
essential goods and services. While they cannot directly represent the poor, they
could be effective in policy advocacy or in influencing national programmes in
favour of the vulnerable groups. Thus, it is important to forge partnerships with
these groups. Poor people can rely on this partnership to advance their interests,
especially when national and local governments are unresponsive to their needs.
Civil-society organizations should not take over the legitimate functions of the
state; but it is important to forge alliances for vulnerability reduction strategies.
These alliances will increase the ‘ownership’ of desired reforms. A broad-based
‘ownership’ could make change more acceptable to the existing social structure.
Networks that include both the vulnerable and less vulnerable sectors have been
successful in many endeavours already started.
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For example, in the Philippines there is a successful network among people’s
organizations and local and national NGOs. This is the Citizens’ Disaster Response
Network (CDRN), which was formally established in 1989. Peoples’ organizations
associated with this network are mainly organized by the poor themselves. They
are promoting the organization of grassroots disaster-response mechanisms to
plan and implement community vulnerability and risk-reduction measures. For
example, in Central Luzon, during the Mount Pinatubo period (before, during and
after the eruption in 1991), these mechanisms were responsible for designing
evacuation plans and drills, and for emergency-response training.
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BOX 10.1 PEOPLE’S PARTICIPATION IN SAVING

THE COMMUNITY

The barangay of Talba, in Central Luzon, the Philippines, with a population of 779 families,
or 4674 people, was situated along a river through which lahar* from Mount Pinatubo had
flowed. The possibility of an overflow in the near future was a real danger.

Municipal and barangay authorities were in constant communication through hand-
held radios to monitor the lahar flows from the volcano. The existing Barangay Disaster
Coordinating Council had a chairman and committee heads in the barangay captain and
the councillors, respectively. However, the different committees had no members and the
barangay officials did not know how to operationalize the structure.

A non-governmental organization (NGO) focusing on disaster management was
requested by a health-service NGO working in Talba to assist in the training and setting-up
of a disaster management group in the community. The NGO complied with the request
and established a community-based group, known as Barangay Disaster Response
Organization. The participation of a barangay councilman in this group facilitated the
interface of the Barangay Disaster Coordinating Committee and the people’s organization
by making the members of the latter group members of the committees of the former
group. The Barangay Disaster Response Organization, however, maintained its identity by
holding regular meetings with other organizations and stakeholders in the village.

Among the first activities of the community’s disaster mitigation plan was
sandbagging along the river banks and the construction of an ‘uplifted’ walk path for the
residents, which was also made of sandbags. The sandbags along the banks were
intended to slow down the flooding of the area if a rampaging lahar flow struck the village.

In 1995, a lahar overflow destroyed the village of Talba. As a result, the government
communication system was disrupted and failed to give proper warning to residents. It
was the parallel warning system developed by the community that warned them on time to
vacate the area, thus avoiding any loss of life. Community resources, such as privately
owned small boats, jeeps and a truck, were used to move the village’s population to safety. 

At the evacuation centre, the Barangay Disaster Response Organization members
augmented the national government’s health personnel in the delivery of services to the
survivors of the lahar rampage.

In the new area where the affected families of Talba were finally resettled, the barangay
officials who joined them have been able to secure the services of water, electricity and
health assistance from the resettlement officials. The organized community was easily
mobilized for action by the officials in support of requests made to the resettlement
officials. The people’s organization and the local authorities complemented each other in
acquiring services, ensuring the safety and welfare of the members of the community.

* Lahar is an Indonesian term that refers to volcanic debris and molten lava deposits.
Source: Delica (2001) Citizens’ Participation Towards Safer Communities



In other areas covered by this network, people’s organizations implement food
security and nutrition programmes that include diversification of crops,
propagation of resistant crops, seed banking, land-use management, community
health, functional literacy and collective marketing of products. Immediately after
a hazard strikes, they also undertake some search and rescue work.

During the emergency phase, they organized relief delivery operations in
affected areas and erected temporary shelters for those whose houses were
damaged through bayanihan,11 organized evacuation and managed evacuation
centres. They formed various committees, including health, security, food and
livelihood. In Bicol, immediately after the Mount Mayon eruption, TABI, a local
NGO, helped the affected and pioneered para-psychosocial first aid. It was also
effective in mobilizing the help of the less vulnerable groups.

After disasters, a people’s organization within the ambit of this network led
the community in repairing and restoring damaged houses. To rebuild their
resource base, they implemented the dispersal of seed, farm tools, machinery,
fishing equipment, working animals and livestock. Where necessary, they were
also involved in restoring community structures, such as the repair of community
irrigation facilities, foot bridges and trails, and the installation of the water supply
through the repair of pipes and tanks. These examples have proved that vulnerable
people are capable of doing many things to make them less vulnerable.

It is heartening to note that there is a rise of a new generation of vulnerability-
reduction programmes in some international and national NGOs that focus on
the development of community organizations to directly articulate people’s needs
and priorities instead of only catering to income-generating activities. This is what
the poor need most – not resources for safety nets but resources to build their
organizational capacity. Advocacy efforts by those organizations supporting the
poor and vulnerable must be directed towards ensuring resources for the growth
of organizational capacity.

CONCLUSION
Addressing the condition of vulnerability is not an easy task. Vulnerability is
multifaceted and addressing it has to be a concerted and sustained effort by all.
The role of vulnerable people themselves should never be underestimated or
neglected. Their capacity should be recognized and enhanced through a
continuing capability-building effort. They are the ones who can personally
undertake vulnerability- and risk-reduction measures in their own context, since it
is they who are primarily affected.

The complete context needs to be thoroughly understood by anyone who
aims to work in vulnerability reduction. As vulnerable people become involved
and implement these measures, and as they witness the successful results of their
work, they are further encouraged to sustain their cooperation and enthusiasm
and to continue to make improvements. Therefore, they need support and
encouragement by all who would assist them.
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CHAPTER 8
1 It is necessary to distinguish between hazard types, since each hazard has a particular

impact upon people’s resource base. River erosion, lahar flows and landslides affect
people’s entitlement to land. Typhoons and floods primarily destroy seasonal crops.

2 As of December 1997, the Philippine government approved that 56,168.53 hectares
of prime agricultural lands can be converted. In 1998 alone, 554,350 farmer
households lost their primary source of livelihood (IBON, 1998).

3 The term ‘development aggression’ has been in use among communities and the
NGO movement since 1995, when the Philippines started to implement
‘development’ programmes on a large scale. The Mining Act was approved, the
country held the Asia–Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) meeting in 1996, and
planners set ambitious targets aimed at reaching the status of a newly industrialized
country (NIC) by the year 2000.

4 The ‘disaster-pressure’ model is a very effective instrument to encourage local people
to analyse their conditions, to discover root causes of why they endure hardship and
to mobilize them for action. It raises people’s awareness about the political origins of
the disaster and their vulnerability.

5 Given the critique of the disaster-cycle model, and considering the importance of
people’s participation in the assessment, assessment tools require the following
features:

• recognize people’s perceptions of risks that go beyond the emergency and disaster
paradigm, including a hazard assessment from people’s perspective;

• recognize people’s capacities and coping mechanisms from a historical perspective;
• identify and analyse the dynamic pressures that deprive the people of their resources

to cope with adverse events;
• increase awareness of people about the root causes of vulnerability and future risks;
• encourage transference and application by the community so that it can further

improve its expertise in identifying and articulating what it needs to reduce its
vulnerability.

CHAPTER 10
1 Some of the devastating earthquakes in recent years were those that hit Gujarat, India,

on 26 January 2001; Izmit, Turkey, on 17 August 1999; and Baguio, the Philippines,
on 16 July 1990.

2 Discussion with villagers of Barangay Gutad, Floridablanca and Pampanga some time
in 1996.

3 Discussion with the villagers of Barangay Talba, Tenejeros and Bacolor in March
1998.

4 A training session was conducted by the Asian Disaster Preparedness Centre (ADPC)
in November 1999 in Bangladesh. A participatory risk assessment was undertaken in
Sukhar Char, Bangladesh. This is a statement of one of the participants in the
assessment. Bipodepenneta is a Bangla term for vulnerabilities.

5 ‘Five-six’ refers to a usurious rate of interest for loans where one has to repay 6 pesos
for every 5-peso loan. It is a 20 per cent interest on the amount borrowed, to be
repaid within a short period of time, usually weekly.

6 Discussion with the villagers of San Mateo, Marikina, the Philippines in September
1998.

7 Fieldwork in Delhi, July 2001.
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8 Community-based organizations (CBOs) such as Buklod Tao in Marikina, Metro
Manila, and CBOs linked with Tabang sa Biktima sa Bikol (TABI) in Bicol; Montanosa
Relief and Rehabilitation Services (MRRS) in Baguio; Pampanga Disaster Response
Network (PDRN); CONCERN in Central Luzon.

9 Barangay is the smallest political unit in the Philippines.
10 One of the authors studied the Multi-Purpose Cooperative in Soro-soro, Ibaba and

was directly involved in organizing these two cooperatives.
11 Bayanihan is a Filipino word for cooperation. It is associated with the collective

endeavour of the spirit of cooperation, especially in helping those who are most in
need.

CHAPTER 11
1 A notable exception was a study undertaken by the US Agency for International

Development’s (USAID’s) Office of the United States Foreign Disaster Assistance
(OFDA) to determine which countries should form the primary focus of its disaster
prevention, mitigation and preparedness (PMP) activities (Heyman et al, 1991). This
study took into account capacity to cope with hazards, including from institutional
and resource availability perspectives, as well as historical data on disaster occurrence.
However, an overall ranking of countries was not attempted.

2 Small states face a number of special disadvantages associated with size, insularity and
remoteness, which, in turn, result in potential economic sub-optimality, a high degree
of openness and limited diversification. These factors render them particularly
exposed and vulnerable to a range of external shocks, including natural hazards,
causing high volatility in national incomes. Although the range of per capita incomes
and rates of growth of small and large developing countries are not significantly
different, the standard deviation of real per capita growth is about 25 per cent higher
amongst the former (Commonwealth Secretariat and World Bank, 2000).

3 Bruguglio’s work was commissioned by the United Nations Conference on Trade and
Development (UNCTAD), in accordance with a resolution to construct such an index
as agreed at the 1991 International Conference on Islands and Small States in Malta.
The importance of a vulnerability index was again recognized at the Barbados Global
Conference on Sustainable Development of Small Island Developing States during
April to May 1994, leading to a meeting of experts under the auspices of the UN
Department of Economic and Social Affairs (ECOSOC) to develop a vulnerability
index. Its findings were considered both by the Commission for Sustainable
Development and the Committee for Development Planning (CDP) in 1998. The
latter recommended that further work again be carried out on the development of a
vulnerability index; in 1999, it proposed that the Economic Diversification Index
should be replaced by the Economic Vulnerability Index (EVI) as one of the criteria
used in identifying less developed countries (LDCs). After an examination of the
issues, the CDP recommended that the EVI should reflect relative risk posed to a
country’s development from two forms of exogenous risk: weather-related ones and
those emanating from the external economic environment.

4 The United Nations Disaster Relief Organization (UNDRO, 1990) developed an
index of ‘disaster proneness’, based on 1980 population data, 1980 gross domestic
product (GDP) per capita and total gross national product (GNP) significant disaster
damage (defined as exceeding 1 per cent of GNP), as well as the number of disaster
events occurring between 1970 and 1989. The index was used to identify the 50 ‘most
disaster-prone’ countries in the world.
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