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RISK MANAGEMENT IN CENTRAL AMERICA

Each disaster wipes away in just a few hours
the dreams and efforts of countless people and
the achievements of many years of  development
work.  In the past two decades, more than 3
million people have died due to disasters of great
magnitude linked  to natural and social-natural
phenomena.  Data shows that from 1991 to 2000
an average of 211 million people have been
affected on an annual basis – 7 times more than
the average of 31 million people affected by
conflicts. Loss related to  disasters exceeds US$
90 billions dollars annually.1

Unfortunately, this trend is not declining, but rather
increasing at a  disturbing rate2 , and the United
Nations has made projections in which they
estimate that for the year 2050, losses due to
disasters will rise to $300 billion dollars and up
to 100 thousand lives annually.  To this we must
add the fact that between  each disaster of great
magnitude, around 300 small and medium
disasters take place, accumulating damages -
that are not  registered in the global data base
and that can double the amount of losses, so
the levels of economic and social losses are
much higher. The impact of disasters on
development is a permanent process of
accumulation of disasters and losses and are
not limited only to occasional extreme events.

For over two decades, voices of alertness have
articulated that the occurrence of disasters does
not only pose an obstacle  for the development
of the most unfavorable areas of the planet, but
that its existence maintains a close link with the
dynamics of construction by our societies that
favors:

♦ The concentration in high risk areas of
vulnerable social groups with low economic
capacity to absorb the impact of  disasters
and to recover from its effects.

♦ The unsuitable land use and human
settlements in areas prone to hazards such
as river slopes and low land, combined  with
fragile and uncertain conditions of life with
little social infrastructure and services.

♦ The progressive increase of hazard levels
due to environmental degradation processes.

♦ A weak management and risk reduction
capacity as part of the process of
development from the public and private
institutions and by the national and local
governments.

Preface

1  “Strengthening capacities on disaster reduction and recovery, the role of UNDP”, DRU-BCPR, 2002.
2   International Strategy for Disaster Reduction, ISDR Bulletin n 3, 2002.
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Although societies are moved to take action after
the occurrence of a disaster of great magnitude,
as soon as the effects of  the crisis are
overcome, the connections between disasters
and development are forgotten, and they return
to promoting  development models that may
obtain undeniable profits in short-term economic
growth, but have a tremendous cost in terms of
accumulation of risks before disasters.

Conscious of this fact, the United Nations
Development Program (UNDP) works closely to
strengthen efforts of societies in crisis not only
for the necessary tasks of humanitarian
assistance after the occurrence of a disaster,
but also in  development actions, since only by
incorporating this subject into policies and
programmes for poverty reduction, governance,
environmental strategies, and other areas of
sustainable development, will we be able to
positively influence in those  factors that increase
our vulnerability to natural phenomena and to
build safer societies.

We cannot continue to ignore the increasing
problem of risks. To live safely means to have
the capacity to manage our  territory,
acknowledging the existence of risks and taking
steps for its control, as well as anticipating the
medium- and  long-term consequences of our
interventions on the surroundings and the new
risks that can be generated.  Instruments such
as  risk analyses, land use policies, urban
planning, the capacity to make decisions on our
immediate surroundings in a  governance
context, are all necessary for this process.

In Central America, the geophysical
characteristics of the isthmus, together with the
existing vulnerabilities, cause  disaster risk to be
very high and this is part  of our daily reality.
Hurricanes, floods, landslides, earthquakes,
tsunamis,  volcanic eruptions, droughts and
forest fires have unleashed disasters that, in the
last thirty years, have produced direct  losses
estimated at over twenty-five billion dollars;
hurricane Mitch itself originated losses over $6
billion.

During the last two decades risk reduction has
been one of the major concerns of governments

and civil society in the region,  as well as for the
international community.  Gradually, the reduction
of vulnerabilities has been outlined as a
substantial  element for sustainable development
and has been shifted to a higher importance in
the regional development agenda. In this  period,
the number of political instruments has increased
such as presidential summit statements,
national and regional  strategies and programs,
and institutional mechanisms for disaster
reduction, and the number of stakeholders has
expanded.  Likewise CEPREDENAC – the
Coordination Center for the Prevention of Natural
Disasters in Central America - has been
established as a specialized regional agency
pertinent to the Central American Integration
System CAIS. Specifically after  the impact of
hurricane Mitch, a number of programs and
projects supported by bilateral and multilateral
agencies and NGOs,  and targeted at several
development sector institutions, local
governments and civil society, as well as
institutions  specialized in preparedness and
emergency management, have increased
considerably.

In this context, the "Regional Program for Risk
Management” comes to life, developed by
CEPREDENAC with the support of UNDP,
complementing a series of regional level projects
supported by UNDP and other key actors under
the “Strategic Framework for  the Reduction of
Vulnerabilities and Disasters in Central America".
The program has as its objective the
strengthening of  capacities for disaster risk
management in the region and the facilitation of
lessons learned from the main local level
initiatives at the root of Mitch, as well as the
development of methodologies for the
incorporation of the risk variable in  key planning
sectors.

The program is built upon the following criteria:

♦ Risk management must not be limited to
precise interventions when an event occurs
and where the responsibilities are  not related
to development institutions; rather it must be
a permanent process to reduce the existing
and future risks, and  should be produced
under actions of the development framework.
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♦ It is not possible to approach disaster
reduction in a centralized manner.  It is
necessary to have capacities to  manage
risks in the local environment: city halls,
community meetings, base organizations,
associations of neighbors, etc.,   since
events of regional scale, such as Mitch, can
be considered the sum of hundreds of small
disasters and it is, fundamentally, from the
local level where risk management becomes
possible. This does not mean that local
intervention is the  only possible mechanism,
since, although the risks are seen at the local
level, in many occasions, profound causes
of risks  often exceed the boundaries of the
local environment, making it necessary to
develop interventions on a national, regional
and even global scale.

♦ Understanding the successes and failures
of risk management interventions is where
we will find those lessons that  will allow us
to better address future actions.

It is here where the current document is situated,
with the objective of providing the actors that
intervene in local  development with a series of
guidelines so that future development actions

contribute to reverting the risk accumulation
process to disasters. Carrying out this task has
brought together a team of consultants that have
classified more than 100  experiences of local
risk management in the region and systematized
a total of some 22 of them, out of which the
lessons that  we subsequently offer have been
extracted.

We want to express a very special gratitude to
all the institutions that provided pertinent
information on this theme and  that agreed to put
their own experiences at the use of the
systematization process, as well as to those that
participated in  the national workshops to validate
the results.

We our proud to have been able to place at the
reach of people and institutions those lessons
from a series of experiences  that describe the
outcomes and limits of local risk management,
and that also provide us with a measurement of
the pending  challenges.  We expect this
publication to be useful for the task of continuing
to rethink the acquired evidences acquired  and
to guide risk reduction as a permanent element
of territorial management actions under the
sustainable development  framework.
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RISK MANAGEMENT IN CENTRAL AMERICA

Part one
Introduction

Over the past four years, risk management, and
local risk management in particular, has been
subject to a good deal of  conceptual debate and
precision, and has increasingly served  as a
framework or point of reference for  numerous
social  actors working on the risk and
development problematic. This has been
particularly obvious in Central America, but is
also  the case in many other Latin American
countries. During this time, concept, practice and
experience have evolved and provide  raw
material for the systematization of experiences
and subsequent reflection and discussion. The
diversity of perspectives,  interpretations and
practices that have ensued, based on the general
notion of risk management, suggest,
nonetheless, that  clarity and consensus as
regards its meaning and structure is still pending.

The demand for local level risk management, the
rapid growth in local level interventions over the
last few years and the  relative inexperience with
their implementation suggests, however, the
need for a wide-ranging discussion on the notion
and  practice of local risk management,
considering the conceptual developments
achieved over the last few years and the types
of  practice carried out in its name. Essentially,
what is required is a pause en route and a

moment of reflection and  collective discussion
which, based on achievements to date, will
hopefully allow for the consolidation of the
concept and  resulting practices in the future.

This document is offered as input to this ongoing
debate. At the same time it attempts to
summarize and bring together under  one title
the results of discussions carried out in Central
America within the framework of the Regional
Programme for Risk  Management in Central
America, promoted and coordinated by
CEPREDENAC, with the sponsorship of the
United Nations Development  Programme and
the financial support of the United Kingdom’s
Department for International Development- DFID.

The Local Risk Management component of this
regional programme promoted the compilation
of an extensive inventory of local  level risk
reduction initiatives ( close to 150 projects)
implemented between 1999 and 2002 in the
seven countries of the  region ( Guatemala,
Belize, Nicaragua, Honduras, El Salvador, Costa
Rica and Panama), a systematization of some
22 of these  experiences (selected according to
the lessons it was hoped could be learned as
regards local management practice), and a
series of National Debates between local civil
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society and political actors in the seven countries.
A preliminary version of  the present document
was used as a basis for the presentations and
discussions at these National Debates and this
final  version incorporates the lessons, new ideas
and notions put forward and discussed at these
meetings. The results of the  inventory, the
systematizations and results of the national
debates, as well as the methodological support
documents, can all  be found on the Regional
Programme’s web page:
www.cepredenac.org/03_proye/pnud/index.htm

The present document emphasises the
conceptual-holistic and methodological
underpinnings and aspects of risk management,
and  local management in particular. However, it
is not only based on a consideration of the
conceptual debates and progress  achieved
over the last few years, but also on an analysis
of an important number of local level projects
carried out in the  region by a variety of institutions
and organizations and drawn from the inventory
and systematizations mentioned above.

In this sense, the present document is a
synthesis of concept and practice and reiterates
the notion that concept is shaped  by practice
and practice is guided by concept. Here, Albert
Einstein’s idea that “nothing is more practical
than a good  theory” rings true, but we may also
add that there is no acceptable theory or concept
that has not passed the litmus test of  real life.
An acceptable development of the concept of risk
and risk management will, we believe, permit an
easy,  complementary and almost spontaneous
recognition of the instruments, actions, indicators
and intervention measures needed to  manage
or control risk. Obviously, this also requires
thorough knowledge of the risk scenario to be
intervened and the design  of feasible options for
intervention taking into account their adaptation
to the existing and differing political, economic
and cultural frameworks to be found in different
countries and regions and amongst different
social groups.

This document first promotes discussion from
a global, integral and holistic perspective, with
an emphasis on key concepts.  This is followed

by an examination of the practical significance
of the conceptual framework and of the lessons
and  experiences gleaned from real life situations.
It does not, however, attempt to provide a guide
or recipe for risk management  with details of
concrete instruments and practices for reducing,
anticipating or controlling the risk of disaster.

knowledge  of the concrete mechanisms
available for risk reduction or control. This lack
of rigour has perhaps resulted from the “rush”
or urgency to introduce activities and achieve
goals considered attractive or necessary by
distinct governmental and civil  society sectors
in the region in a problem area that is as yet still
in its infancy. One of the consequences of this
has been  that we have witnessed multiple
demands for, and experiences in local risk
management training, carried out in two- or
three-day workshops which, in the eagerness to
achieve concrete and palpable results, may have
tended to simplify a complex  theme.

The demand for attention to instrumental
aspects, (how to do it) has often led to a rapid
passing over of fundamental  base-line,
conceptual and methodological issues and to the
inevitable problems that accompany this. An
analogy may perhaps be  found in the luckily
untried idea of training surgeons and doctors to
operate and medicate without their having any
real and  well founded notions of the human body,
of the body as a system, of its biology, chemistry,
anatomy, or physical structure.  In the case of
local level risk management something like this
may have occurred in a context where previous
experience has  predominantly been
concentrated on disaster response and
preparedness, action areas that have perhaps
never received  sufficient attention in conceptual
and methodological terms and been
predominantly subject to diverse types of
logistical,  organizational and instrumental
training. In reality, it is precisely the conceptual
framework which should provide sense and
content to the practice and to the different types
of intervention. Thus, we can assert that to the
degree the concepts are  adequately developed,
notional relationships established, the complexity
of the situation understood and the integral nature
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3 Rosenau, Pauline (1992) ‘Post-modernism and Social Sciences’ Princeton U.P.-New Jersey- and Jameson, Frederic
(1997) ‘Postmodernism or, the cultural logic of late capitalism’ Duke U.P. - Durham-.

of the problem grasped, practice may flow easily
from this and the instrumental and practical
aspects immediately become  clearer. This is
an almost natural outcome of the development
and understanding of the conceptual framework.

Here it is important to emphasize that  there is
nothing obscure or unintelligible in defining and
delimiting the range of  concrete alternatives,
instruments, methods or interventions which a
society or a group within society can use to
reduce or  prevent risk in general, or disaster
risk in particular. The problem is more one of
recognizing the source and structure of  the
problem and creating a medium in which
decisions can be taken regarding its resolution,
rather than what to do, or how to  do it in strictly
instrumental terms.

In many ways, types of organised or
spontaneous risk management or adaptation
have constituted the basis of society’s  evolution
from its origins to the present day. This is clearly
apparent in those societies that achieved efficient
ways of  adapting to the natural environment and
societal resilience over long periods of time.
What is probably needed today is the
recuperation of past experience, adaptation of
proven methods, a re-evaluation of what exists
and, perhaps, with new  post-modern challenges
(which imply the weakening of the notion of an
all embracing theory and the assignation of
greater  relevance to concrete conditions of reality
and to the role of small-scale and even individual
actions)3 , the imagination to  create new options
for new environments. It is not difficult for
engineers, architects, agronomists, urban
planners,  environmental managers, small
farmers, workers or craftspeople to be aware of
the instruments of risk management, reduction
or control. These derive from their accumulated
knowledge, experience and practice as
professionals, producers or consumers.  In other
words, an engineer is familiar with seismic-
resistant building techniques; an architect with
seismic resistant  building designs; a farmer or
a university trained agronomist  knows in general
how to guarantee specific levels of  protection
against environmental or climatic risks; an urban
planner has clear  ideas on land-use planning in

order to  guarantee optimum and secure living,
production and service levels; or an
environmental manager knows how to manage
natural  resources in such a way that they are
not transformed into socio-natural hazards by
society.

Over the past 70 years so-called structural and
non-structural prevention and mitigation
measures have been widely discussed  in the
scientific literature and these still offer the basis
for many current classifications of types of
intervention. In  the 1930s, Gilbert White first
discussed the futility of controlling floods solely
with dykes and the need to combine  structural
and engineering measures with land-use
planning and appropriate agricultural practices.
However, it took nearly 60  years for his ideas to
be accepted in the United States of America, and
it was only as a result of the huge Mississippi
floods in 1993 that it was shown and accepted
by many that dykes are not a permanent and
satisfactory solution and that they  can in fact
create more problems in the future.

Diverse concrete instruments and methods have
been known for some time, and new
modifications and achievements have taken
place in terms of seismic engineering, the
promotion of simple techniques using local
materials for hazard protection, wind  protection
techniques, genetic modifications to provide
plants with greater resistance to extremes of
climate and pests,  adequate forms of social
organization and appropriate education, etc. But
this really constitutes nothing more than an
understanding, assimilation and deepening of
existing knowledge and the empirical
confirmation of the validity of many  pre-existing
ideas. In no way do these developments
comprise a different invention or a new solution
to old problems.

Based on this we may affirm that the simplest
side of risk management is in fact the selection
of concrete instruments or  methods; i.e. the
knowledge of what to do in determined situations
of risk. This task involves the consciousness,
ethical  responsibility, knowledge base,
inventiveness and application of a wide range of
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different workers, professionals,  practitioners
and consumers of knowledge. And, it should be
obvious that professional practice and the action
of individuals  should include the implicit or explicit
search for maximum security in their
endeavours, although we know that in reality  this
is not always the case. Ignorance of available
options or the prevalence of particular interests
in decision making is  one thing; but that society
is collectively ignorant of what to do is quite
another matter. We can thus conclude that risk
management as a process and  practice cannot
start by emphasising what to do in partial or
sectoral or even punctual terms with reference
to very diverse  risk scenarios.

Today we have sufficient experts on the subject
to talk about or teach almost everything that is
collectively known on  instruments and
techniques. However, at the same time, the
complaint of many of these experts, technicians,
engineers,  land-use planners, economists, etc.
when losses are suffered with each new disaster
is precisely, why does it happen if we  know how
to prevent it? This question inevitably opens up
the field of politics and knowledge on the ways in
which  development strategies are devised,
pushes us into the sphere of high-level decision
making in the private and public sectors  and
towards an understanding of the relative power
base of those who gain from insecure
development and those who face its  negative
consequences. This then inevitably leads to a
critical analysis of how production and rural,
urban and residential  space or territory is
organized and as to the ways that reconstruction
processes are organized and support still given
for  interventions that promote the creation of new
risks for society.

Beyond political differences and debates on the
different options open to us, there is also an
ethical question relating to the interaction
between nature and society, with particular
emphasis on the rights of future generations to
enjoy and derive equal benefits from the
environment. Thus, we require a political and
ethical positioning as regards the social, natural
and historical costs associated with
environmental degradation and a more

generalized understanding of alternatives that
allow us to correct things, including the recovery
of what has been lost, in such a way that
principles and procedures are applied that
emphasize the reduction and control of risk. This
also implies the widest possible participation of
the population in the construction of knowledge
of risk and in the identification of alternative forms
of control and power distribution that allow the
processes that create risk to be modified. Risk
reduction is thus also a matter of democracy and
governance.

We thus insist that the principal problem is not
in implementing a solution to a visible problem,
but rather how to proceed in reaching and making
real that solution. How does one reach the stage
at which risk management is assumed as a
process, as a notion and as part of daily practice?
How do we introduce this notion into the
functioning of institutions and organizations
charged with ensuring society’s safety? How can
we promote the incorporation of risk
management principles within the multitude of
daily chores carried out by professionals? How
do we get access to the resources necessary
for the implementation of concrete management
instruments: an irrigation system, a safe house,
credit for the sowing of resistant crops, how to
fix a roof, etc.?  These are the problems we face
and need to resolve and not just the problem of
what instruments to use or measures to
implement.

To be aware of all the possible instruments,
methods or strategies available without being
able to use them is the most  serious failure we
may face. We must thus promote the theme,
the notion and ideas on organization, ethics and
responsibility,  the legal and normative
frameworks required etc., to a level where the
instruments flow of their own accord, or at least
have  the option of being put into practice. If not,
we will then be in a situation similar to the case
of the hundreds of  thousands if not millions of
human beings who die unnecessarily and
unjustly each year as a result of simple stomach
or  respiratory problems, or of hunger. The
problem is not unawareness of the “instruments”
that allow us to satisfy food  requirements and
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4 This does not imply that we subscribe to the principles of the general theory of systems and the theory of consensus
it encloses. To the contrary, risk and risk management imply certain levels of conflict and the need for conflict
resolution.

guarantee the adequate nutrition or health of the
population (access to food, a balanced diet,
potable  water, exercise etc.). The problem lies
in how to make these tools democratically
available to society as a whole.  And, this  is
obviously a problem of political decision making
and ethics, of social responsibility and the ability
to generate options  for alternative production
systems that are nature and society-friendly and
more just income access and distribution
mechanisms. In the first case, it is not a matter
of destroying forests today, suffering from
flooding, avalanches and land  slides tomorrow
and then seeking to resolve the problem through
constructing a retaining dyke. Rather it requires
the  development of a productive system that
does not destroy the forest, one that reduces or
restricts the processes that  construct risk and
not actions that operate on the risk itself once it
has become manifest, using punctual
engineering  solutions. And, in the second case,
it is not a matter of generating poverty and then
attending the problem through social
compensation mechanisms or by attending
those seriously affected by disaster once it
occurs.

In synthesis we accept that risk management is
essentially a process and that a component of
this process is the  identification and
implementation of concrete solutions in different
risk environments. However, in order to come
up with  concrete solutions to a particular
problem it is necessary to go through various
other phases of the process and, in  addition, it
is necessary to guarantee that management is
effectively a process and not simply a series of
particular  concrete tools. This document aims
to provide an understanding of management as
a process and not as a product or a tool.
Moreover, this process must be recognized as
being a complex political and social one and an
issue that implies serious  debate in the search
for alternative solutions that prevent the
conditions which perpetuate disaster.

However, whilst insisting on the conceptual,
integral and holistic aspects of the process (the
whole is more than the sum of  the parts)4 , we
must reiterate that we are not side-stepping a

more detailed consideration of the practice,
lessons learned  and experience gained which
allow a comparison of  concept and reality. This
document closely considers these aspects and
uses examples of cases of good practice
throughout in the form of inset boxes, comments
within the text, and examples  presented in annex
2. In addition, the reader can consult the inventory
of materials and systematizations presented on
the  programme web page as well as the literature
cited in this document.

Finally, we should stress that our intention is that
this document provide a basis for on-going
discussion and not be  considered as a definitive
final product. We hope it will offer options as
regards the problem of risk management and be
subjected to comment, criticism and
improvement.

Clarification of contents

The concept, notion or practice of Risk
Management is relatively recent in Latin America.
Nonetheless, over the last five  years, and
particularly after the notorious impact of
phenomena such as El Niño of 1997-98,
hurricanes Mitch and George in  1998, the Vargas
flooding and landslides in Venezuela in 1999 and
the El Salvador earthquakes of 2001, Risk
Management has  been introduced into the
lexicon and the nomenclature of multiple
government, international and civil society entities
to  such a degree that one is led to believe that
we are dealing with a practice which is widely
agreed upon, tried and tested.  However, nothing
is further from the truth. It would appear that the
notion as such is much more advanced than our
understanding as regards its significance for
practice. In the same manner as with the generic
or global concept, the  specific notion of Local
Risk Management, which forms the backbone
of many initiatives launched under this new
nomenclature,  suffers from the same problem.
The increase in the salience of local risk
management now runs parallel to the boom in
concerns for local issues and for decentralization
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within the region when faced with the
globalization processes that  currently
characterize the dominant economic
development model. The links between these
distinct problematics and the synergy  between
them has, however, yet to be firmly established.

A quick review of practices promoted under the
generic term of Risk Management reveals a
series of very different types of  actions where,
in many cases, the only thing they have in
common is the explicit aim of intervening in
issues relating to  risk and disaster. Henceforth,
the concept, method, instruments and practice
differ widely. Faced with this situation we must
perhaps accept that the attractive appearance
of this new paradigm detracts from its essence
and substantive content. In  other words,
appearances seem to be more important than
substance. If this is the case, we may sit back
with our arms crossed  and accept that the
concept is a type of bottomless sack into which
we can throw anything we choose, or we may
recognize that  the stated notion and practice
are indeed specific and that this specificity should
be understood and accepted. Risk  management
has its own particularities, its own history and it
is not simply a modern substitute for what we
used to call  “disaster prevention and mitigation”.
In addition, it is not simply a question of a series
of actions aimed at reducing risk,  or an
undifferentiated “cocktail” or “jumble” of practices
that are only related by the idea of reducing risk
or preventing  disasters.

The brief contextualisation provided above offers
a basis for delimiting what we do and do not
intend with this document.

We are basically aiming:

♦ To provide a succinct analysis of the
evolution of the risk management concept,
underlining its particular characteristics and
thus allowing us to confirm that we are in the
presence of a new management approach,
albeit complementary to previously accepted
notions and practices.

♦ To seek to precisely define Local Risk
Management and the traits, facets or
parameters which characterize it.

♦ To take these facets, offering generic ideas
on the ways we may incorporate them into
the promotion of integral local risk
management practice.

And what are we NOT aiming to do with this
document?

We do not intend to provide a “guide” or a
“manual” on local management which, in simple
recipe form, indicates what is to be  done and
how. This would not be wise or feasible for
various reasons. First, because the practice is
in an evolutionary  state, just like the concept,
and rather than pre-established steps we feel that
what is needed is imagination and
experimentation around clearly defined axes and
objectives. Our proposal aims to identify these
axes and their significance  for the management
process. Second, we do not aim to provide a
narrow vision of the management process given
that, like all  practitioners in this field, we are still
testing the ground and building a method.

This document aims to support the process of
constructing a method and not to create a
predetermined and inflexible straightjacket which
is impossible to implement. It is, therefore, a
proposal; a first step in the recognition of the fact
that practice in risk management will proceed
more effectively while opportunities to discuss
and experiment remain a reality.

The audience for this document

This document is aimed at those we refer to as
“external promoters of local risk management”.

This denomination includes a series of
institutional and organizational actors who, due
to their positions and roles, promote- or should
at least do so – the introduction of management
practices at the local level offering support to this
process. We particularly refer to:
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♦ Local, national and international non-
governmental organizations involved in
promoting local development,
decentralization or risk and disaster
associated activities.

♦ Central government sectoral or territorial
agencies with regional and local mandates.

♦ Groups or confederations of municipalities
which provide support and planning services
to individual municipalities.

♦ Authorities which receive requests to carry
out local management tasks.

♦ International or national development and
financing agencies.

♦ Professionals from the academic sector who
are able through their teaching to promote
attitudes and practices consistent  with Risk
Management goals.

We hope that the document will also be of
immediate relevance for actors directly involved
in local management, including  municipalities
and local stakeholders or civil society
representatives such as associations of local
populations, private  enterprise, neighbourhood
associations and community organizations.

The task of transforming the different aspects,
lessons, notions, training, and substantive
empirical or methodological  contents of the
document lies with its readers as part of their
intervention and promotion and in accordance
with their  particular audiences. A multitude of
other documents, training modules, manuals,
etc. could result from the present document  all
of which should be designed with a particular
goal, language, form of expression and
differentiated audience in mind.

The working group responsible for the drafting
of this document comprises Allan Lavell,
Coordinator of the Strengthening of  Local Risk
Management Capacity Component of the
Regional Program for Risk Management in
Central America; Elizabeth Mansilla,  Regional

Technical Manager for the Programme; and
David Smith, regional advisor at CEPREDENAC;
and, the Central American  consultants who
carried out the onerous base-line work drawing
up the inventory and carrying out the
systematization of  experiences in the region.
These are Federico Armién in Panamá; Alice
Brenes in Costa Rica y Belize; Horacio
Somarriba in  Nicaragua; Luis Romano in El
Salvador and Honduras; and Luis Gamarra in
Guatemala. Our thanks to Dr Manuel Arguello for
his  reading, comments and discussion of a first
version of this document. The present document
has been translated into English  from the original
Spanish language version by Noel Payne and
Allan Lavell.

The regional initiative for risk reduction
comprises one of the activities promoted by
CEPREDENAC in the light of the  dictates of the
Regional Strategy for the Reduction of
Vulnerability and Disasters agreed upon by the
presidents of the  isthmus in 1999 following the
impact of hurricane Mitch in the region. This
strategy makes specific reference to promoting
Local Risk Management. The project represents
a continuation of the support provided by UNDP
to CEPREDENAC over the last few  years and
is a component of its regional initiative for risk
reduction promoted by the Bureau for Crisis
Management and  Recuperation in Geneva,
represented in this project by Andrew Maskrey
and Angeles Arenas. The initiative has also
benefited  from the support and collaboration of
Luca Renda, representing UNDP’s New York-
based Regional Directorate for Latin America
and the Caribbean, the UNDP-Panama office
through its Resident Representative, Elizabeth
Fong, Geronimo Giusto, Executive  Secretary of
CEPREDENAC, as well as Alida Spadafora
(UNDP-Panama) and Pablo Torrealba
(Programme Director, CEPREDENAC), both
members of the Coordinating Committee of the
Regional Programme.



18

Part two
Theorical-
conceptual basis
of risk and local
risk managemet
within a
development
framework

1. Disasters:  the context in
which risk management
arises as an integral option
for intervention

Disasters associated with the occurrence of
damaging physical phenomenon and signifying
socially significant and disrupting  human and
material loss and damage have occurred since
the origins of human existence.

Nonetheless, it would appear that their
occurrence and impacts have tended to
increase dramatically over the last decades of
the past century. Statistics on large scale
disasters registered in the international data base
maintained by the Centre for  the Epidemiology
of Disasters at the University of Louvaine in
Belgium indicate a six-fold increase in overall
economic  losses during the last forty years and
a five hundred percent increase in losses
associated with hydro-meteorological events
during only the last 7 years.  These losses are
heaviest in so-called poor, developing or middle
income countries where a  large scale disaster
can signify the equivalent of between 15 and
200% of the country’s GDP, depending on the

relative size  of the affected economy. The
smaller the country the greater the likely general
impact of the event.

The explanation for the continuing increase in
losses and their impact on national, regional or
local economies can be found  not so much in
an increase in the number of extreme natural
events that occur, but rather in an increase in
the number of  persons, population density,
infrastructure and production located in
hazardous areas and in conditions of such
vulnerability  that they are more susceptible to
excessive damage and loss and face
considerable difficulties in recuperating.
However, we  must also accept that we are
ourselves creating new hazards as a result of
the socially irrational ways we intervene in the
natural environment. These hazards can be
referred to as socio-natural hazards so as to
clearly distinguish them from the  “natural”
hazards which are part of nature’s normal earth
transforming processes. Deforestation,
mangrove destruction, the  mining of slopes,
inappropriate farming practices, extension of the
agricultural frontier in sensitive tropical
environments  and bad waste management,
amongst other practices, result in new flood
threats, droughts, landslides, erosion and land
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closely considered in development planning
processes, parameters and objectives. In
recognising this, the manner in which human
intervention is considered changes in  favour of
managing the problem of risk and not disaster
as such.

2. Intervention in the issue:
evolution in ideas and in
action.

Until the 1990s, practice relating to disasters
generally focussed on what has come to be
known as “preparedness” and  “response”.
Prevention and mitigation, even when accepted
to be necessary and prudent, received little
attention from  governments and society in
general. When such actions were promoted they
generally concentrated on the modification of
hazards using structural engineering measures
such as dykes, retaining walls,  etc. and the
sporadic use of the relocation of  communities
located in risk zones. In contrast to
preparedness and response, prevention and
mitigation had neither the  appropriate institutional
framework for their promotion, nor the necessary
legal or normative base or a social consensus
to  support and endorse them (Lavell and Franco,
1996).

During the 1990s and under the auspices of
various international agencies and non-
governmental organizations, among which  the
International Decade for Natural Disaster
Reduction (IDNDR) had an important influence,
the theme of risk and its  reduction through
interventions prior to  disaster was accorded
higher priority and even privileged in discourse.
At the same  time, growing emphasis was placed
on the need for greater local and community
involvement both in disaster management and
primary risk reduction.

The debate on risk as a social construct, where
hazards play their part but do not define the
problem itself, was accompanied  by a growing

deterioration and an increase in the intensity of
the impacts of natural phenomena. These
hazards are created at the  society-nature
interface. Natural and socio-natural hazards are
then accompanied by a growth in those of
technological origin giving rise to an increasingly
complex scene with synergies and chains of
events which render disaster risk management
increasingly difficult.

Vulnerability and hazards work together and give
rise to a wide range of risk-inducing conditions
which are socially and  geographically
differentiated. Risk, seen as the objective
probability of future damage and loss, precedes
and announces  disaster. In the end, disasters
may be considered un-managed risk or series
of risks, an actualization or materialization of
specific levels of risk within society where the
physical event is the detonator but not the unique
cause.

Although the implicit notion that has dominated
until relatively recently has been that disasters
are the result of extreme  natural phenomena
which could only be dealt with by improved
preparedness and response (or through some
modification of  hazard incidence using
predominantly engineering schemes and land-
use planning), this has been drastically reformed
recently  with the development of ideas on social
vulnerability.

Today, there is widespread recognition that
disasters may be explained by some combination
of inadequate human practices,  themselves the
result or reflection of development deficiencies.
At the same time, it is now recognized that it is
not simply  a question of disasters impacting
negatively upon the development options and
potential of different countries, regions or  areas
and their population, but rather, more importantly,
particular skewed types of development with their
differentiated  impact on society help us explain
increasing vulnerability, hazard and, finally, risk.
In understanding this we are able to  recognise
the intimacy of the development-disaster
relationship and that advances towards a solution
of the risk and disaster  problem have to follow a
process in which risk reduction and control  are
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5 See Linda Zilbert. Módulos para la Capacitación. Guía de LA RED para la Gestión Local del Riesgo. LA RED-ITDG
Peru, Quito, 1998.

discussion on the links between disasters and
development and between development and
disasters. Important  considerations arose as part
of this debate on the relation between
environmental degradation and the creation of
conditions  of risk. The growing links between types
or styles of development, environmental
degradation, the construction of risk and  the
occurrence of disasters, especially in poor or
developing countries, strengthened the idea that
sustainable development  could only be achieved
if risk reduction and control be an inherent
component of development planning at the
international,  national and local levels, in sectoral
and territorial planning. (Lavell, 1999, International
Strategy for Disaster  Reduction, 2003, UNDP,
2004, in press).

With time, and the development of the concept of
disaster risk, disaster prevention and mitigation
passed from being  considered exogenous
activities – outside the scope of development itself,
although supporting its achievement – to being
considered endogenous elements, taking into
account and incorporating development
components and criteria. Risk and its  control were
elements that should be incorporated in the
understanding of the development process and in
development planning  and not as something to be
dealt with tangentially or as a separate theme.
(Lavell, 2002)

On the other hand,  notions of risk and social
intervention in this area evolved, passing from
purely objective and technical – or even
technocratic –  ways of seeing the problem to
consider the distinct  viewpoints and perceptions
of different actors on the risk stage. As a result,
what was considered unacceptable risk for some
was recognized as an acceptable or accepted risk
by others. Things tended to be defined by the social
position and the social role played by the different
actors. With this experience, growing recognition
was given to the fact that primary risk reduction or,
to use the previous nomenclature, disaster
prevention and mitigation, was not solely a practical
technique aimed at providing concrete products,
but rather a complex social process played out with
the presence of diverse and frequently antagonistic
social actors in the risk scenario.

It is within this framework that some first
approximations are made in the design of a new
intervention paradigm which goes beyond the
notions of disaster prevention and mitigation or
the disaster cycle, constructing ideas around the
central notion of risk and the idea of integral risk
management. It was around 1996 that the notion
of Risk Management (Gestion de Riesgo, in
Spanish) first entered the lexica in the region,
being related in first instance to the work of the
Social Studies Network for the Prevention of
Disasters in Latin America (LA RED). (Wilches
Chaux, 1998, Zilberth, 1998)

From the time of the first appearance of the notion
of risk management up to the impact of hurricane
Mitch in Central America, there was little diffusion
of this concept throughout the region. Its
introduction and development was basically
limited to the work of LA RED in communities in
different Latin American countries and stimulated
through the Local Risk Management programme
of this organization, using specially designed
training modules.5  In addition a very limited
number of international and national
organizations and NGOs commenced to
experiment with the new ideas.

Then, as mentioned previously, with Mitch, the
term as well as the concept came to life almost
spontaneously and were rapidly  adopted by
many actors involved in many different types of
development and disaster activities throughout
the region. The  previous dominant terminology
– prevention and mitigation, disaster
management or administration –- rapidly gave
way to the  new terminologies. Risk management
is a stock phrase today and few in Central
America resist its use. However, the use to  which
it is put is diverse and frequently lacks specificity
being used to refer to a number of different
practices. As a  result there is no commonly
agreed vision as regards its meaning among the
major protagonists in the region. For this reason
this document aims to offer a conceptual and
practical option as a basis for debate and
discussion, subject to change and  modification
as part of the process.
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3. Risk: concept and
characteristics – bases on
which to build risk
management practice

The manner in which disaster loss and damage
are increasing year by year has been briefly
outlined above. The fact that  disasters are
expressions of unmanaged risk and that the risks
faced by society are the result of social
processes arising   from different development
styles has also been established. These styles
or models have repercussions in the way
hazards and vulnerabilities, the factors of risk,
are constructed and distributed socially.

Development and risk and risk and development
are inseparably and negatively linked. In other
words, the risk of disaster is  constructed in the
process of capital accumulation as a result of
different economic, social and political processes
that  derive from the dominant models of social
and economic transformation (Blaikie et al.,
1996, Wisner et al, 2003). Risk and  disaster are,
thus, the antithesis of development, the dark side
of the equation. Risk is synonymous with
insecurity and  disaster a reflection of
unsustainability. These aspects and their
significance will be dealt with in more detail later
in  our arguments on risk and development.

A complete understanding of the notion of risk
management, and local risk management in
particular, and the possibility of  clearly defining
its characteristics and  types and options for its
wide scale introduction as a social practice first
requires an understanding of  risk as a social
condition. From here we require an
understanding of the ways in which it is
articulated with the problem of disaster and with
the development process, seen from the social,
sectoral and geographical  perspectives. Below,
we aim to outline only the most important
aspects of risk as discussed in existing literature
on the  subject without entering into a detailed
discussion of these. Each of the notions explored
below are important stepping  stones in the
construction of a notion, concept and adequate

practice of risk management. For this reason we
provide the  following synthesis of notions. Annex
1 provides a glossary of the principle terms used
in the present text. The accompanying  basic
bibliography will allow follow-up as regards the
notions briefly expressed here.

3.1 The notion of disaster risk

In referring to disaster risk we refer to a specific
use of the more general notion or concept of risk.

We can generally understand risk, in objective
terms, to represent the existence of a latent
condition which: i) predicts or  announces
probable future damage and loss; ii) announces
the possibility of a future event which may be
considered negative  in some form; and/or, iii) a
context which implies a reduction in the
opportunities for the full or optimal development
of  some element or component of the social
and economic structure. As such, the notion of
risk can be applied to a variety of  contexts and
analytical fields and have different meanings. It
always implies a latent condition associated with
some level  of uncertainty within the probabilities
it represents (Cardona, 2002, 2003). Subjectivist
or constructivist notions on risk  and their
significance for risk management will be
considered later in this document as a
compliment to objective risk  interpretations.
Finally, despite the negative connotations we
attach to the term for our particular purposes with
this  document, it should be understood that risk
also implies the search for gains and profit when
used in entrepreneurial,  financial and investment
circles.

In the particular case of disaster risk, we
generally understand this to mean-

The probability of future damage and losses
associated with the impact of an external
physical event on a vulnerable society,
where the magnitude, extension and effect
of these are such that they exceed the
capacity of the affected society to absorb  the
shock and to recuperate autonomously.
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Even when the theme of disaster has been
dominated by what can be referred to as “large”
disasters or catastrophes,  accompanied by
large scale human and material loss and
damage, this custom is not convenient, nor does
it provide an accurate  picture of overall loss and
damage (Hewitt, 1983). Today, it is recognized
that large disasters represent only a part or a
fraction of the damaging events that contribute
to loss in society. Thousands of events of lesser
magnitude associated with  small- or medium-
sized impacts take place on a more regular or
routine basis. The sum of their effects signify an
erosion of  development gains and opportunities
which, on an accumulative basis, may be as
significant as those associated with the  chance
and sporadic, although dramatic, occurrence of
large scale disasters.

These losses and impacts frequently exceed the
capacity of those affected to absorb and
recuperate from the shocks and  comprise small-
and medium-sized disasters that affect
numerous localities, communities and even
families throughout  different countries. Disaster
risk is not solely defined in terms of catastrophic
risk but also by the localized and  dispersed risk
which will manifest itself at some time in damage
and loss affecting numerous places and
populations. The  resolution of the problems will
require the use of the resources of these same
localities and populations without any real
options, in many cases, for additional external
assistance.

In order to demonstrate the importance of these
phenomena we can consider the information
registered in the DESINVENTAR  database of
LA RED for some Central American countries
(see website www.desenredando.org). This
database, in which  information is registered at
the smallest possible territorial scale (e.g.
municipality, canton, and department) registers
4,433 events for Costa Rica for the 1972-2001
period, while EM-DAT registers only 37 disasters.
In the case of Panama 2,226  and 25 events are
registered respectively; and for Guatemala
DESINVENTAR registers 1,650 events between
1990-99, not  including the almost 550 associated

with Mitch, compared  to the  57 disasters
registered  in the EM-DAT for the whole 1972-
2001 period.  Only an average of some 15% of
the registers in DESINVENTAR correspond to
the large disasters registered in  EM-DAT

3.2 Risk factors

Risk derives from the dynamic and dialectic
relation between so-called physical hazards and
social vulnerabilities.

3.2.1 Hazards

Hazards are latent physical events. In other
words, they are representations of the probability
of future damaging events.  These can be
generically classified as “natural”, “socio- natural”
or “anthropogenic”, depending on their origins
(see  Lavell, 1996).

Natural hazards are the result of the dynamics
of nature and include future phenomena such
as earthquakes, hurricanes,  tsunamis and
volcanic eruptions. Anthropogenic hazards are
the direct result of human activities and include
explosions,  fires, spills of dangerous substances
and technological accidents, among others.

Socio-natural  hazards are less palpable and
result from the direct interaction of human
activities with the natural  environment where
processes of environmental deterioration or
inadaptability lead to the creation of new hazards.
An  increasing number of localised damaging
physical events such as floods, landslides,
droughts, soil erosion and subsidence are
generated or accentuated by different human
practices such as deforestation, mangrove
destruction, the mining and  destabilization of
slopes, monoculture in fragile environments and
the building of towns without due attention paid
to the  needs for  rainwater discharge and
drainage infrastructure.

The three generic types of hazards have different
connotations when referring to what has come
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to be known as the “social  construction of risk”
and, in particular, with the social construction of
hazard.

In the case of natural hazards, the transformation
of nature into a hazard frequently occurs as the
result of the inadequate  location of low resilience
and high vulnerability settlements, production and
population. The environment as a resource or
public good is thus transformed into a threat or
public threat due to the type of soil use and the
types of social and  economic development
instrumented.

In the case of anthropogenic hazards, these are
entirely human constructions and the role played
by the natural environment  in the construction
of the risks associated with them is directly
related to their particularities and the way in
which  natural conditions increase the hazard.
Thus, for example, faced with a certain pollutants
discharged into water, the level  of risk will partly
depend on the characteristics of this water,
where lakes or other relatively slow flowing water
sources  or bodies will tend to accumulate higher
levels of pollution than those which flow more
rapidly dispersing pollutants in seas  and oceans.
In the same way, the levels of air pollution depend
on wind speeds and atmospheric movements.
Forest fires will  be more dangerous in conditions
of drought and high winds.

Socio-natural hazards are a hybrid of natural and
anthropogenic processes and only exist in the
presence of both types of  factors. They are part
of the context which typifies the environmental
problem in general and the majority are the result
of  environmental degradation. Differing from
natural hazards, they originate in social
processes, but in a similar way to the  former,
they also represent the transformation of
resources into hazards and public goods into
public menaces. The most  pressing future
expression of this type of hazard source is that
associated with global climate change and the
emission of  greenhouse gases. Although in this
case the scale of concern with respect to the
causes changes from a local, zone or  regional
level to the global, world or international scale, in
essence the hazards associated with global

change are  generically essentially the same as
the hazards generated by local processes of
environmental degradation. In addition, and  in
spite of their causes in global processes, the
concrete manifestation of these new hazards will
always be at the local  and regional level.

3.2.2 Vulnerability

Vulnerability used with reference to risk and
disaster, has been developed as a notion
particularly during the last 30 years.  During this
time, ideas as to its significance and the
development of methodologies for measuring
vulnerability types and  levels have advanced
significantly. The development of the vulnerability
notion has been fundamental in re-dimensioning
and  restructuring the risk and disaster
problematic allowing the development of
alternative socially based explicative paradigms
as opposed to the dominant hazard based
interpretations that dominated up to the last 15
years or so. Moreover, these  developments have
allowed a clearer vision of the relations of
disaster to development and development to risk.

Vulnerability  is generally interpreted in the risk
and disaster area as referring to a series of
socially constructed characteristics that  make
society susceptible to damage and loss and face
difficulties in recovering autonomously.

Originally developed in the structural engineering
field to understand the form and constructive
characteristics that make  buildings and
infrastructure prone to damage when faced
particularly with earthquakes and hurricanes,
multi disciplinary  notions on vulnerability have
been developed over the last two decades.

In 1988, Gustavo Wilches-Chaux published his
brilliant treatise on Global Vulnerability in which
he distinguishes ten levels  or types of
vulnerability which together help us understand
the propensity of a social structure to suffer
damage and find  difficulties in recovery.
Wilches- Chaux refers to locational, economic,
social, organizational, institutional, ecological,
educational, cultural, structural and political
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vulnerability components or factors. Each of
these have different  characteristics and origins
but are interrelated in helping to explain the global
vulnerability of a community, city, zone,  series
of buildings etc.

Following on from this, in 1989, Woodrow and
Anderson published their seminal study entitled
Rising from the Ashes-Development Strategies
in Times of Disaster. Here they deal with
vulnerability distinguishing three  generic types
or levels- social and economic, physical and
structural and cultural and behavioral. At the
same time they also  called for attention to be
placed on what they refer to as capacities, the
antithesis of vulnerability. They then proposed a
methodology for the analysis of vulnerabilities and
capacities in communities affected by disaster
with the intention of  helping in the design of
reconstruction strategies with local participation.
Their methodology was widely accepted and has
since been used in numerous post and pre
disaster interventions.

During the 90s many new contributions were
provided by different authors. However, none of
these dramatically differ from the  schemes put
forward by Wilches-Chaux and Woodrow and
Anderson. A good deal of effort was also put into
the development of  methodologies for
vulnerability analysis at the family, community,
local and sectoral levels in order to provide the
authorities and population with tools for predicting
future disaster loss and identifying disaster risk
reduction options. On  the other hand, the notion
also suffered temporary setbacks due to
oversimplifications as regards levels and types.
This  happened for example following Mitch in
Central America when the topic was
concentrated on so called social and ecological
vulnerability to the detriment of many other types
and levels that may be identified in explaining loss
and difficulties in  recovery.

One result of the wide acceptance of the notion
amongst diverse sectors and organizations has
been a gradual loss of  specificity as regards the
central issues and contexts under analysis. This
has occurred to such an extent that some
maintain  that the term has now lost its usefulness
given it is employed to refer to a diverse series

of very different things.  Conceptually and
practically it has lost its direction and
seriousness. The diverse use given the concept
perhaps places it  in the same position as other
buzz concepts such as sustainability, social
capital, social exclusion and marginality.

Vulnerability- a concrete proposal

Probably the most serious and successful effort
to turn vulnerability once more into a powerful
and precise conceptual,  heuristic and practical
notion has been made by Blaikie et al in their
book At Risk first published in 1994 and in second
edition in 2003 ( Wisner, et al, 2003). Their
proposal offers the basis for the development of
the notion presented in this  document. From our
perspective their proposal is probably the most
adequate, precise and useful one existing and
has  important implications at the analytical,
methodological and practical levels.

Rejecting the ways in which the term vulnerability
is used at present to refer to very different things-
buildings,  infrastructure, environments,
organizations, culture, education, persons,
families, productive systems, crops etc., Wisner
et  al argue for its strict use with reference to
human beings, human groups and their
livelihoods. Extrapolating from their  ideas we can
then see humans and human groups as being
vulnerable firstly in a physical sense-propensity
to illness, injury  or death- and, secondly, as
regards their opportunities for economic and
social survival and human or social development-
livelihood vulnerability. In restricting the notion of
vulnerability to human beings and their livelihoods
one immediately accepts the existence of varying
circumstances and levels between different
groups. At the same time, it is also possible to
consider human groups in terms of their territorial
circumscription, links or relations.

When considering a single human being, a family
or an organized social group in terms of their
individual or collective lives  and livelihoods, we
are considering their health,  personal or
collective means of subsistence in economic and
social terms  (their productive land plot,
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workshop, business or capital, for example).
When we pass from the human or group level to
a  consideration of these in territorial terms-such
as a country, region, city or locality- the notion of
vulnerability  maintains its relevance but it may
now be analyzed in terms of the susceptibility to
damage of the economic and social bases  which
allow humans to maintain their livelihoods in
those territories. That is to say, instead of getting
to the problem  directly from the human or social
group angle, we enter via those social and
economic structures and situations that allow
humans to maintain livelihoods and which have
a concrete territorial expression. Obviously, when
we consider the problem from  a territorial
perspective, to the extent we climb the scale from
neighbourhood to country levels we need to lower
the scale  of resolution in our analysis and
introduce standards, averages and value-
judgments as regards the importance we assign
to  determined livelihood systems and their overall
social function. This only serves to reiterate that
risk and vulnerability  are best measured at the
local, micro social and territorial level.

So, when we consider the vulnerability of a single
human being we can analyze in detail and with
great precision their  conditions of physical
security as well as their livelihood security when
faced with possible damaging physical events.
At  the neighbourhood level, analysis is still fairly
accessible but does require abstractions,
averaging and value judgments.  When we get
to the country level and we want to measure
national vulnerability in terms of the diverse
livelihood systems  that exist we then face a
magnitude, scale and complexity problem which
requires more tricky value judgments, abstraction
and  averaging. That is to say, evaluation gets
more complex and precision and detail will
necessarily be lost. Here it is  necessary to
emphasize that the use and value of vulnerability
analysis when dealing with micro social or
territorial units  is very different to that we may
require at a national level. And, this then remits
us to problems and procedures for  constructing
indicators or indices of risk and vulnerability for
regions and countries as opposed to families,
neighbourhoods and communities.

The advantage of restricting the notion to humans
and their livelihoods is that we may recover the

essence of what disaster  is really all about. That
is to say, damage and loss to infrastructure,
buildings, ecosystems or other tangibles does
not as  such necessarily signify disaster. What
in fact define disaster are the severe direct and
indirect impacts on, and losses of  livelihoods.
When we get into the problem via tangible things
such as buildings, infrastructure, roads, bridges
ecosystems  etc. we run the risk of
dehumanizing the analysis placing the emphasis
on the loss of material things, seen in monetary
or  economic terms and not in terms of their
significance for human beings and their
livelihoods.

Bridges may fall, roads may be destroyed or
damaged, electricity cables may be cut, but
society may not enter into a disaster  condition if
there are alternatives that permit the lost
elements to be substituted whilst they are
reconstructed and the  livelihoods of people are
not irremediably affected. As an example we may
take the case of a population group that relies on
the export of local products and suffers the loss
of one of its two access roads due to a flood. If
the two roads are lost  the area will enter into
crisis, not directly due to the loss of the roads
but rather due to the impact on production and
sales and thus people’s means of subsistence
or sustenance. This signifies a double entry to
the problem of risk reduction.  One entry point is
guaranteeing the safety of infrastructure and
adequate levels of redundancy, whilst the other
is via the  increase in the resilience of production
systems themselves and the extent to which they
can satisfy human needs even under  conditions
of stress.

Tangibles have value whilst they satisfy human
needs and permit individual and collective life,
not just because they exist.  On the other hand,
no person or human group that suffers a serious
loss in their livelihoods can avoid entering into a
condition of disaster or severe stress no matter
how short a time this may last (this will depend
on the social support and  response
mechanisms that exist). The problem of
concentrating on loss in terms of infrastructure,
tangibles and material  things has been
commented with regard to post disaster
reconstruction processes where the tendency
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has been to concentrate on rebuilding material
things and not livelihoods.

When we consider the problem of vulnerability
from the angle of human beings and their
livelihoods we need to re-dimension  and
reclassify other aspects that have been
described in terms of their so-called vulnerability-
buildings, ecosystems,  bridges, educational
systems, culture and political conditions etc. Here
we also share the ideas of Wisner et al. Thus,
they  indicate that instead of talking of vulnerability
with regard to these elements, it is more accurate
to speak of the  insecurity or susceptibility of a
building, the fragility or lack of resilience of an
ecosystem, and, we would add, the
bureaucratization  or  inadequacy  of an
institutional or organizational system, the
inadequacy of an educational system and  the
dangerousness or hazardous nature of a hill slope
or river flood plain.

In re-qualifying the elements or aspects that have
been described in terms of vulnerability we are
not eliminating them from  the analysis nor
denying their fundamental importance as regards
an understanding of loss to humans and their
livelihoods.  Rather, movement in terms of the
notion means that we see them as factors,
components or explicatory variables in
understanding human vulnerability. That is to say,
they are seen as explicatory variables of
vulnerability as opposed to  vulnerability as such.
A person is physically vulnerable because they
live in an insecure building, live in a flood prone
area or work on a building site without wearing a
crash helmet, for instance. The economic base
of a family is vulnerable  because their workshop
is located in an insecure building or house or
because their crops are located on unstable
slopes or  on flood plains. A child is vulnerable
when crossing the road because the education
he has received has not provided him with  the
necessary elements to be able to cross the road
securely. Vulnerability and its causes are different
but obviously  closely related.

From an epistemological perspective a very
important problem arises when the same word
is used in the same area of scientific  enquiry to

depict very different things. So, where vulnerability
used with reference to the risk and disaster
problematic  means that a building may fall, an
ecosystem may be transformed, an educational
system is not up to date as regards the
prevention and response problem etc we have a
serious conceptual problem. Of course, this does
not signify that the same word  may not be
legitimately used in different areas of scientific
enquiry. Thus, there is no problem in the word
being used in  structural engineering, in
ecosystem studies, as regards institutional
systems, regions, countries or zones or in
psychology  or medicine, when these are
considered discrete areas of knowledge.

What is important to recognize is that there is a
difference between a dictionary definition and a
concept. Here we have to  clearly establish the
way in which vulnerability will be used in risk and
disaster studies and not the ways it may be used
in  other areas. If we use the notion of vulnerability
in the engineering sciences as such this is not
the same as using it in  the study of disaster,
where engineering is one component of the
knowledge base we require but not sufficient in
itself to  explain the problem. This change of
position or epistemological base signifies that for
structural engineering when dealing  with the
problem of disaster a building is insecure, fragile
or susceptible to damage such that it contributes
to the  vulnerability of humans and their
livelihoods. We are talking of the same thing but
in different contexts. If we are unable  to accept
this logic then we are condemned to
heterogeneity and in-definition such that
establishing a central point of  analysis and
understanding is very difficult.

When considering the different vulnerability
factors or components, Wisner et al identify five
generic types (also, see  Cannon, 2003)

♦ Initial well-being or base line status, including,
amongst others, nutritional status, mental
and or physical health,  morale, stress levels
and sense of security and identity

♦ Livelihood and its resilience, including the
capital and finance available to families or
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other social groups, material possessions,
levels of human development, appropriated
natural capital, the resilience of  relations
between people and employment and the
resilience between peoples patrimony and
income flows.

♦ Self protection, including amongst other
things, income levels and savings for
guaranteeing protection against
environmental extremes, insurance,
availability of adequate building materials and
techniques, the incentives to self  protect.

♦ Social protection, includes the extent to which
governments and other socially responsible
organizations are able to  promote human
security and guarantee this, the existence of
legal and normative controls and the
availability of means of  protection whose
cost exceeds finance available to individuals
or families

♦ Civil society, social and political networks and
institutions and security, including the social
and political capital of  people, the openness
of political processes, existing levels of inter-
group discrimination, gender rights, networks
and  institutions and their ability to operate
freely, press freedom etc.

An understanding of the types and levels of
vulnerability suffered by determined groups,
regions or individuals may be gained  by
analyzing these five components or causal
factors of vulnerability and the conditions they
imply. To the extent these  types of variables take
on a positive aspect, less are the probabilities
that vulnerability will exist. Consequently, these
components individually or in combination are
amongst the specific objectives of intervention if
a society attempts to reduce or avoid future risk.

From here we can appreciate that risk reduction
may be achieved through actions that are
specifically directed at the existing risk context
and the variables that comprise it. This includes
the mechanisms for self and social protection
mentioned above which attempt to provide
protection against particular hazards. On the

other hand, types of intervention may exist that
attempt to increase livelihood resilience and
sustainability. These include improvements in the
levels of welfare and resilience of life styles such
that direct protection against determined hazards
is complimented with the provision of social
conditions that reduce vulnerability and thus
hazard. Finally, there are a group of changes and
transformations associated with the
development of a participatory and democratic
society, human rights etc whose rationale is not
determined directly or exclusively in terms of risk
reduction but rather with regard to the demands
associated with the achievement of integral
human development in a society that is
economically, socially and politically democratic,
just and participative.

The general conclusion derived from this analysis
is that disaster risk reduction is subject to
interventions that go far beyond what is
commonly known as disaster or risk prevention
and mitigation measures, reaching out to
fundamental development process and practice
and increased welfare levels and development
of social and political capital.

3.2.3 Some final observations

In addition to a consideration of the basic
characteristics of hazards and vulnerabilities as
presented above, and in order to introduce
greater dynamism into the analysis, it is important
to consider three additional aspects:

First, hazards, although clearly distinguishable
according to type, rarely occur individually and
unilaterally in the definition of risk and disaster.
Interrelations, synergies and chain effects exist
which allow us to talk of multi-hazard social
contexts, regions or zones, on the one hand, and
of  complex, concatenated or serialized hazards
on the other.

In the first case we refer to zones, regions,
localities or communities which face different
types of hazard. Many zones in  Central America
are subject to hazards of a seismic or volcanic
nature and also to floods, land-slides or drought.
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These  hazards can materialize in the form of
real events at different times, or in the worst
case, two or more at the same time.

In the second case we refer to the case of a
particular hazard triggering off a series of other
damaging physical events.  This is the case of
an earthquake which causes processes of
liquefaction, landslides or rock falls, the rupture
of pipelines  transporting dangerous materials,
the breaking of dams and dykes, flooding, fires,
etc. with a variety of consequences for  society.

Such chain reactions of events and associated
synergies result in the blurring of the line which
separates natural from  anthropogenic hazards.
Or, at least, makes the absolute differentiation
between the two types somewhat difficult when
considering the complex reality of existing risk
conditions.  If care is not taken in the interpretation
of the direct  triggering event in losses and
damages it is easy to fall into the trap of saying,
for example, that an earthquake is the  cause of
something, when the event is really the detonator
of a complex process which finally ends in
disaster. The  destruction of the neighbourhood
of La Colina in Santa Tecla, in the Greater
Metropolitan Area of San Salvador during the
January 2001 earthquake was caused by a
landslide triggered by the earthquake and not by
the earthquake itself, in spite of   the fact that
international data bases attribute loss directly to
the quake. Something similar occurred with the
more than 2000 deaths associated with a
massive avalanche that originated on the slopes
of the Casitas volcano en Nicaragua during
hurricane Mitch and which international data
bases attributed directly to the hurricane.

This warning is made because causation is
frequently complex and involves many
intermediate processes and factors which
should be considered in risk analysis and
reduction formula. Thus, for instance, vulnerability
reduction, accepting the  specific nature of
vulnerability as related to different hazard types,
is frequently considered from a mono-hazard
perspective when in reality zones and regions
live under multi-hazard conditions that demand
more complex approaches and  solutions.

Second. A correct understanding of the process
by which hazards are socially constructed calls,
in some cases, for an  understanding of the
dynamics of daily life. This is particularly the case
with the poor or destitute; those excluded from
society. Thus, while important problems
associated with the location of the population and
production and its exposure to  hazards are
explained by the poverty of families, their
vulnerability is also closely related to the level of
social  exclusion and the weight of the daily or
chronic risk they have to overcome as part of
their daily existence. More  specifically, an
important number of socio-natural hazards are
the result of the population seeking means to
satisfy their  basic and daily needs. This is the
case, for example, of the cutting of trees and
mangroves to satisfy the daily need for  heat,
cooking or housing and which has repercussions
on the stability of  ecosystems and slopes and,
thus, in the incidence  and magnitude of floods,
erosion, drought and land slides. Another example
can be found in the pollution of land and water
as  a result of the absence of adequate garbage
disposal and sewage or domestic water
treatment, which subsequently increases the  risk
of disease among exposed populations.

Resources are transformed into hazards as a
result of numerous processes relating to the
satisfaction of minimum living  conditions in order
to guarantee survival. As affirmed by Girot
(UNDP, 2003), while the ecological and cultural
heritage of  the Central American region
represents a public good of immense
proportions and offers resources for
development, it is this  same heritage which
guarantees that the levels of poverty are not
increased even more rapidly.  Nonetheless, this
is achieved  at the expense of the creation of
new hazards and public hardship. We shall
return later to the theme of “daily risk” and its
relation to disaster risk.

Third. In referring to risk it is necessary to
recognize that hazard and vulnerability factors
are not discrete and separate  elements but
rather mutually conditioned and dependent. In
order to be able to talk of a hazard and its intensity
or  magnitude, it is also necessary to consider
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existing levels of vulnerability, and vice versa.
Thus, for example, a possible  quake of 5.2R
which affects a highly vulnerable zone can cause
more damage and loss than a quake of 7.2R of
an identical  focal depth and intensity, but
affecting a zone with low levels of vulnerability.
This means that the definition of an  extreme or
intense event provided by the natural sciences
is quite different from one that might be provided
by  representatives of the social or applied
sciences. For the former, such a definition would
be represented by the levels of energy
discharged and its relation to the norm,  whereas
for those who study risk and disaster, the notion
of an extreme, damaging or intense event arises
from a  consideration of the probable damages
or losses rather than any unilateral consideration
of the magnitude of the detonating  event (see
Hewitt, 1983).

This means that risk is the central concept and
the focal point of attention for intervention in favour
of the reduction,  prevision and control of the
factors which finally trigger disaster, the object
itself of Disaster Risk Management. This also
suggests that our intervention should be guided
by a complete understanding of the way in which
human vulnerability interacts  dynamically with
the physical, natural or humanly constructed
environment.

3.3. Disaster risk and the relation with
every-day or chronic risk

Disaster risk is one expression or manifestation
of risk in general. Nonetheless, this type of risk
cannot be seen as  something autonomous or
isolated from other manifestations or expressions
of global risk as if it had its own unique and
particular conditioning factors. A particular
expression or category of risk which is of great
importance in understanding  disaster risk is that
which can be referred to as “every-day” or
chronic risk (Sen, 2000). It is by understanding
the notion  of every-day risk that the relation
between poverty and disaster risk and, more
particularly, between poverty and the social
construction of hazards and vulnerabilities may
be understood. With the notion of every-day risk

we specifically refer to the  day-to-day conditions
in which the poor exist and which are
manifestations of non-development,
predisposing the population in  a systematic
manner to material/physical, psychological and
other types of deprivation, damage and loss.
Such conditions  include unemployment,
malnutrition, unhealthy living conditions, family
and social violence, alcoholism and substance
abuse  which impede the fulfilment of humane
lifestyles and the satisfaction of basic human
needs. The existence of these  conditions, some
of which are not restricted only to the poor, allows
for the transformation of poverty conditions into
disaster vulnerability and risk.

An understanding of how disaster affects low-
income populations cannot disregard an
understanding of the problem of  development
and poverty in general. For example, it is obvious
that a population which suffers from food
insecurity, lack of  access to quality housing, high
death or morbidity rates or lack of access to
drinking water under normal living conditions,  will
be all the more liable to suffer from disaster
conditions in exceptional circumstances
characterized by the sudden or  gradual impact
of an external physical event. The disaster related
to the impact of an external physical phenomenon
will, in  many cases, be the simple continuity and
deepening of the “permanent disaster” in the
daily lives of the population, and  particularly the
poor.

3.4. Geographic expressions of risk and
causal and impact spaces-territories

Disaster risk manifests itself in defined and
circumscribed territories, and is suffered by
individuals, families and human  or social groups
located in specific sites. Disasters affect areas
or territories which may range from small-scale
through to  very large extensions of land within a
country or covering various countries. In the case
of large disasters associated with  events such
as hurricane Mitch, it is possible to analyze these
not only  as a single disaster but rather as a large
number  of small or medium-sized disasters
affecting numerous communities, families,
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zones or sites in different ways. All relate to  the
same macro-phenomenon (a hurricane,
earthquake, flood, etc.), but show important
territorial differences due to the  particular way
the physical event interacts with vulnerability at
the local and micro levels. What may be treated
as a single  disaster by the governments of the
countries or by national and international disaster
organizations is seen as multiple  distinct
disasters by the affected populations,
communities and local institutions. Vulnerability
is differentiated on the  ground according to the
distinct human groups affected.

In spite of the fact that a disaster or disasters
have a defined territorial circumscription, that may
be referred to as the  “impact space”, and that
risk manifests itself in these same areas, the
causal factors of  risk and  disaster  are not
necessarily limited to this same territory. Very
often the “causal space” tends to be substantially
different from the  impacted territory, even though
these two spaces may coincide at times.

In the case of the hazard component of risk we
consider processes such as upper valley
deforestation which contribute to   floods in the
lower parts of the same watersheds; the release
of excess water from hydro-electricity  dams
upstream causing  flooding in down-stream
communities; the creation of artificial dams in
mountain areas due to the pile up of logs and
other  debris, which when they rupture cause
sudden flooding downstream; or industrial
pollution of rivers with negative impacts  many
kilometres downstream from the source.

In the case of vulnerability, the incidence of
national and international policies drawn up in
capital cities or overseas,  with reference to public
investment, environmental management,
stimulus for production and economic re-
conversion, commodity  prices, decentralization
and municipal strengthening, funds for social
investment, civil society participation, etc., have
impacts at the local and family level, far removed
from where the decisions are taken.

Recognition of the differentiated causal and
impact spaces is important when dealing with
risk management.  It requires  intervention,

negotiation and political decision making which
goes beyond the affected local levels, reaching
out to the  regional, national and even international
spheres. It means that substantial progress in
reduction can only be achieved by  taking into
consideration a broad territorial framework which
is adequate for inter-sectoral coordination and
intervention.  The local level faces severe
limitations with regards to the reduction of
disaster risk associated with specific physical
events.

Seen from another spatial or territorial
perspective it is also important to consider the
form in which land and resource use  decisions
can respond to different social and territorial
logics and rationale, sometimes satisfying
predominantly local  necessities and, other times,
regional, national or international ones. Using
examples from a preliminary analysis of
problems faced in the Lower Lempa Valley in El
Salvador, it is clear that the use made of water
resources in the middle  watershed  for the
generation of hydroelectricity responds to a
national rather than a local logic; as a result, the
calculation of acceptable risk which influences
the decision to open the sluice gates and release
water at the 15th September  hydroelectric facility
is governed by a logic distinct from that of
protecting or saving populations from floods and
losses  in the lower watershed. In the same way,
the forest resource of the Bosque de
Nancunchiname on the left bank of the Lempa
river or the salt forests of the Jiquilisco Bay can
be seen in different ways if the rationale applied
in their management  responds to international,
national or local interests. The specific use and
function given to the resource depends on the
decision maker. Conservation vs. productive use,
exploitation vs. sustainable management, etc.
are different options chosen  according to distinct
needs and demands. Negotiating these different
“territorial” and social demands in a compatible
manner  is a major challenge in territorial
management and in risk reduction for local
populations.

Finally, it is important to note that disasters
manifest themselves through damage and loss
that affect different social  groups and
geographical areas. The social and geographical
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6  The terminology used to capture the essence of distinct types of disaster risk phases is subject to change. Just one
option is used here without it necessarily being the best.

distribution of damage represents an
actualization or  materialization of risk. And, the
social and geographical distribution of risk reflects
differences in the form in which  hazards and
vulnerabilities are expressed. Considerable
differences in risk levels can be found within a
small territory or  within a particular social group.
This means that the most detailed expression
and  most reliable mapping  of risk is to be  found
at the micro-social and micro-territorial (local,
community and family) levels. This can be
appreciated through a  detailed analysis of the
social and territorial distribution of damage after
a hurricane, earthquake, flood, etc. where
significant damage and loss is suffered by
certain social groups or individuals close to
others that have suffered little  damage.

3.5. Risk as a dynamic and changing
process: the notion of a risk
continuum

Hazards, vulnerabilities and risk are not static,
but rather dynamic and changing. The dynamism
and change may be the result  of different social,
economic or political processes related to
different types of development within a society.
Risk unfolds  on a continuous and daily basis
and is also affected by deliberate policies to
reduce or control hazards and vulnerabilities.  Or,
risk may be transformed in a relatively abrupt or
accelerated manner. This is the case where a
society is affected by an economic crisis, by the
sudden withdrawal of investment or productive
units from zones and regions (such as in the
case of  the withdrawal of banana companies
from traditional zones of production), with the
impact of external physical events such as
earthquakes, hurricanes and floods or by social
conflict, of which war is the most extreme
example.

The recognition of the dynamism and change in
disaster risk in social, territorial/geographical and
temporal terms, allows us  to consider its
existence in terms of a “continuum” or ever
evolving process. The notion of a risk continuum
assumes an  important heuristic role in the
subsequent understanding of the structure and

facets of so called risk management and its
holistic and transverse nature. In order to facilitate
an understanding of the notion of a continuum
as applied to the  problem of disaster risk or the
problem of risk in the context of disasters, we
can mention three major states of risk which
require distinct, if related, responses and actions
on the part of society: These are6:

♦ Primary or structural risk:  risk existing in
society under normal conditions, constructed
as a result of on-going  development
processes and modified by economic crises,
investment decisions and the accumulative
impact of successive  disasters with the
differentiated impact this signifies for social
groups, territories/geographical areas,
infrastructure and  production. This includes
disaster risk which evolves out of the day-to-
day risk suffered by large segments of poor
or  low-income populations. This is the type
of risk which exists prior to the impact of a
new disaster triggering physical
phenomenon, which preconditions types and
distribution of disaster loss and which is the
object of intervention through so  called
primary disaster risk reduction practices-
hazard and vulnerability mitigation, including,
preparedness activities.

♦ Secondary or derived risk: in this case we
are dealing with new risk scenarios which
arise in a relatively abrupt manner  when a
society suffers the impact of an external
physical event. Examples can be found in the
threat of death due to lack of  attention and
timely rescue, the lack of drinking water and
sustenance for the population, unhealthy
living conditions and  the threat of illness or
epidemic, the lack of adequate shelter and
the exposure of the population to dangerous
environmental  conditions, the threat of
robbery, negative psycho-social impacts, the
danger of ill treatment or rape of children and
women  in shelters. These new risk
scenarios or environments are constructed
on the existing primary or structural risk
conditions.  At the same time, unless the
societal response deals adequately with the
new situational risk conditions these can
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contribute  subsequently to aggravating
future conditions of structural risk. Such
intensification of existing primary risk
conditions  can be seen when a society is
affected by a second disaster shortly after
the first one. Increased levels of structural
risk  left by the first impact may signify that a
second event of lower intensity causes
greater problems than the first event. The
impact of Mitch was clearly increased, for
example, due to the prior impact of El Nino in
Central America. This event was  associated
with extensive forest fires that removed trees
and bush that are important in establishing
an adequate  hydrological balance and
protection. A similar increase in subsequent
effects can be seen in El Salvador where the
impact of  the 2001 earthquakes hit
populations previously affected by Mitch and
living under conditions of increased
vulnerability.

These discontinuous risk conditions
associated with event impact are the
objective of disaster response activities and
reveal  the need to consider response in a
development framework and not just as a
logistical exercise in distributing goods and
supplies to disaster victims.

♦ Anticipated or future risk: once the most
urgent disaster conditions that threaten the
survival or basic well-being of the  affected
population have been controlled, processes
of reconstruction and recuperation need to
be implemented immediately.  These
processes unfold in risk situations which are
different from those existing prior to impact,
although many of the  previously existing risks
might still be in place. The reconstruction
process signifies new investments and
projects and is  the crisis equivalent of new
development initiatives in non disaster
conditions. In the same way as with new
development and  investment initiatives,
disaster reconstruction can contribute to the
construction of new risk and vulnerability. In
the most  positive scenario, however,
reconstruction must search to reduce and
control risk. Much evidence exists however

to show that  disaster reconstruction is often
a constructer of new risk.

From the foregoing it can be easily deduced that
what has been referred to in the past in terms of
the “disaster” cycle or  continuum and
administration or management of disasters may
rather be considered as a continuous and
sequential continuum of  risk and risk
management interventions. This simple fact
provides us with one of the cornerstones for the
development of  ideas and notions, practices and
interventions informed by the so-called
“integrated risk management” paradigm, as we
shall  examine in more detail below.

3.6. Risk: objective and subjective
connotations

According to many different authors, risk
assumes both objective as well as subjective
characteristics ( see, Maskrey, 1998  and
Cardona, 2001 and 2003, for an excellent
discussion of these two perspectives).

In the first case, risk is subject to valuation and
In the first case, risk is subject to valuation and
measurement in terms of probable damage and
loss under certain hazard and  vulnerability
conditions. This valuation can be expressed in
monetary or quantitative terms – number of
elements damaged or  lost – or in qualitative
terms – impact on culture, history, the psyche or
the quality of life, etc. The ability to qualify  risk in
monetary or numeric terms depends on the level
and quality of information available on hazards
and vulnerabilities  and always implies a certain
level of variability and uncertainty within
acceptable actuarial limits. The objective
calculation of risk can be demonstrated in the
case of medical insurance where the insurance
company analyses the history of  hazard
(exposure to disease vectors, smoking, alcohol
consumption, etc.) and vulnerability (family
medical history, genetic  constitution, levels of
stress, eating habits, etc.) of the candidates for
insurance so as to calculate the level of risk   they
represent, and thus assign a premium for the
insurance or simply refuse the insurance due to
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the unacceptable level of  risk the individual
presents. Risk considered from the objective
perspective has been the fodder especially of the
engineering, geo-scientific, medical, economic
and actuarial sciences.

Seen from the subjective angle, risk is the product
of differentiated perspectives, different social
representations and  diverse imaginaries
corresponding to different social groups. In other
words, as opposed to being a category which is
objectively measurable, risk is a product of mental
processes associated with different types of
existence, culture and life  history of a given
population. This means that the probable level
of objective damage or loss under specific
conditions is  processed by distinct individuals
and groups in a different way. The risk involved
and the decision to intervene is a product  of this
mental process and different individual, social,
cultural, generic or historical rationalizations. The
arguments in  favour of the subjective or
constructivist vision of risk indicate that risk
considered in terms of objective measurement
imposes a technical vision typical of experts,
technicians and professionals. However, in
reality, the valuation of risk and,  in consequence,
its existence and importance, is an individual and
social option, conceived according to its
significance for  different social groups and
where history, culture, life-styles, mental
constructs, experience, gender and social status,
among others, play a fundamental role. The
subjective visions of risk have been particularly
defended by anthropologists,  psychologists,
sociologists, historians and social geographers.

As far as the theme of risk management is
concerned, there is no doubt that both
perspectives are relevant and important.  Their
contrasting scientific bases do not require us to
choose between them, but rather take into
consideration the  significance and use of both
and combine their results in a constructive
manner.

It is thus clearly important to be able to ascertain
the scope of probable damage and loss that a
society could face under  different hazard and
vulnerability conditions. In the same way,

recognizing that objective risk often implies not
only the  option of loss but also of gain, this
dimension can also be considered. Both
calculations offer valuable information for
decision making and the planning of future
actions. Nobody could deny the value and
necessity of information on probable  losses in
hospitals, schools, agricultural and industrial
production, and other infrastructure, for example.

The importance of subjective approaches lies in
the influence that perceptions, social
representations, imaginaries and  valuations have
in the decision making processes of different
stakeholders. It is already well known that
objective valuation  frequently clashes with
subjective imaginaries or valuations made by the
subjects of risk themselves, thus apparently
rendering intervention difficult by risk technicians
and professionals. Examples of this conflict can
be found in the cases  of communities in high
risk flood or landslide zones who refuse to be
relocated to other areas by the government or
NGOs. In  the case of the external agents, the
hazard and risk assume objective connotations,
while for the population itself the risk  is relative
and considered in the light of many other social,
economic, cultural and life conditions. In this way
a  consideration of disaster risk reduction is
assuaged or postponed when faced with the
imperative need to face more persuasive  daily
risks which involve their proximity to employment
and income generating options, adherence to
acquired land and  property, closeness to basic
services and the maintenance of social and
cultural cohesion within the society. In cases
such  as this, neither of the parties is incorrect;
but nor does anyone hold the absolute truth.
Conditions are created for what  Wilches-Chaux
(1998) has described as a dialogue of knowledge
and ignorance between technical personnel and
the risk subjects  themselves.

Subjectivist views of risk are one of the principle
pillars on which the insistence on popular
participation in risk  reduction decisions is based.
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4. A definition and basic concept
for risk management and local
risk management

A basic definition:

Disaster risk management, defined in generic
terms, refers to a complex social process the
ultimate aim of which is the  reduction or
anticipation and permanent control of
disaster risk within society, integrated and
in harmony with the  achievement of
sustainable human, economic,
environmental and territorial/ geographical
development goals. In principle, it  recognizes
distinct levels of coordination and
intervention which range from the global,
holistic/ integral, sectoral and  macro-
territorial, down to the local, the community
and family levels.

Two fundamental considerations derive from this
definition and should be stressed from the outset.
These are:

♦ Management comprises a process related
to the achievement of sustainable
development objectives and can not be
defined and  recognized as a product or
group of products, projects or discrete
actions.

♦ Management must be concerned with two
discrete but related risk contexts: existing risk
and possible future risk.

4.1 Management as a process

When considering the idea of risk management
we are essentially referring to a permanent
process  that searches for the  reduction and
control of disaster risk factors.

This process is made up of various components
or phases among which the following are of
greatest importance and have a  generic profile:7

♦ Ascertaining the scope of existing or future
risk, understanding the social processes and
stakeholders which contribute to  its
construction and clearly understanding the
relation of risk to the processes of social and
economic transformation of  determined
social or economic groups and geographical
areas.

♦ A valuation of the risk in the context of existing
development or transformation models and
in the light of visions,  imaginaries, interests
and necessities of different stakeholders.
Definition of acceptable levels of risk.

♦ The postulation of policies and intervention
strategies and decision-making with regard
to the most appropriate and  feasible actions
and sequences of actions seen from the
economic, social, cultural and political
viewpoints. This requires  the negotiation of
support within the framework of relations
between distinct social groups and interests
and  territories/geographical areas.

♦ The implementation of strategies and
concrete actions.

Management seen as a process involving multiple
stakeholders should be endorsed and directed
through the creation of  institutionalized
organizational structures which provide continuity
and consistency. These institutional and
organizational  forms should be guided by
hierarchical concepts and a clear definition of
functions, roles and responsibilities for the
different organized stakeholders.

The dynamic vision (process) of management
implies that whilst we consider a concrete
project carried out within the  framework of a
particular risk issue, a project itself in no way
defines the “risk management” process. It may
comprise a  step in the creation of conditions for
the implementation of a permanent management
process inasmuch as its design takes this
superior objective into consideration.

The project design, method and strategy could
and should consider the way in which it can

7 Each phase comprises a group of diverse actions, instruments and methods which will not be detailed here.
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contribute to more permanent and  sustainable
processes that support the institutionalization of
risk management. However, we must recognize
here that in spite  of their obvious impact on
specific risk factors or environments, many
projects implemented to date in this field
represent  isolated and specific actions which
have not necessarily contributed to the creation
of conditions for the permanent
institutionalization of risk management as an
approved social practice. To see risk
management as an unarticulated series of
targeted interventions would be equivalent, for
example, to seeing urban management as a
series of unarticulated norms,  public works and
actions in the urban environment and in the
absence of institutions or government agencies
that search to  guarantee coordination and
consistency. We will come back to this
coordination problem further on.

4.2 Existing and future risk: two
management problems

4.2.1 Corrective management. Corrective
management deals with existing risk, the product
of diverse social processes evolving  in the past.
This includes settlements located in a flood zone
and built with inadequate construction
techniques, a hospital  built without adherence
to anti-seismic norms, a community located with
only one access route and which is subject to
recurring landslides, agricultural production
which is poorly adapted to the extremes of
climate in a particular locality,  etc. Much of
existing risk will be the result of previous
inappropriate practices and decisions whether
conscious,  unconscious, spontaneous or
planned. Nonetheless, risk conditions might also
exist as a result of environmental and social
changes taking place after the original
development of the community, the infrastructure
or production. However, in all of  these cases
intervention in risk will be of a corrective nature.

This corrective intervention can be conservative,
proposing intervention in some external and
concrete manifestation of risk  without aiming at
major transformations of the elements under risk

or in the processes that generate risk. This would
be the  case, for example, when a dyke or
retaining wall is built to protect crops or a
community from floods or landslides, or the
introduction of irrigation in drought-prone areas.
On the other hand, the intervention might, at the
same time as it searches  to reduce or control
existing risk factors, seek to transform livelihood
conditions and stimulate changes in the
environment,  production or settlement which are
geared towards the reduction or elimination of
risk generating processes. This would be  the
situation, for example, with watershed
recuperation through reforestation in order to
increase productivity and reduce  erosion, reduce
sedimentation of rivers, floods and landslides,
as opposed to dragging rivers, correcting flows
or building  retainer walls or terraces to reduce
the external manifestations of risk. Or, this could
involve changes in production  patterns, sowing
and cropping timetables and improved social
organization and practice which contribute to
increased  livelihood resilience and the
development of social capital. At this stage a
basic supposition may be established in the
sense that a simple corrective and conservative
reduction of risk cannot in itself promote
development or hope to eliminate  poverty. Risk
management is no panacea for development but
rather a complement to its achievement under
sustainable  conditions.

4.2.2 Prospective management.  As opposed
to corrective management, prospective
management takes as its point of reference  risk
which can be created as a result of new
investments and development, whether these
are promoted by governments, the  private sector,
NGOs, development associations, families or
individuals. The art of prospection is to foresee
risk for the  investment itself as well as for third
parties and the adaptation of the investment or
activity so as to ensure that new risk  is not
generated or that it is consciously considered
and of acceptable levels. The prospective
management of risk must be an  integral
component of development and project planning.
This implies practice which avoids the past
mistakes which have  created existing levels of
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risk within the society in question and which
provide the conditions for future disasters.

As opposed to conservative corrective
management, prospective management
establishes an immediate and direct relation with
development planning processes by taking risk
factors into consideration when stimulating and
promoting new development  projects. It should
of course be mentioned that transforming
corrective risk management should also be
integrated closely  into development planning such
as to avoid the stimulation of individual activities
that do not necessarily relate to the  strategic vision
designed for development in a particular zone.

4.3 Local disaster risk management:

Adhering to the logic and characteristics of risk
management generically defined above,  local
management encompasses a particular
geographical/territorial level of management in
which the specific parameters refer  to a highly
participatory process appropriated by local
stakeholders, with or without external support.
Local Management as a  process is specific to
local stakeholders. That is to say, local risk
management is promoted and run by local
stakeholders  whereas the converse situation,
management of risk at the local level, can be
undertaken by many different types of actors  from
different territorial levels but all with incidence at
the local level. These two very different contexts
should not be  confused. In the second case
externally induced and controlled processes are
essentially being dealt with whilst in the  first, the
process is stimulated and controlled by local
actors.

Local risk management, the particular objective
of this document, will be discussed in more detail
in the following section.

A necessary clarification as regards the local
and municipal levels and their relationship to
risk and risk management

When dealing with the territorial levels most
appropriate for the introduction of risk
management, the local level has been  conceded
considerable importance. Nevertheless, there has
been a tendency to treat the local and municipal

levels as one and  the same. Consequently, in
discussing local level risk management many are
in fact referring to municipal management. This
pragmatic equivalency is not convenient from the
risk analysis or intervention perspectives. Local
and municipal are not the  same thing and the
social construction of risk that affects local and
municipal territories and populations can not be
fully  understood taking these levels as a singular
and privileged point of reference.

Due to the complexity of the problem it is not
possible in the confines of this document to
discuss exactly how we define the  local level and
its relations to the municipal and other territorial
levels. (see Arguello, 2002 for a consideration of
some  important aspects of this problem). Here
we limit ourselves to establishing that local and
municipal are not the same thing.  Neither is it
possible to widely consider the relationship
between risk and disaster and the local levels
when seen from the  social risk construction and
intervention angles. Comments here aim only at
opening up a space for reflection as regards risk
and territory, thus inciting more work and
discussion on analytical and intervention needs
as seen from the territorial  perspective. This topic
has been dealt with earlier in the conceptual
section of this document and will be further refined
later on.

In referring to this problem there are, however,
various important points that must be considered:

First: The starting point we adopt in our reference
to risk management is that a sub-national and sub-
regional level of  management is indispensable.

Second: The most appropriate level of
intervention involves what we may refer to as
“differentiated risk territories or  zones” which may
be distinguished by the following characteristics:

♦ Certain homogeneity in existing development
conditions and types.

♦ Stakeholders with a shared sense of territorial
ownership and close, antagonistic or
collaborative interactive relations.

♦ Certain homogeneity in existing risk
conditions and causal factors.
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Third: These territories or geographical areas
may be smaller than a municipal unit or cross
municipal boundaries. Rarely if  ever will an
objective risk territory coincide with municipal or
local boundaries. Municipal limits have never
been drawn up  using risk and hazard as criteria.
Rather it is the number of inhabitants, the use of
natural boundaries such as rivers, the
consolidation of political territories or extensive
land holdings that explain municipal frontiers
today in the region and  not objective economic
or social criteria or hazard and risk related
factors. This means that despite the political
importance of the municipality and the objective
existence of localities, towns, districts etc, new
forms of intervention  must be considered that
amalgamate these in relevant units when
considering the social construction of risk and
intervention  in the risk problematic.

Fourth: If the municipality becomes the
preponderant expression of the local level for risk
management purposes, this can be   explained
not because it is the only or best representation
of this, but rather, because:

♦ Management requires permanent,
consolidated and sustainable organizational-
institutional structures.

♦ The municipality presents itself as a real
option for integrating efforts given its
importance in the promotion of local
development, in the consolidation of the
decentralization process, the negotiation and
articulation of other stakeholders  and, finally,
due it’s normative and control capacities.

Fifth: This does not mean that the municipality
is the only possible option, but rather the most
dominant, conspicuous,  permanent and, in
principle, the most legitimate.

Sixth: The municipal and local level should also
be articulated and constructed on other territorial
and social levels of a  lower hierarchy such as
villages, communities or even the family level
itself, and with regard to territories of a higher
hierarchical level, such as water basins and
economic regions.

5. From the concept and
characteristics of risk to
intervention and management

In the development of our argument we have
attempted to stress the more important facets
or characteristics of risk seen as a  social
expression. We have also insisted that by
providing an adequate conceptualization and
characterization of risk ideas  regarding possible
types of intervention and their characteristics flow
or take shape with relative ease. In view of this,
we  will now take up again on the dominant
characteristics of risk, projecting these towards
a definition of important facets of  intervention
aimed at reducing or preventing risk. Our
analysis leads us to define or reaffirm a series
of parameters which  we consider encapsulate
the essence of risk management as a social
process. These are articulated with the series
of steps  that define the management process
and which range from the generation and
construction of knowledge about risk to the
decision taken as regards the most appropriate
type of intervention. These steps have been
outlined on previous pages as  components of
the global management process.

5.1. Risk as a latent condition which
represents potential future damage
and loss.

The latent condition which characterizes and
defines objective risk implies that it can be
anticipated, thus allowing society  to foresee an
event, take preventative measures to reduce
primary risk and prepare for emergencies or
disasters. In addition,  plans can be drawn up for
the eventual need for rehabilitation and
recuperation of disaster zones/areas.

The objective calculation of the scope of the likely
risk, which comprises a component of the so-
called risk scenarios for  an area/zone, locality,
country, etc., is based on different types of
information on hazards and vulnerabilities,
including:
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♦ levels of exposure of the population and its
economy to potentially damaging physical
events.

♦ scientific information on the scope, intensity,
recurrence and territorial impact of probable
physical threats and on the  characteristics
of existing vulnerabilities, including databases
and historical registers of damaging events.

♦ Popular or vernacular knowledge and local
experience of hazards and vulnerabilities.

5.2. Risk is the result of the interaction and
dynamic and complex relation
between physical hazards and human
vulnerability  in defined spaces or
territories.

The possibility that a potential physical
phenomenon cause socially unmanageable
damage and loss is conditioned by the state  of
the society exposed to its effects and the existing
levels of vulnerability.

This means that the risk can be reduced or
controlled by diverse means such as:

♦ reducing the level of exposure of the society
through land-use and territorial planning
schemes.

♦ avoiding the transformation of natural
resources into socio-natural hazards by
preventing the deterioration of the natural
environment.

♦ limiting the exposure of society to physical
phenomena by means of protective
structures such as dykes, terraces, retaining
walls, wind barriers etc.

♦ increasing the resilience of the society’s
productive systems when faced with
potentially damaging physical phenomena
through mechanisms such as agricultural
diversification, changes in the sowing and
cropping timetables, the introduction of
climate-resistant crop species, etc.

♦ reducing the fragility or inadequacy of the
society in its different structural, social,
economic,  organizational/institutional and
educational dimensions.

♦ foreseeing future risks and controlling
development norms (prospective risk
management).

A reduction in the levels of risk through actions
which affect the level of hazard associated with
diverse physical phenomena  automatically
means a reduction or readjustment of
vulnerability levels. In the same way, a reduction
in the levels of  vulnerability means an automatic
reduction in the levels of hazard associated with
possible physical phenomena. And, avoiding
exposure means that neither hazard nor
vulnerability come into play as  relevant concepts,
even though prudence is required  in that society
and environment are dynamic and  new exposure
might develop in the future.

5.3. Risk is a social construct resulting
from social processes deriving from
development styles and models

The social characteristic of risk and its
construction means that:

♦ In principle, society is in a condition to
deconstruct and control what society has or
may construct. In other words, there  are a
wide range of possibilities and potentialities
for social intervention in the problem of
disaster risk.

♦ To the extent that risk is a product of social
and economic processes related to the
development and transformation styles  and
models that society adopts in terms of
production, consumption, income
distribution, territorial and regional
development, access to economic
resources and power, exploitation and use
of renewable and non-renewable natural
resources,  etc., its reduction and control will
only be successful if risk management is
considered  a component of sectoral,
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environmental and territorial management
processes and the search for sustainability
in general.

Risk can be identified with the actions of
particular social actors. As a result, there is no
possibility of risk management  in the absence
of these actors and the existence of mechanisms
to control their negative impacts. The
construction of  disaster risk very often signifies
gains for certain private stakeholders, while the
disasters they may provoke are assumed  and
paid for collectively or by society in general. This
means that Risk Management should operate
under the principal that  risk-constructors should
be subjected to control on the part of society and
pay for the consequences of their actions.

From the perspective of organized intervention
in risk management, the contribution that different
stakeholders make in the  construction of risk
signifies that management should be based on
the articulated, concerted and coordinated
participation of  different organized and
institutionalized development stakeholders, the
humanitarian and human security sectors, public
and  private sectors and civil society in general.
The participation and collaboration of individuals,
families and human  communities is also crucial.

5.4. Risk, hazards and vulnerability are
dynamic and changing

The dynamic and changing nature of risk has
the following significance for management
practice:

♦ Risk scenarios and particular risk and
vulnerability factors are constantly changing
and cannot be captured in a one-off  snap
shot image. This means that diagnoses
should be regularly updated and the
environment and society subject to
permanent  monitoring and analysis. This
also means that the task of constructing
scenarios and maps or the carrying out of
permanent  analyses cannot depend
exclusively on central or centralized technical
organizations, but rather requires
decentralization  and the participation of the

subjects of risk, their organizations and other
regional, local or community structures.

♦ Risk management uses the risk continuum
and the different stages or conditions of risk
as a point of reference, recognizing  the
relations and dependencies between them.
In this way, risk management should be seen
as an integral and transverse  practice, taking
into consideration so called risk and disaster
prevention, mitigation and preparedness as
well as disaster  response, rehabilitation and
reconstruction. Each of these types of activity
operates on risk in different phases and
patterns.

♦ the transverse nature of management and
the recognition of the relations and
dependencies between the distinct phases
or  conditions of risk, implies that
management requires the participation of
organizational and institutional structures
representing different players/actors and
capacities but which always take
“development” as the central point of
reference,  recognizing the variable weight
of development and humanitarian response
specialists at different moments.

5.5. Risk has objective and subjective
dimensions.

In practice this means that:

♦ risk management cannot be achieved
without the full participation of the subjects
of risk in its evaluation and in the  decisions
on its reduction and control. Success in
management very often lies in the capacity
of external-technical actors to  interact with
the subjects of risk, respecting their
perceptions, imaginaries and valuations of
disaster risk and promoting  their active
participation in analytical and decision-
making processes.

♦ the subjects of risk, particularly poor
populations, very often consider disaster risk
in the light of the prevailing and  permanent
conditions of their own social existence. They
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tend to relegate any consideration and
specific action as regards  disaster risk to a
lower level of priority when compared with
more urgent every-day or chronic problems.
This means that risk  management should
be developed as a practice within the
framework of development activities and
planning at the local level  so that it is not
relegated, ignored or marginalized.

♦ the relationship which exists between every-
day and disaster risk means that the
objectives of primary risk reduction are  more
successfully attained and more durable if
management takes place within the
framework of existing sectoral, territorial  and
grass roots development organizations and
institutions and not by others which are
created specifically to promote or  implement
risk management.

5.6. Disaster risk manifests itself most
precisely at the micro-social and micro
territorial levels

This means that:

♦ the adequate evaluation of the levels and
significance of risk requires local involvement
and participation

♦ consciousness of risk is most obvious and
evident at the micro-social and territorial
levels where concerns and intentions  to
reduce or control it are more easily vented

♦ local risk management is established as a
real, necessary and valid option

5.7. Risk is expressed at the micro-social
and territorial levels. However, its
causes cannot be reduced to a con-
sideration of these levels. “Local” risk
is also the result of extra-local, regional,
national and even interna- tional  social
processes and actors.

This means that:

Local management cannot take place in a
territorial vacuum and cannot avoid or ignore
relations,  agreements, coordination and
management with social actors in other territorial
levels. These may include, amongst others:

♦ watersheds

♦ economic, natural and development  regions

♦ groupings of municipalities

Local management requires the promotion of
negotiation capacities and agreements between
internal and external stakeholders  and demands
their full participation and collaboration.

5.8. Disaster risk is a component or
dimension of “global risk” which has
dimensions and conditioning factors
that go beyond  the disaster risk
problematic. At the same time, disaster
risk is very often constructed on other
manifestations of risk, and  particularly
on that which may be referred to as
“every-day or chronic risk”.

For risk management, this implies that:

♦ management must take place within a
framework that considers the daily risk
conditions and poverty of the population, as
well as other situational determining factors.

♦ in view of the level of priority assigned by the
population to every-day risk, and taking into
consideration its own  survival and adaptation
capacities, risk management must be linked
to this risk and assume this as a fundamental
point of  reference as well as taking into
consideration the mechanisms used by the
population to face it.

♦ risk management is a parameter and
component of development and
environmental management and the global
management of human  security and is an
indispensable condition for achieving
sustainability.
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6. Towards a definition of the
fundamental parameters of
risk management.

A consideration of the conceptual and practical
aspects developed in previous pages allows us
to define a series of  fundamental parameters
that characterize the risk management process
in general and at the local level in particular.

These serve as a guide for the analysis of
management practices and the definition of
recommendations as regards intervention
presented in the third and conclusive section of
this work. Risk management must-

♦ be closely related to  the development
process and development  planning

♦ be seen as a process and not as a product
or series of products

♦ foster the active participation of the subjects
of risk and promote their appropriation of the
risk management process.

♦ be promoted through the creation or
strengthening of permanent and sustainable
institutional and organisational systems or
structures that incorporate representations
of relevant civil society and political actors at
the territorial scales  considered.

♦ search to integrate, coordinate, negotiate and
concert with social actors and their
institutional representations at   territorial
levels of higher and lower hierarchy.

♦ assumes a transverse and integral nature
considering all different phases, states or
contexts of risk – primary risk   reduction,
preparedness, disaster response and
reconstruction – and be integrated into
sectoral and territorial planning
mechanisms.

♦ achieve sustainability and autonomy of action
over time
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Part three
Risk
management
parameters and
practices: From
projects to
processes

in the two previous sections of this document
we have moved from general considerations of
disasters and their impacts and  changes in the
ways of conceptualizing intervention in the field
of risks and disasters, towards more specific
considerations  as regards the concept itself and
the characteristics of disaster risk and disaster
management . Finally, we have attempted  to
define the implications that the different
characteristics of risk have from the intervention
viewpoint, concluding with a  summary of what
we consider to be the most important traits or
parameters which define this social practice.

During this discussion we have gradually
approached a more specific idea of the notion of
Local Risk Management, a component  or
dimension of more general Risk Management
practice. In the present section we will deal more
specifically with the local  dimension, reflect upon
its particular characteristics and, according to
our criteria, examine the means by which this
type  of practice could advance more
successfully in the future. With this in mind, we
will examine the basic parameters identified  in
the cases of intervention systematized during the
development of the component on Strengthening
Local Risk Management  Capacities of the
CEPREDENAC -UNDP Regional Program. A
general consideration of some of these practices

is incorporated in  the text of the document and
detailed examples are presented in Annex 2 of
this document.

1 . The levels and scope of risk
management: local
management

The areas in which risk is expressed or manifest
as well as the actors that participate or should
participate in its  management are wide ranging
and diverse. These include different economic
and social sectors, territories of varying
complexity and magnitude, families and
individuals. Over the past few years particular
attention has been placed on the  “local” levels
and today it is common to talk of local risk
management as a particularly relevant level of
intervention.  Nonetheless, local management is
just one of the different levels of risk management
when seen from an integral/holistic  perspective,
and this must be implemented in a mutually
reinforcing, supportive and harmonious fashion,
coordinated with  actions and policies taken at
other spatial and sectoral levels.
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Why does the emphasis on the local level
assume such importance in the development
of the notion and practice of risk
management?

Before analyzing the parameters or traits which
distinguish local risk management in practice,
we will briefly examine some  of the factors which
may help explain why the local level has assumed
overwhelming predominance in the region in the
development of the risk management concept
and practice. The following aspects, which have
been previously outlined in this  document, would
seem to be of particular importance:

♦ In spite of the large number of factors and
processes that play a role in the construction
of risk and its diverse  territorial and social
expressions, in the last instance risk is
expressed in a concrete and measurable
way and best  perceived at the micro-social
and micro territorial level. It is at this level that
future damage and losses, i.e. the  diverse
and particular expressions of disaster, will
materialize.

The fundamental role played by the local level in
preparedness and immediate response to
disasters has been accepted for many  years.
This is justified and substantiated by the
proximity of local actors to the scene of disaster
itself and to the  difficulties national level actors
face in rapidly and comprehensively reaching the
different regions and zones affected by a  large
disaster. In the case of primary risk reduction,
the diversity and specificity of local risk
environments in any one  country means that it
is only through local participation and
management that awareness, knowledge and
incentives to act in a  permanent manner can be
expected. Management is more effectively
promoted and sustained at the territorial levels
where the  problem is materialized and suffered
and where the awareness of risk is greatest.

♦ In addition to the importance the local level
assumes with regard to risk management,
this level has recently assumed a  renewed
position in the debate and search for
sustainable development practices

implemented in the framework of
decentralization policies. Risk management
ties in neatly with the ideas and promotion of
local development and local  participation in
integral environmental management.
However, the tendency to search to
strengthen the local levels and the  general
debate on participation and governability, run
in many ways contrary to the centralizing
notion and trend imposed by  globalization.
In this sense, the local level and local
management can be seen as a possible
counterweight to the selective  and
marginalizing tendencies that seem to typify
the globalization process as it develops today.

♦ In the current context, the theme of risk
management has been more enthusiastically
adopted by international agencies,  non-
governmental and grassroots organizations,
than by national governments themselves,
although there is a tendency for  national
organisations to increase their interest and
practice in this field. As far as international
organisations and NGOs  are concerned,
(including those dedicated specifically to the
issue of risks and disasters and those
concentrating on local  or municipal
development), local risk management is an
intervention area  which is not only
reasonably accessible and clearly  relevant
but one that also allows a broadening and
consolidating  of traditional development
interventions and which is  perceived as
being of strategic importance with regard to
current visions of sustainability.

2. The parameters or traits which
define local risk management

What then are the traits or parameters which
define the local risk management process and
that are consistent with the  conceptual
development and the empiric validation achieved
to date?
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First, it is necessary to reiterate that the current
concept of risk management arises in parallel
with the recognition that  disaster risk is in most
cases a direct or indirect product of processes,
decisions and actions resulting from the
dominant  models of economic growth and
development that shape the transformation of
society. In other words, risk and development (in
its conventionally used but deformed meaning)
are intimately related. Consequently, risk
reduction practice must be  considered within a
development framework and as a component of
development management and planning at the
sectoral, social,  environmental and territorial
levels. Thus, the first premise, parameter or trait
of local risk management is that in  practice, it
cannot be divorced from developmental
frameworks, processes, objectives and
planning. Risk and its management  are not
external to, but rather an intimate and intrinsic
component of development processes and
practices. This means that  risk management in
its more advanced conception should search to
help in transforming existing social and economic
realities,  latching on to and becoming an integral
part of new and more sustainable development
processes.

Why should disaster risk reduction, prevision
and control be seen within the local
development framework?

In referring to the inseparable relationship
between risk management and development,
various contexts define this  relationship:

♦ Sustainability of development is impossible
in the absence of adequate levels of security
for the investments and  practices which drive
them. In other words, development requires
low levels of current or potential risk.

♦ The social or human vulnerability which helps
define the level of disaster risk of a locality,
population or community is  frequently built
on or derives from prevailing conditions of
every-day or chronic risk (unemployment,
lack of income,  malnutrition, health
problems, substance abuse, family and
social violence, etc.). These chronic risks are

a result of the  lack of integral and socially
just development processes. As a result,
disaster risk reduction will only be really
effective  when it is considered within the
framework of social and economic
transformation achieved through the
promotion of local,  regional and national level
development processes.

♦ Disaster conditions and the latent
characteristics of the risk which precede
these are more easily introduced as a
permanent concern among local actors
when they are linked into or related to more
permanent daily chronic risk conditions and
attempts at their common reduction are
made through integral development
processes. The more the orchestration of
activities  aimed at the reduction of structural
or chronic insecurity is related to attempts to
reduce disaster risk, the greater the  interest
in the issue among organized stakeholders
and the local population. The aim to reduce
the risk of disaster in a  locality will be
prioritized by local stakeholders according to
the (relative) importance they assign to this
in the  satisfaction or achievement of their
every day needs and existence.

Second, the management process should
necessarily be participatory and the subjects of
risk and local authorities must  achieve the status
of actors in analysis, strategic development
planning and decision making. Participation is a
legitimizing  mechanism and one which
guarantees ownership and empowerment. It is,
therefore, the cornerstone of the appropriation
of the  process by local actors. Appropriation  is
itself the principle defining quality of the process.

There is, thus, a clear difference between what
may be called risk reduction at the local level and
local level risk  management. Local level risk
management is appropriated by local actors and
these are the principal protagonists in the
process (which in itself does not exclude the
need and possibility of collaboration from external
actors), whereas risk  reduction at the local level
can be promoted under the  volition of diverse
actors from any  of the local, regional, national
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or international levels. Thus, the idea of local risk
management remits  to a process which is
promoted, carried out and  appropriated  by local
actors, those who relate to or identify with the
local level in regards to every-day productive or
family chores and which have a sense of
ownership at these levels.

The concept of local actor introduces us to a
broad variety of organized groups and individuals
within “local” society, who  can and must
participate in the construction and
implementation of management processes.
Management requires hierarchical  institutional
and organizational structures and defined roles
for different social actors. A lead role in the
establishment  of management as a permanent
and sustainable practice should be assumed by
the municipality, the municipal authority and its
technical and policy-making bodies. The
municipality, in its role as the promoter and
organizer of local policy and  administrative
matters and arbitrator between local social
actors and population is called on to assume this
role for a  variety of reasons, including:

♦ It is the body which has the legal responsibility
for promoting local development and land use
planning and has  prerogatives in developing
norms, incentives and controls for sectoral
and territorial development projects.

♦ It is the democratically elected legal
representative of different sectors,
stakeholders and social forces in the
municipality and is the institution that should
naturally assume a conciliatory role in the
resolution of differences and  conflicts.

♦ It is a focal point or fulcrum which mediates
between the local, regional and national
spheres and thus creates spaces for
negotiation and understanding between
these different levels, keeping in mind local
interests and development priorities. It
provides the basis for administrative, political
and economic decentralization and provides
local political representation at  the regional
and national levels.

As such the municipality should be the principal
leader and supporter of local development and
risk management structures. In the case of
municipalities that for lack or omission do not
assume this role, it is legitimate to consider other
organizational structures which would promote
and sustain risk management. Documented
cases do exist in which this role is  taken on by
other local social forces, representatives of
organizational structures and civil society.

Third, as a result of the endogenous relationship
that must be recognized and maintained between
sectoral, social, economic,  environmental and
territorial development planning and risk
management and reduction, some fundamental
parameters may be  established with reference
to the organizational types and requirements,
pertinent at the local level.

A basic principle emerging from the integration
of risk management with development and
environmental management at the local  level is
that there should be no real need to create new
institutions or organizations which respond to the
particular  requirements of risk management.
Rather, this should be achieved through the
incorporation of  risk reduction and control
concerns and practice in existing or foreseen
organizational structures responsible for
development planning and promotion  related to
the environment, sectors and territory: that is to
say, the municipal or district level offices
responsible for  promoting development in
general, land-use and urban planning,
environmental management, etc.

In essence what is required is a normative
coordinating body whose dictates, policies,
programs, projects and suggested  actions are
implemented by existing bodies responsible for
the different dimensions of local development,
whether these are  governmental, civil society
or private sector based. This is important in the
sense that one of the obstacles to the  promotion
of municipal participation in risk management
has been that municipalities are reluctant to
assume additional tasks  which require new
investments and resources seen to exceed their
limited resource  capacities.
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Fourth: participation and appropriation are, in
themselves, key factors in the sustainability of
management processes. Local  management is
not defined as a project or a concrete product,
but rather in terms of the continuous application
of management  principles and actions and in
the sustainability of processes. Sustainability
means evolving from concrete projects to a
continuous process promoted by local actors
through local organizational structures and
institutions. This may be supported  by regional,
national or international bodies, optimally adhering
to a common vision and an agreed strategy on
risk reduction  and control within the local level
development framework.
Fifth: seen from the perspective of the phases
of the so-called disaster cycle, risk management
is a transverse and integral  practice which
includes activities and orientations not only related
to prevention and mitigation, but also in terms of
preparedness, response, rehabilitation and
reconstruction. The point of reference is the
changing conditions of risk that are depicted in
the notion of a risk continuum, and not disaster
as such. Continuity is accepted as something
that typifies risk from the outset and the practices
which reduce or anticipate it.

Sixth: it is a practice which is promoted and
controlled from the local level but which cannot
exist without the  establishment of relations at
higher territorial levels where differences are
reconciled, coordination and negotiation
processes generated and other extra local actors
come in to play, whether this is at the sub-
regional, regional, national or  international levels.
The local level is a component of a larger territorial
reality and cannot disregard this fact when it
comes to the management of change. This is of
considerable importance in that it recognizes that
risk expressed at the local  level is in fact the
result of multiple, inter-linked and inter-related
processes whose social and territorial origins
exceeds local limits. The local level is a
depository and not a factory of risk as such,
although eminently local processes  obviously
contribute towards its existence. It may thus be
affirmed that a local management process will
be more efficient if  it is linked to and developed
within a broader territorial framework.

Some of the approaches which have been used
to achieve greater integration of local and other
territorial levels include:

♦ The development of inter-municipal projects
within areas of common ecological,
environmental and development
characteristics, including efforts to create
committees or coordinating bodies made up
of local and external stakeholders.

♦ Projects developed in the context of
watershed areas, economic regions, etc.

♦ Projects which are concentrated on a
particular area, locality or municipality but
which anticipate a ripple effect  to  other areas
where  analysis shows that risk generating
factors that affect the intervention area are
generated outside of the  spatial limits of the
area  (sources of river pollution, deforestation,
etc.)

It is clear from this brief outline of the basic
characteristics of local management, that
external actors who promote  concrete risk
reduction projects are not responsible as such
neither do they define the existence of local
management. They  should offer support for the
promotion, acceptance and follow-up in the
management processes incited by the local
actors  themselves. The projects we promote
very often have the final objective of supporting
risk reduction at the local level but  not
necessarily the establishment of risk
management as a process. In a significant
number of cases of external intervention,  project
design and goals do not explicitly consider local
appropriation of the process or the sustainability
of plans and  interventions. Many are still oriented
to providing concrete and final products and are
of relatively short duration.
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BOX   1. Local risk management within the framework of local development processes:
The case of Barranca and Chacarita, Costa  Rica. (ALFORJA project): The
comprehensive application of intervention parameters.

The Barranca and Chacarita Community Emergency Committee in the Central Pacific zone of Costa
Rica was created to attend  disaster situations. Once the crisis was over the Committee would tend to
hibernate until the next emergency or preventive  activity came along. Nonetheless, motivated by their
own understanding of the local development scenario and problematic and  with the support of the NGO,
Alforja, the Committee realized that it also had a role to play in local risk reduction  management and in
the promotion of improvements in community quality of life and development. Three defining traits of local
risk management can be identified in the development of the organization:

Management as a process not a product

The Committee began its work using the Community Health Network of the zone, thus allowing the joint
efforts of many  different organizations and institutions. Alforja, the Ministry of Health and the Costa
Rican Social Security Service, who  support the organization, promoted participatory methodologies
being careful not to castrate the “process of the process”  which typified the Committees development
from the outset, allowing its consolidation and strengthening. In respecting the  local Committee’s own
rhythm and providing local actors with the space to define their own agendas, it was possible to  stimulate
the process in a positive way. Dependencies and paternalisms were also avoided. The process of
consolidating  efforts to correct and avoid future risks resulted in the legal establishment of the Community
Health Network, and in the  sustainability of its work.

Participation, appropriation and sustainability of the management process by local actors

Appropriation and sustainability were achieved by the Committee through:

a. The participatory methodology promoted by Alforja which respects the principle that members of the
Committee are active  subjects of the intervention process.

b. The role of Alforja as an external agent which promotes an autonomous relation with the Committee
which challenges the  paternalistic and dependency relations the State has established with commu-
nity groups.

c . The Barranca Community Health Network, an organic structure where proposals for improvements in
the local quality of life  are vented, discussed and supported.

Sustainability of the process has mainly been based on the wide scale representation of different civil
society and State  organizations working in harmony.

Local management and the regional and national frameworks

At the outset, the Committee restricted its analysis and actions to the area immediately around the
communities of Chacarita  and Barranca. However, once activities were under way it was realized that
the Committees action plan should extend beyond  this area given that risk and its different manifestations
affected all of the communities along the Barranca River.

In this way, a working strategy evolved based on the articulation of riverbank communities throughout the
watershed. These  communities were represented by environmental organizations, development
associations and health authorities. Recognizing the  interrelations between what happens upstream
and downstream led them to broaden the geographic scope of their intervention.  This includes both
situational analyses of the risk scenario (cause-effects) and the development of action plans. In this way
integral solutions are conceived where each and everyone acts according to a global vision (of the
watershed) but from their  own local perspective (the micro-watershed).
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3 . Parameters and practice
favouring local risk
management

Our basic definition of local risk management
presented above identifies six premises, traits
or basic characteristics which  allow us to define
local risk management. These parameters will
be taken up on below, introducing evidence
generated during  the systematization of local
experiences in order to identify aspects which
play a key role in the consolidation of these
elements in management practice on a daily
basis.

Some preliminary considerations regarding
risk management seen as a process and the
promotion of concrete intervention  projects

In defining the fundamental parameters or traits
of local risk management, one is clearly referring
to a Utopia to be  constructed in the future, and
not necessarily to something which already exists
or is consolidated and widely promoted. This  is
not to deny the existence of examples of
intervention in risk reduction which bring together
several of the traits and  tend to evolve towards
more integral or comprehensive schemes.
However, a large number of the cases recorded
in the project  inventory compiled as part of the
regional project comprise individual projects
which intervene in determined risk factors  but
whose contribution to the consolidation of
permanent and sustainable local management
processes is highly variable. In  our view many
of these projects are examples of risk reduction
at the local level but not of projects designed and
executed  within the framework of a local risk
management process as previously defined in
this document.

In considering the types of project promoted over
the last few years and their relationship to the
promotion and  consolidation of local risk
management, we can identify three basic
modalities:

♦ Projects whose explicit objectives and

methodology point to the promotion of the
conditions for the initiation and  consolidation
of local risk management structures and
processes.

♦ Projects promoted at the local level by
external actors in function of the reduction
and control of certain risk factors.  The
development, methodology and vision
incorporated in these projects extends
beyond the projects’ immediate objectives so
as to also consider the way in which the
project can, through its intervention strategy,
support and promote sustained local
management processes in the future, within
the framework of local development.

♦ Projects drawn up and carried out in function
of the reduction of certain risk factors at the
local level, but which do  not transcend
immediate, short term objectives. The
methodologies and types of intervention do
not establish relationships  with local
development contexts, goals and needs and
do not transcend the immediate project
objectives, searching to support  or promote
longer term risk management processes
and structures.

This “classification” of types of projects obviously
establishes extremes and does not consider
“hybrid” projects which draw  together
characteristics from the three types of “model”
project. Evidence suggests that the last type of
project still  dominates, with a perceivable
tendency towards a growth in the incidence of
the first two types indicated.

In recognizing this situation and also recognizing
that for different reasons governments
themselves have not paid sufficient attention to
the creation and consolidation of decentralized
local management structures or systems, we
are presented with a  particular challenge which
orientates our focus in the remainder of this
document. This orientation is articulated in
function of a basic question. Thus, at the same
time that we recognise that for some time in the
future it is highly likely  that the project and not
process approach will predominate, how can we
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guarantee that individual risk reduction projects
do  in fact go beyond their own particular risk
reduction objectives, supporting and contributing
to the introduction and future  consolidation of
local risk management processes within the
development framework?

This, we believe, can be achieved to the extent
that we are cognizant of the ways in which new
projects could contribute to  promoting local
management taking into account and
incorporating into their design and methodologies
some or all of the  traits which we believe
distinguish local management as a process and
which support the creation of conditions
favourable to  its institutionalization and
sustainability.

General considerations on the parameters

Before carrying out a detailed analysis of each
trait or parameter it is necessary to clarify that
these cannot be limited to  and identified with
any one particular phase or stage of a project.
Rather, they should be expressed or
represented in each  and all of the different
phases, from project design, planning, and
strategic development, through to decision-
making,  implementation, follow-up and
evaluation. In other words, they are
characteristics which should be widely promoted
throughout  a project. The greater the success
in achieving this goal, the wider will be the
possibilities that the project in question  contribute
to the gradual development of conditions for the
establishment of permanent local risk
management processes.

Independently of the particular objective of an
intervention project and the hoped for results, we
can establish the premise  that the promotion of
permanent local management processes should
be part of the intervention methodology and
objectives of  all risk reduction projects.  Achieving
the objective of the project and the particular
products this implies can always be  conceived
as the result of a process which incorporates
the characteristics of local management as they
are described in this  document.

4. Parameters and practice: a
global approach

4.1 Risk management – Local development

Nowadays, increasing efforts are aimed at
improving conditions for local development.
Economic and administrative  decentralization
is included as part of this process, processes
which are facing many difficulties but which are
established  as goals in many countries. Increase
in the levels of human security, considering both
every day living conditions and  security from a
variety of environmental threats, is an essential
component of development. In this sense,
development cannot  be contemplated without
reference to the issue of disaster risk. Risk
management has little sense if it is not seen as
a  dimension of development planning and as a
practice which transforms and supports greater
levels of integral human security.  The
development dimension which should
characterize any intervention in risk is perhaps
its most essential and defining  trait.

4.1.1 Project types and different options

When considering the relationships between
local risk management and local development
two generic types of projects come to  mind
which have different objectives and points of
departure.

First, sectoral, territorial or integral development
projects which include criteria for the anticipation
and control of risk  within a framework offered by
the idea of prospective risk management.

This type of focus does not pose serious
problems inasmuch as there is a disposition
towards analyzing new projects with an  eye for
risk and knowledge exists on the options available
for risk control in the type of project under
development-agricultural, housing, water supply,
tourism etc.

Second, projects that have the explicit aim of
modifying specific existing disaster risk
conditions in localities. To date,  the majority of
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cases of this type of intervention have involved
the introduction of early warning systems, the
construction  of physical hazard barriers, the
dragging of rivers and stabilizing of slopes,
relocation of settlements, retrofitting of  buildings
and the preparation of emergency plans. These
are in some ways the most obvious and
conservative activities which  can be identified.
Conservative in the sense that they do not
attempt to intervene in risk generating processes,
nor do they  attempt to change existing social
and economic patterns and relations that may
relate to existing or new risk conditions.

On the other hand, the reduction of existing risk,
as we have insisted earlier, can consider the
necessity of transformations  in local
development guidelines, including a
reorganization/re-adaptation of land-use,
structural changes (of vocation or  organization
in the case of the predominant productive
activity), changes in consumer patterns and
natural resource use,  environmental recovery
and sanitation, to name just a few. These plans/
schemes are more progressive and give the
notion of  risk reduction in a development
framework a much broader focus. Thus, the
principle focus is not simply protecting existing
development from disaster loss, but rather the
parallel modification of risk generating conditions
that form part of the  existing development
process and the creation of more adequate
conditions for promoting social and human
development and  livelihood resilience which in
themselves  turn out to be disaster risk reducing
mechanisms.

The predominance of the first type of project is
the result of short-term and product-oriented
attitudes with a relatively  limited investment in
resources. The second type of project requires
greater investments and time and is not so easily
adjusted to the demands of the agencies which
finance projects directly addressing disaster
issues. In the first case the  approach begins
with concerns for risk and disaster and then may
consider impacts on  development, while in the
second case  we begin with central development
issues and then consider disaster risk, its
reduction and control as a way of complimenting
development objectives and promoting more
integral, secure and sustainable development.

In establishing this basic division we identify one
of the most acute challenges and problems
faced in the promotion of local  risk management.
Thus, there is no doubt that options for spreading
the practice at the local level are greater when
the  projects promoted start by dealing with local
development issues and integrate
considerations of risk, its anticipation or
reduction, as opposed to traditional projects
which are based on the identification of a
particular risk issue at the local  level and promote
interventions aimed at its reduction. But, this is
undertaken without necessarily questioning or
modifying  the existing development patterns
which are probably responsible for the risk in the
first place.

Seen from the perspective of external sources
of support for local projects, this means that
greater advances in local risk  management will
be achieved to the extent that the sources which
support development projects promote and make
funds  available for projects to consider issues
of risk. Currently, this is not generally the case,
although increasing emphasis is  being made
on such aspects.

On the other hand, the agencies which
traditionally support projects in the disaster field
are generally different from those  which promote
development. They also have visions which are
narrower, more short-term and product-oriented,
with more limited  availability of finance and
shorter time-scales. In addition, demands for
obtaining “concrete” and “visible” products runs
contrary to the need to emphasize and promote
longer term processes. It is difficult to see how
these sources will be able to  extend or modify
their visions in such a way as to take into account
the local development dimension in the
conceptualization  and design of projects.

In view of this there is an explicit call for the issue
of disasters and risk management to be
considered in a more  generalized way by the
development agencies and not as a separate
problem, subject only to traditional sources of
funding  which, in the end, are just broader
versions of the same agencies or agency
departments which finance preparedness and
disaster response activities.
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BOX 2 Some ecological facets of risk management: the experience of World Neighbours (WN)
in south east Honduras

The “Sustainable Agricultural Development in Communities in Jamastrán” project, promoted by WN with
finance from the  emergency programme of the German Diakonia agency, arose within the framework of
post Mitch reconstruction programmes.

WN had promoted sustainable agriculture and health improvements in different rural communities in the
north, south and  western regions of Honduras since before Mitch. It had also promoted community
organizational strengthening as a third  component of its work.

Due to the  approach followed by WN, this sustainable agriculture project, which incorporated disaster
risk reduction  aspects, operated from an organizational base which did not coincide with the traditional
emergency or risk management  committees adopted by organizations that focus directly on risk reduction.
The organization introduced risk reduction issues  into its ongoing concerns for sustainable agriculture
and health and into other sectoral priorities identified by the local  community organizations

The emphasis on the preservation and restoration of natural resources as a basis for sustainability arose
to a great extent  because of the conviction that the issue of reducing the impact of disasters has a
strong ecological component. This vision  is manifest in the project objectives which promote the reduction
of the vulnerability of biophysical resources, without ignoring the final objective of improving the quality of
life of the participating population. In addition, the specific  objectives of the project incorporate other
aspects which – although not explicitly aimed at risk reduction- finally  contribute to mitigating vulnerability
factors (food security, organizational strengthening and the improvement of health  conditions).

Identifiable practices which contributed to an increase in the quality and impact of the project include:
the focusing of  intervention on sustainable local development and not exclusively on the  explicit
containment or reduction of risks;  focusing interventions on the reduction of technological, economic
and environmental vulnerability through sustainable  agriculture and environmental health; flexibility in
project design permitting the adoption of a watershed management focus;  and, finally, not closing out
from the start the issues and problems to be dealt with, thus opening them up to analysis and  proposals
from the target population. The scheme illustrates that risk reduction may be closely integrated into
sectoral  development processes at the local level.

4.1.2 Fundamental practices in the
establishment of the relationship
between risk and development in
risk reduction projects

Experience shows that at least four mechanisms
or basic practices exist which should be
considered in any project in order to  facilitate or
guarantee a common and joint consideration of
the issues of development and risk.

Conceptual frameworks of the projects

The link between risk and development can be
more easily established to the extent that the

conceptual and methodological  frameworks
used in projects adequately define this
relationship. Financial and donor agencies and
demand sectors should  require that project
designers and implementers make specific
reference to this relationship. This means not
only  establishing how the reduction of the risk
factors will enhance development but also how
existing development modes lead to  risk in the
areas Here we may assert that there is no risk
problem or proposed intervention which cannot
be related to the  issue of development and that
this relationship and mutual conditioning should
be clearly laid out and expressed in the  project’s
conceptual framework.
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Local diagnoses.

Local projects in the risk or disaster area
frequently contemplate the analysis, mapping or
systematization of information on  hazards and
vulnerabilities. However, this type of analysis
often assumes static characteristics and these
risk factors are  seen as already existing
products or circumstances in the area or
community. Little or no analysis of the historical
processes which explain their existence or of the
relevant social actors is incorporated such that
the analysis is socially  neutral. In addition, it is
still common to find analyses which treat hazards
and vulnerabilities as if they were clearly
separable entities. The dynamic and complex
interactive relationship between them and the
ways in which they are mutually  conditioned are
rarely laid out. Risk as such and its objective and

subjective dimensions are rarely considered in
an  integral fashion and only on a few occasions
are attempts made to establish the causal links
between hazards, vulnerabilities  and risk and
identify the difficulties these signify for the planned
processes of transformation or development to
which the  community could be subjected. The
result of this split is that local actors present in
project development are frequently not  able to
establish the relationship between processes of
local transformation and development and the
materialization of risk, hazards and
vulnerabilities. Risk tends to be divorced from
the issue of development as if it were the result
of autonomous  and exogenous processes.

The use of integral participatory diagnoses, which
go under a variety of different names, are
fundamental for evaluating  different issues within

BOX 3.  Synergies between local development and risk reduction: the experience of the Lower
Lempa initiative, El Salvador.

Between August 2001 and April 2002, an independent group of consultants contracted by the Ministry of
Environment and Natural Resources with Inter American Development Bank  finance conducted  an
integral analysis of development and risk conditions in  the Lower Lempa River Valley  and proposed a
strategic framework for development and risk reduction in the zone. This work  was undertaken in response
to local demands and designed and carried out in a highly participatory manner. The link between
development and risks and disasters was an essential element in the development of the analysis and in
the identification of intervention options in the zone. The latter included ideas on changes in production
patterns, land-use planning, sustainable  management of natural resources, improvement of living conditions
and the creation of local capacities as a basis for  disaster risk management and reduction. In other
words, the analysis and the proposals were based on an integral vision of  risk and its relations with
development and not on a limited vision based on the endowment of structural or engineering  solutions
to the flood risk problem in the zone.

The “Programme for the strengthening of local and community organizations in the Lower Lempa” for risk
management within the  development framework is one of the steps recommended in the proposed
strategic plan. This programme was implemented in the  zone between 2002 and 2003 with support from
British and Japanese funds channelled through the IADB and the Ministry of the  Environment. This
programme precedes the development of concrete intervention projects in the zone identified in the
strategic plan.  The programme for organizational strengthening seeks to build a local forum for discussion,
planning and  decision making, approving development and risk reduction proposals and participating in
project implementation and  evaluation. A major achievement has been the creation of a local committee
drawing members from the main grass roots  organizations in the zone, from the municipalities and from
central government. The Committee, together with the development  of other organizational and managerial
aspects, comprises an important step in the consolidation of social capital within the  zone which is
absolutely necessary for the promotion of local risk management within the development framework.
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a zone in an  integral manner and in pre-
identifying opportunities, priorities and
relationships.  They provide potent tools and
methodologies with which to establish and detail
the link between development and risk.  Moreover,
when undertaken in a fully participatory fashion,
they serve to increase consciousness and
commitment on the part  of a broad range of local
actors.  A fundamental aspect of these analyses
relates to the indicators and processes they
consider. These diagnoses should at least be
able to answer the following questions:

♦ How do current risk factors relate to the types
of development within the zone?

♦ What are the processes and social actors
that help explain the construction of risk in
the area?

♦ What are the social vulnerability conditions
that give the possible physical events their
hazardous characteristics?

♦ What are the characteristics of the zone’s
economic and social development which
help explain existing vulnerabilities?

♦ What is the relationship between the local

and other territorial levels in the explanation
of the types and levels of   risk.

♦ What are the new development trends which
could give rise to new risk in the future?

♦ Who are the organized local actors or
individuals who should form part of the risk
management process due to their  relevance
for development planning ?

♦ How is risk dimensioned and valorised in the
area by different social groups and how is
disaster risk prioritised as  compared to other
more permanent development problems?

With reference to these diagnoses we may
assert that it is not the level of specialization of
the intervention which counts.  It is usually far
better to undertake a broad analysis which
examines the diverse means by which risk and
development  interact prior to undertaking very
specific analysis of those aspects which seem
to have a direct relationship with the  particular
intervention issue identified for the project. The
broader the visions we illicit, greater is the
impetus for  integral and sustainable risk
management in the zone.

BOX 4 Risk management and disaster prevention project 1999–2004 (Humboldt Centre –
Nicaragua)

The Humboldt Centre (HC) risk management project in 10 municipalities promotes processes leading to
the appropriation of the  risk reduction issue at the local level, generating consensus among diverse
actors as regards sustainable development at the  municipal level.

The principal instrumental axis of the project comprises an integral participatory diagnosis of the
municipality, its  development context and risk scenario. The importance of this instrument rests not
only in the diagnosis seen as a product,  but rather in the possibility it renders for involving four types of
social actor- community leaders, members of territorial  development and prevention committees, municipal
authorities and technical staff and members of the municipal committee for  development and prevention.
With the diagnostic procedure a change of vision is stimulated on the relationship between  disaster risk
and development. A consensual vision of a desired future is proposed as a fundamental step in the
strengthening  of strategic development planning at the community and municipal levels. The diagnosis
promotes the participation of  different Local Risk Management actors using sensitization techniques
and means for strengthening the local and municipal  risk reduction organization set up, thus promoting
improved development practice and emergency response. The municipal  technical staffs are trained as
facilitators in the sensitization process and in the identification of risk reduction  proposals.
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BOX 5 Vulnerability analyses:  experience in the hamlets around the San Miguel volcano, El
Salvador (Geologists of the World)

In defining vulnerability levels, four categories were established: low, medium, moderately high and very
high. Different numerical values were assigned to each of these levels: between O and 1: low vulnerability;
between 1.01 and 2: medium vulnerability; between 2.01 and 2.5: moderately high vulnerability; and,
between 2.51 and 3: very high vulnerability.

With regards to the definition of vulnerability parameters/criteria, objectively verifiable, quantitative indicators
were adopted.

Physical/technical parameters
♦ Materials used in construction of house walls: 70% or more with mixed systems and/or improved

adobe: 1 point; between 40% and 69%: 2 points; and less than 40%: 3 points.
♦ Presence of basic services such as access to potable water, drainage, telephones and electricity.

With four of the mentioned elements: 1 point; with two or three: 2 points; with one or none: 3 points.
♦ Presence of agricultural technology, machines, irrigation systems and drainage. With four of the

mentioned elements: 1 point; with three or two: 2 points; with one or none: 3 points.

Economic parameters
♦ Levels of extreme poverty: 45% or more households living in extreme poverty: 3 points; between

20% and 44%: 2 points; less than 20% of homes: 1 point.
♦ Land tenancy. More than 70% own their land: 1 point; between 40% and 69%: 2 points: less than

40%: 3 points.

Environmental parameters
♦ Fuel for cooking: 60% or more use firewood: 3 points; between 25% and 59%: 2 points; less than

25% use firewood: 1 point.
♦ Land use: more than 70% of agricultural land under temporary crops: 3 points; between 40% and

69%: 2 points; less than 40%: 1 point.

Social parameters
♦ Education. Less than 40% with primary education: 3 points; between 40% and 69%: 2 points; 70%

or more: 1 point.
♦ Organizational: without local organizations: 3 points; with support from ADESCO or other development

organization: 2 points; with Risk/Disaster Committees: 1 point.
♦ Ideological/cultural. 50% or more believe in punishment of God or natural phenomenon: 3 points;

between 20% and 49%: 2 points; less than 20%: 1 point.
♦ Political. Lack of development proposals: 3 points; history of mobilizations/negotiation with local/

national authorities: 2 points; presence of development proposals: 1 point.
♦ Official plans and instruments. Lack of municipal risk management/emergency plans: 3 points;

municipal development plans: 2 points; municipal development plans with risk prevention: 1 point.
♦ Civil society institutions. Presence of 3 or more development institutions: 1 point; presence of one or

two institutions: 2 points; lack of institutions: three points.

The vulnerability analysis contributed in an important way to increasing local actor knowledge of the local
scenario and in  the generation of increased and higher quality information to support future development
processes. As a result of this  experience it may be concluded that one of the means to increase the
pertinence and efficiency of risk reduction  interventions is the development and dissemination of
methodological tools which allow a deeper analysis and understanding of  local vulnerability, the relations
with development styles and of the options for risk reduction.
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It is necessary to promote a permanent vision
broadening processes and fomenting
participation and appropriation of the issue at
hand.

Local project participants

The chances of the risk-disaster-development
relationship being understood and taken into
account increases considerably when  the local
actors involved in the project are actors in the
development process as such. Getting involved
in the problem  through the participation of
traditional and established preparedness and
disaster response organisations and structures

is  in itself limiting, although it should not be ruled
out as part of the equation due to the integral
and transversal nature of  risk management
concerns. Development actors are identified
through a previous analysis in the locality, and,
in principle,  include the municipality, local
sectoral, environmental or global development
associations and organizations, producer
organizations, NGOs and local or regional
representatives of central government. One very
clear lesson is that without the  presence and
commitment of the municipality chances of
success and sustainability are considerably
reduced. The municipality  is the most appropriate
level to act as a cohesive and consensus seeking

BOX 6 Risk Management and Local Power: the Case of the Municipality of Senahú, Alta Verapaz
– CARE.

The scarce resources available to local governments, the centralization of decision making processes at
the national level,  the economic dependency on external actors and the short-sighted vision of the
authorities are just some of the problems  which impede organized and planned risk reduction processes
and community development. Nonetheless, in spite of these  difficulties, interesting experiences can be
found at the municipal level although these may be somewhat dispersed and  isolated. These have
allowed municipalities to stimulate their capacities so as to promote processes which go beyond  traditional
investments in emergency response. The case of Senahú is one of these. Here, the local government got
involved in  the risk and disaster issue through preparedness activities but later took up risk reduction
initiatives throughout the  watershed. The Senahú Municipality is a high risk area for landslides.  Increasing
deforestation has accelerated the erosion  process whilst the inappropriate location of housing and
production has increased the probability that they will be affected  by rainfall and flooding.

The CARE inspired project was originally oriented towards emergency preparedness. During this process
training sessions were  organized with the objective of obtaining inputs for the design of Emergency
Plans. These activities benefited from the  support of specialized institutions (CONRED, CUNOR, and
USGS). The CARE team then repeated the schemes at the municipal level  and finally municipal technicians
adapted it to the community level. However, intervention gradually extended beyond these  activities.
Aware of the existence of a persistent and increasing risk context, the (municipal) mayor, Francisco
Javier Teni  Chiquín, involved the department of public works in risk reduction processes. Neighbourhoods
and basic infrastructure have  been evaluated and the difficult task of relocating families living in high-risk
housing has been achieved. A new  neighbourhood is being built for affected families with funds from the
post 2000 reconstruction process. Slopes have been  declared off limits, while reforestation projects are
also now under development.

With  support from the Central American Mitigation Initiative- CAMI- project (phase 2 of the CARE
intervention), they are  currently entering a more wide reaching  development promotion process,  drawing
up  an integral analysis and plan for risk  management and development, and working hard on the
integration of the Polochic Watershed Development Committee ( see Box  8).  With regards to the latter,
the Senahú Municipality has become one of the most dynamic players.

The presence of a dynamic, consensus seeking and committed mayor has been a key factor in the
successful implementation of  the project in this municipality.  The leadership given by the mayor has
facilitated the participation of other players,  public and private institutions, and grassroots organizations.
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force in the mobilization of local actors, and its
authority over and control of local development
and land-use planning provides it with a privileged
and unchallenged position  in the development-
risk formula.

Projecting the specific issue faced by the
intervention within the development
context.

It is clear that for some time now many local level
risk reduction projects have been clearly mapped
out and directed at  clear cut risk contexts. This
is the case, for example, of projects which aim
to promote early warning systems, slope
recuperation and stabilisation, the re-location of
settlements, or the drawing of hazard maps as
an input for preparedness or  emergency plans.
Each of these contexts represents an existing,
clear cut risk situation for which intervention is
sought.  Nonetheless, this type of intervention,
where the product is already legitimately
established and defined can offer an option  for
more wide ranging analysis which allows project
participants to reflect more profoundly on the
overall risk problematic  and on why they should
turn to risk reduction and control as an option in
general.

To take the example of early warning systems,
we are here faced with the development of
relatively conservative, if highly  relevant
mechanisms which seek to adapt warning and
evacuation procedures to given risk parameters.
However, on analyzing the  existing risk contexts,
the location of the population, livestock, housing,
etc, the project could stimulate an analysis that
goes well beyond the existing scenario delving
not only into the context that has to be faced in
case of emergency but also  the reasons why
such contexts exist and their wider significance
for development in the area. The achievement
of an integral  analysis and consideration of the
way in which land-use patterns, the location of
housing and production, environmental
deterioration, etc. have contributed towards the
existing risk context that early warning systems
are set up to combat, can  be a valuable tool for
projecting the community towards interventions
aimed at avoiding the creation of new risks in
the  future. The information which is generally
required to substantiate and support a particular
intervention has a potential  relevance which goes

well beyond its particular use in the design of
specific intervention tools. Examples now exist
in the  region of local organizations originally
involved in early warning systems evolving into
more comprehensive risk management
organizations and now involved in primary risk
reduction and development activities (see the
cases of La Masica in Honduras  and Chepo in
Panama, amongst others). This has resulted
from an almost spontaneous local process
stimulated by local actors  as opposed to being
considered in original early warning project
formats.

4.2 Management as a process and not a
product

Constructing the problem and the solution
in a participatory and flexible manner.

In a first approximation to the definition of process
this refers to the capacity to gradually construct
and dimension a  problem and its solution, as
opposed to beginning with preconceived
problems, products and interventions. In other
words, the  mere construction of a dyke, the
relocation of a community, dredging a river or
prohibiting construction in certain areas is  not
local risk management as such, although they
may be activities resulting from a management
process. Management refers  rather to the
process through which problems are
constructed socially and solutions adequately
dimensioned and implemented.  It is generally
possible to conceive this process taking into
account different components or phases,
including:

♦ The unmasking, understanding and
awareness of risk construction processes,
their concrete forms and characteristics and
their relations with local development models.
This requires a broad understanding and a
wide ranging participation of local  agents
(see below).

♦ An understanding of the wide range of local
level risk issues, their hierarchy and
prioritisation as regards the  development
problems of the zone and information on the
levels of social acceptability or
unacceptability.
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♦ Knowledge of the zone’s development
objectives, opportunities and options and the
relationship between these and present  risk
environments.

♦ An outlining of the risk reduction options
taking into account the types and content of
development projects and the most  typical
and traditional risk reduction instruments
available. This must take into account the
opportunities, capacities,  resources, etc. of

the zone and necessary alliances among
local actors and between these and those
from other territories  where processes have
an impact on the local risk context and
possible solutions.

♦ The development of intervention strategies
and particular instrumental options.

♦ The implementation of schemes and projects.

BOX 7 Project for the prevention and mitigation of natural disasters and epidemics in three
exclusion zones of Guatemala City  – Doctors without Frontiers (MSF)

The main aim of the Doctors without Frontiers project was to “reduce the level of vulnerability of communities
faced with  emergency situations related to epidemics and natural disasters”. The project has the following
goals:

♦ Reduce the impact of a disaster through preventive, educational and training activities.

♦ Improve the emergency response capacity through institutional coordination and collaboration.

Throughout the project implementation process MSF grew in its conceptual and practical vision from one
centred on emergencies  to a more integral focus which contributes to a reduction in risk conditions
within communities. This focus was centred on:

Reduction of landslide risks: construction, cleaning and rehabilitation of existing drainage systems,
stabilization barriers  on slopes, strengthening of existing structures, reforestation of critical public areas,
cleaning of roads and evacuation  routes, management of solid waste in critical sectors and community
awareness raising.

Reduction of the risk from epidemics: introduction of potable water, inspection of and repairs to the
water distribution  network, control in food handling, control and cleaning of public latrines, management
of solid waste  in public areas and  vector control especially through rubbish removal.

MSF’s experience in the slum areas has provided many different lessons, including:

1. The importance of not only strengthening community participation but also of inter-institutional
coordination and integral  intervention. In the community it is often very difficult to clearly and precisely
differentiate intervention themes. Local  reality is extremely complex and palpable, so in order to
achieve sustainable goals it is necessary to take into  consideration other linked community problems.
This leads to the establishment of strategic alliances with other institutions  operating in the same
locality thus attracting players who complement the program and its concrete goals.

2. The move from a vision traditionally focused on attending emergencies to a more integral risk reduction
vision.

3. The capacity of the institution to simultaneously manage short and long-term strategies. Very often
the urgency of solving  highly sensitive issues involves a loss of perspective as regards the processes
which have caused the problem in the first  place. Thus, although urgent problems must be effectively
dealt with, non-intervention in causal processes can result in the  situation returning to its previous
status or new risk situations being generated.
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Such a process cannot take place where
schemes and projects are fixed from the outset
of the project with predetermined  objectives and
actions. It is precisely the management process
which allows the most adequate dimensioning
of the problem and  identification of the most
appropriate solutions. This does not of course
mean that the project’s promoter has no idea of
the  objectives and goals of the intervention and
as to its sought achievements.

Process oriented interventions inevitably require
more time and resources than schemes
designed with concrete and  pre-established
products in mind, but the benefits are without

doubt commensurable. From the perspective of
the financing  agencies, this signifies the need
to consider projects with a wider time scale, more
resources and greater margins of  flexibility than
those which currently exist. At the same time, a
large number of projects analyzed in our
research process  had been significantly
changed while underway precisely due to the fact
that the original objectives and procedures were
too  rigid and in various cases severely
questioned by the recipient groups. Overly
structured projects negate the principle of
participation in implementation and decision
making, both of which are important in the
definition of management as a local  process.

Box 8 The Polochic Watershed Coordination Committee (PWCC), Guatemala.

The Polochic watershed includes parts of eight municipalities in the Alta Verapaz and Izabal departments.
Having been obliged  to abandon their lands, the Qeqchíes and Poqomchíes communities moved on to
steeply sloping, higher altitude forest land.  Deforestation in the upper and lower watershed has intensified
the erosion process and increased the risk of landslides and  flooding. The consequences of this process
are suffered throughout the watershed as was seen in an especially dramatic manner  during hurricane
Mitch.

The initiative to create the PWCC began during the post Mitch reconstruction process. It was originally
promoted by the  Regional Office of CARE in Cobán through its project “Municipal and Community
Preparedness in the Case of Disaster”. The  original idea of this project was to strengthen the different
organizational levels of the local Coordinating Committees for  Disaster Reduction so as to strengthen
efforts in the case of emergency. Nonetheless, considering the number of  reconstruction programmes
and disaster management projects which had already been developed in the Polochic watershed, CARE
incorporated other activities focussed on the strengthening of inter-institutional coordination for improving
response in  case of future disaster. The PWCC was formed with this objective in mind and participation
was initially limited to those  institutions which already had reconstruction projects underway, in addition
to public institutions and local governments  which were called upon to respond in case of emergency.

At the outset, activities were promoted by CARE involving social actors who themselves had requested
training. Gradually and  almost spontaneously the actors themselves took advantage of the Committee
for promoting inter-institutional coordination in  the carrying out of their programmes and projects. And,
later, the Committee was used in promoting actions aimed at the  reduction of risks and intimately linked
to development planning. Recognizing the potential of this platform for the  negotiation of activities, more
actors, including municipalities, gradually joined in. Finally, when the stake holders  involved recognized
the real form this platform was beginning to take they decided to rename it the Coordination Committee
for the Development of the Polochic Watershed and draw up a Development Plan for the river basin.
Proposals already being  defined in an isolated manner were then coordinated within the framework of
the committee, and the hopes, visions and  interests of the different institutions working in the watershed
were then drawn together. The development plan is currently  under preparation (2002).

Initiatives such as this encourage us to think that alternative development modes can indeed be promoted
in a more harmonious  manner, bringing together different local and external actors, and unifying criteria,
interests and efforts in order to  achieve common goals.
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The idea of process sometimes appears to
conflict with the demand or requirement of
communities or neighbourhoods to have  tangible
short term products which have a direct and
measurable impact on the risk context  and not
just training courses,  diagnoses, capacity
strengthening processes, etc. Nonetheless, the
idea of process does not contradict the notion of
obtaining tangible products. Rather, the process
should define these products and local actors
should be at the centre of the  analysis of the
problem and the selection of concrete
intervention options. Much of the problem lies in
the art of persuasion  and the way in which the
projects are presented to local actors. Moreover,
more flexible project formats are also required
where assignations for concrete activities or
products exist but without necessarily having
previously defined the final  destiny of available
funding.

Continuously constructing and strengthening
local management structures and
organisations

A second use of the notion of process refers to
the gradual and continuous establishment of
conditions for the permanent  implementation of
local risk management systems or structures,
with the presences of the most important social
actors,  including the municipality.

This process requires the continuous promotion
and strengthening of processes and structures
instrumented or utilised in  previous projects in
the area. This argues for the concatenation or
piggy backing of successive projects and respect
for  already established, legitimate organisational
structures or those in process of consolidation.
Many times, however, external  project promoters
have different contacts with local actors and
organisations and power struggles arise with
clear cut  divisions in the area where external
actors work with different and competing groups.
This establishes the need for  legitimate, broad
based, consensual and highly participatory local
organisations and structures which may filter and
debate  project options and offer a medium that
may guarantee continuity and coordination in the
framework of commonly accepted  development
strategies and needs. Divisions and conflicts
within the same local space and the continuous

creation of new  organisational structures can
only weaken the development process in the
short, medium and long terms. This is no ways
denies  the right for alternative organisational
structures and only establishes the principal of
the need for continuity and  coordination.

4.3 Local participation and appropriation.

Participation, understood as  being part of, as
opposed to taking part in, is indispensable for
local management for various  reasons, among
these the opportunity for appropriation and
sustainability of the process.

4.3.1 Participation in what, how and by
whom?

The participation of local actors calls for a
consideration of what activities and parts of the
process should be the subject  of participation.

First,  participation in the design of project
proposals. In general this does not happen due
to the autonomous and external  manner by
which the projects are designed and where
participation is limited to a rapid and superficial
consultation with  local actors as to their
acceptance of the project and their availability to
collaborate with its implementation. This
superficial approach must be overcome as the
chances for success of an intervention are
directly related to the way in which  this is
appropriated from the outset by the local actors
subject to risk. However, even when there is little
participation in  the make-up of the baseline
project, this can be corrected with the project
process. Thus, particular emphasis can be
specifically put on:

♦ The process by which knowledge and
understanding of the local dynamics and the
relation between risk and development
patterns are achieved, using participatory,
integral diagnostic methods and the drawing
up of local risk maps with full local
participation. The analytical process should
include the widest possible local
representation not only including technicians
and professionals but also community
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representatives and private sector
stakeholders. The municipality should
assume a  protagonist role in guaranteeing
real participation and demonstrate its
willingness to offer concrete support for the
process.

♦ The fact that participation should be
considered not as a mere act of consulting
the local population and using them as a
source of information but as a fundamental
component in the social construction of
knowledge and the achievement of
consensus  through discussion sessions,
training options and the exchange of ideas
on causes and solutions. This requires what
Gustavo  Wilches Chaux has called a
dialogue of ignorance and wisdom between
external technical and local actors in order
to  adequately dimension local reality and
appropriate intervention options.

♦ The broader the participation the greater the
impact and possibilities for success.

Participation should not be restricted  to
decision makers or local authorities and
professionals, but also include the general
population and its representatives  and civil
society organizations.

With regards to the organized expressions of the
local civil and political society, the participation
and appropriation of  the local management
process is easier when the project operates
through already existing organisations linked to
the issues  of local development. Efforts to create
new organizations specifically dedicated to a prob
lem such as a disaster have  generally been un
successful. It is more feasible to work with per
manent organizations, focussing on permanent
problems or  at least relating to permanent and
visible problems in the locality, than to create
structures around problems which are less
palpable and apparently not of permanent
concern such as is the case with the problem of
disaster and disaster risk. In  addition, this helps
more permanently link the risk issue to the
problem of local development.

BOX 9 Local Support for the Analysis and Management of Natural Hazards (ALARN) of the
Swiss Agency for Cooperation and  Development (COSUDE) – Nicaragua

ALARN is a process for strengthening the technical-scientific capacities of professionals in the preparation
of Hazard  Studies.  This has been promoted as a means of support for local governments (more than 26
municipalities are involved).
The  intervention focussed on two lines of work:

a. The training of national professionals in the evaluation of natural hazards at the municipal level.

b. Direct support for the municipalities in the carrying out of hazard analysis, drawing on the national
capabilities already  created or strengthened   by ALARN.

The municipality’s hazard maps and plans for disaster prevention and mitigation produced as part of the
process are an  important contribution in the drawing up of recommendations for risk reduction projects
and an inevitable reference points  for those organizations preparing to invest in municipal development.

ALARN establishes precedents with regards to styles of inter-institutional collaboration and thus contributes
to a form of  ALLIANCE for Local Risk Management. Relations between the group of specialists and a
variety of actors (NGOs, government,  external cooperation and municipalities) establish a demand for
qualified services in the field of municipal risk evaluation.  This  has a positive impact (sustainability)
expressed in an increase in the awareness of different social actors with  regards to the risk  issue and
particularly with regards to the utility of a technical-scientific approach. Professionals  trained through
the ALARN process comprise a social capital with a tremendous multiplier potential among other groups
of  municipal level professionals and technicians.
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Appropriation of the risk management process
derives from real participation and the process
by which local actors assume the  pertinence of
the pretended object of intervention and
understand their key role in its resolution.
Appropriation is palpable  with:

♦ the existence of permanent local
consultation, discussion, consensus building,
planning and  decision making processes
that  promote the  introduction of risk criteria
in  development, land use and  environmental
planning processes.

♦ the existence of consensus building and
coordination bodies among organized local
and regional actors.

♦ the capacity of the local actors to negotiate
with external actors on the direction of future
interventions and their  adaptation to the
existing development model.

♦ the decision to apply methodologies and
instruments derived from risk reduction
projects in a permanent manner.

 4.4 Sustainability of management

Sustainability signifies a process which is
constantly renovated and consolidated and
which receives continuous feedback from  new
activities at the local level. This means that:

♦ a project carried out in order to achieve
specific and well defined objectives should
also examine the ways in which its
development in  the locality can be taken
advantage of in order  to stimulate the
creation of structures and generate
knowledge which provide the elements of
continuity and sustainability for future
management.

♦ the creation and consolidation of social capital
and dynamic and permanent organizational
forms should always be  contemplated.

♦ sustainability has greater chances of
success if projects manage to provide a
convincing argument for the pertinence of  the

issue in the achievement of sustainable
development and if the analytical and
decision making instruments and
methodologies are acceptable to local actors
to the extent that they appropriate and
duplicate them in future development
initiatives.

4.5. Transversal and integral nature

In the design of intervention projects it has been
common to differentiate between the  different
phases of what has been known as the disaster
cycle, or what we would prefer to refer to as the
risk continuum. In  this way projects have been
drawn up in a specialised manner on
preparedness, response, prevention and
mitigation or  reconstruction. However, it has
become increasingly clear that it is not possible
to divide the reality of intervention in  such a rigid
and clear cut manner, and that  there is a
continuum of risk and risk  interventions with
important relations  between the  activities  carried
out in distinct moments. In addition, various
analytical tools assume an importance for all  risk
intervention phases as is the case, for example,
with risk scenarios and maps whose use extends
beyond any one  particular phase or type of
intervention. In synthesis, the vision of a risk
continuum, as opposed to a disaster cycle,
allows us to capture the dynamics of existing
scenarios with more clarity.

From the perspective of local risk management
and the promotion of projects specializing in a
particular trait of the risk  and disaster
problematic, the convenience of using the
projects themselves for initiating dialogue and
even decision making  which goes beyond the
particular problem under discussion must be
considered. Thus, for example, as stated earlier,
in the  case of early warning projects the use of
maps and risk scenarios for reference can give
rise to discussions on aspects which  are more
related to risk reduction through land use
planning, relocation, watershed recuperation, etc.
Here we are arguing  particularly for more integral
and inclusive intervention schemes that are not
necessarily circumscribed to a particular  facet
of risk reduction but rather to the range of risk
continuum issues.
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4.6 Relations with social actors from other
territories

It is at the local level that risk – and finally disaster
– is manifest in the most concrete manner.
Nonetheless, it is well  known that local risk is
also generated in wider territories, with the
participation of external actors. In view of this,
the  success of local management is more
probable when collaboration, reflection,
agreement and activities extend beyond the local
level and are carried out in co-ordination with the
regional and national levels. Experience shows
that projects are more  successful when they
are conceived in relation to groups of
municipalities, communities or localities and
when they are based  on objective risk regions

BOX 10 From disaster preparedness to vulnerability reduction: the PAHO regional initiative

The Pan-American Health Organization (PAHO) has played an important role in post-disaster recuperation
and in preparedness  for vulnerability reduction in the health sector over the last 25 years. The institutions
Disaster Preparedness Programme  gives testimony to this.

The programme slowly evolved in response to demands and lessons learned from large-scale events.
With more recent events,  such as George and Mitch, new topics and emphases have been incorporated.
The preparedness programme thus started to promote  activities oriented towards vulnerability reduction
in the health sector where preparedness continued to play an important  role, but was no longer the
overriding or exclusive objective.

It was within this framework that the project “Preparedness for Disasters and Vulnerability Reduction
within the Health  Sector in Countries Affected by Hurricane Mitch” arose. The goal of the project is to
“contribute to a reduction of the  impact of disasters on the social wellbeing and health of communities”.
This is achieved through the strengthening of health  institutions, the introduction of measures which
reduce vulnerability associated with the rehabilitation and reconstruction  of basic health infrastructure
and with the promotion of a disaster prevention culture in the population.

One of the most important aspects of this project is the fact that it has taken its activities to the
population at risk,  including those who had been directly affected by disasters. The project is designed
to improve existing social conditions  and welfare levels thus helping to reduce vulnerability when faced
with disaster. For this reason the project has had an  important impact on the health system, on the
basic health conditions in communities and on the strengthening of local  organizational capacities.
With reference to this last point it is worth noting that the project has very good perspectives  for
sustainability at the local level given that it deals with everyday, chronic issues such as water quality and
health.  This is manifest in that fact that the community emergency health committees, working within
the framework of the project,  have assumed ongoing tasks which have a direct relation to disaster
prevention such as the cleaning and maintenance of  drains. This lays the way for the establishment of
a more permanent basis for community organization and transcends  activities centred solely on emergency
situations.

which comprehend the sum of the factors and
processes relevant to the issue under analysis
and  subject to intervention. These can be
conceived of as follows:

♦ integral productive or ecological zones/areas
♦ watersheds
♦ development regions
♦ groups of municipalities.

Without doubt, the role to be played by different
actors and authorities within an integrated risk
management system differs  at each spatial
level, but the option of having actors with different
roles and authorities/functions interacting within
a  single group provide the local levels with more
powerful risk reduction options.
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Box 11. From famine emergency activities to the integral reduction of risk: the experience of
Jocotán, Guatemala - EPSUM

During the second semester of 2001 a serious famine affected the municipalities of Jocotán,
Camotán and Olopa in the eastern  region of Guatemala. Faced with these conditions the
United Nations Volunteer Programme – University of San Carlos-  intervened with the project
“Risk Prevention and Disaster Management”. This emphasized risk analysis at the community
level,  emergency preparedness and implementation of environmental risk reduction strategies.
During the emergency a series of  problems arose: the weak community organization did not
facilitate an organized response to the event; there was no adequate  municipal structure for
management and distribution; there was no census which enabled the adequate localization
of  families; distribution costs were inordinately high; political rivalry and urban-rural confrontation
gave priority to one  sector to the detriment of the other, institutional protagonism did not
favour the development of a unified attention  strategy and the lack of credibility in government
and political manipulation of the crisis rendered local negotiations  difficult.

It was within this environment that EPSUM’s Jocotán project team intervened. Although the
main objective of the project was  the reduction of social and environmental risk at the local
level, it also contemplated support in emergency situations.  Project activities involved help
with food distribution, situational analysis, strengthening of inter-institutional  coordination,
and later, the proposal of long-, medium- and short-term strategies which contribute to solving
the problem of  food insecurity in the Jocotán Municipality.

The emphasis of the team’s work changed considerably after this first intervention. From an
intervention focused on the  community level, prioritization of work at the municipal level
started to emerge, and from an emphasis focused on emergency  preparedness, steps were
then taken to visualize and try to influence development processes. New players started to
get  involved- NGOs, cooperation agencies and public institutions. The relationship with the
Municipality changed and as opposed  to being seen as volunteers of the University of San
Carlos who should collaborate with local government initiatives, they  came to be seen as
actors with a capacity to formulate proposals. This led to the inclusion of some important new
initiatives  in the second year of the project:

♦ the organization of a platform for inter-institutional coordination

♦ the strengthening of local government on the issue of food security

♦ the promotion of a development planning process at the municipal level.

EPSUM’s experience provides us with some relevant observations in regard to the promotion
of risk management processes. These  include- 1) the recognition that risks emerge as the
result of unsustainable social, economic and political processes which  affect the environmental
conditions of a community or a region; 2) faced with this fact, there is a need for integral
intervention which promotes structural transformations within each aspect of development,
and for which the articulation of  political-institutional, economic-productive, educational,
organizational and ecological strategies are necessary. These may  be accompanied by
investments in infrastructure, but without these being seen as an end in themselves; 3) the
need to  coordinate inter-institutional efforts, both locally and externally, in order to strengthen
the limited capacities of the  individual stakeholders; and 4) the obligatory involvement of local
governments in the leadership of inter-institutional  coordination schemes oriented towards
commonly agreed development objectives and, thus, a reduction in risk conditions.




