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Hazards, Disaster, Vulnerability and Capacity

a. Hazard.  Any natural event, human-made activity or a combination of both, which has the potential to cause injuries to life and damage to property, livelihood, services and environment.
Natural hazards are exclusively of natural origin.  Examples of which are typhoons, volcanic eruptions and earthquakes.

Human-made hazards are associated with human activities, which pose threats to the population and their environment.  They include violent armed conflicts, bio- chemical, radio-nuclear agents, leakage of toxic gasses, etc.

b. Disaster.   The serious disruption of the functioning of society, causing widespread human, material or environmental losses, which exceed the ability of the affected people to cope using their own resources.
A typhoon or an earthquake hitting an uninhabited area cannot be considered a disaster.  An earthquake becomes disastrous when it severely affects population and their properties, livelihood and environment.  The damage is so huge that they can not cope on their own and they need outside assistance.  Otherwise, if they can cope on their own, the event is considered to be just an emergency.  An emergency is a sudden occurrence demanding an immediate response.

c. Vulnerability.  A concept which describes a set of prevailing conditions or constraints of an economic, social, physical or geographic nature, which limit the ability of the people to mitigate,  prepare for and cope with the impact of hazards. Vulnerabilities can be categorized into three areas:

Physical/material vulnerability

People who have few material resources often live on marginal lands.  They have a very small savings, if any, and no insurance.  They usually have limited access to education and health facilities.  These factors make them more vulnerable to hazards, which mean that they have harder time preparing for and recovering from a calamity than people who are better off economically. 

Examples of physical/material vulnerability:

· Hazard-prone location of community, houses, farmlands, infrastructure, basic services, etc.

· Insecure sources of livelihood

· Risky sources of livelihood

· Lack of access and control over means of production (land, farm inputs, animals, capital, etc.)

· Dependent on money lenders, usurers, etc.

· Inadequate economic fall-back mechanisms 

· Occurrence of acute or chronic food shortage

· Lack of adequate skills and educational background 

· Lack of basic services: education, health, safe drinking water, shelter, sanitation, roads, electricity, communication, etc.

· High mortality rates, malnutrition, occurrence of diseases, insufficient caring capacity

· Overexploited natural resources 

· Exposure to violence (domestic, community conflicts, or war)

Social/organizational vulnerability

People who have been marginalized in social, economic and political terms have much vulnerability.  People who are organized usually have high commitment to help each other, thus they usually suffer less when hazards strike than those who are not united.  Weakness in social and organizational areas may also cause disasters.  For example, deep divisions can lead to conflict and war.  Conflict of resources due to poverty can also lead to violence. 

Examples of social/organizational vulnerability:

· Weak family/kinship structures

· Lack of leadership, initiative, organizational structures to solve problems or conflicts

· Ineffective decision-making, people/groups are left out, etc.

· Unequal participation in community affairs

· Rumours, divisions, conflicts: ethnic, class, religion, caste, ideology, etc.

· Injustice practices, lack of access to political processes

· Absence or weak community organizations (formal or informal, governmental, indigenous)

· No or neglected relationship with government, administrative structures

· Isolated from outside world
Attitudinal/motivational vulnerability

People who have low confidence in their ability to affect change or who have “lost heart” and feel defeated by events they can not control, are harder hit by disasters than those who have a sense of their ability to bring about the changes they desire. 

Examples of motivational/attitudinal vulnerability:

a. Negative attitude towards change

b. Passivity, fatalism, hopelessness, dependent

c. Lack of initiative, no ‘fighting spirit”

d. Lack of unity, cooperation, solidarity

e. Negative beliefs/ideologies

f. Unawareness about hazards and consequences

g. Dependence on external support/dole-out mentality

d. Capacity.     Capacities are resources, means and strengths, which exist in households and communities and which enable them to cope with, withstand, prepare for, prevent, mitigate, or quickly recover from a disaster.  People’s capacity can also be categorized in the same categories as with vulnerabilities.

Physical/material capacity

People have resources which can be harnessed to protect themselves, their property and their environment.  People with economic and material resources can survive better.  Some family members have skills, which enable them to find employment if they migrate, either temporarily or permanently.  For many, coping with everyday risks is a permanent activity and an integral part of their survival strategy.

We should recognize that even the weakest in the community have some skills, resources and strengths to help themselves and perhaps others.  Even those who were affected by a hazard can salvage things from their homes and from their farms.  Sometimes they have food in storage or crops that can be recovered from the fields or farm implements for planting again.  
Example of physical/material capacity:

· resources such as tools, seeds for crops, livestock, draught animals, cash, jewellery, other items which can be sold, 

· food stocks 

· skills and abilities

· access to and control over resources (food and clean water), social services (health, education) and facilities (sports, etc.). 

Social/organisational capacity

People have family, community organizations and social networks, be they formal or informal, weak or strong.  Even when everything physical is destroyed, they can still rely on some members of their families and communities.  They have leaders and systems for making decisions.  They have tribal loyalties or church affiliations.  They have capacities in the social and organizational realm.  People have social resources that help them cope with, resist and handle the threats they may face.  

Examples of social/organizational capacity:

· communities that are close-knit and have social networks for support 

· communities with good leadership and with caring local and national institutions 

· people who share the physical resources they have in times of need 

Attitudinal/motivational capacity

People have attitudinal or motivational capacities when they have positive attitudes and strong motivations such as the will to survive, love, and concern for others.  These are important capacities and form the basis for development, just as much as the physical resources that people have.  People, who are aware of their abilities and have confidence in themselves, are better able to cope with a crisis.  When they have a sense of control over events and the power to change their condition, they are less vulnerable to threats.  Coping mechanisms are considered capacities for survival as well.

Examples of attitudinal/motivational capacities:

· coping in adverse situations

· active ways of solving problems, methods for handling stress and defence mechanisms

· positive attitude

· sense of humor even during crises

· proactive attitude

Relationship: Hazards, vulnerabilities, capacities and disasters

Hazards are the source of threats.    
Hazards create disasters by exposing pre-existing vulnerabilities.  If the scale of hazard is too big, if vulnerabilities are too great and capacity is insufficient, then the risk is too high, emergencies may not be managed locally, the communities may not cope, and DISASTER will occur.  

The relationship between hazard, vulnerability, capacity and disaster can be represented as:

 Hazard x Vulnerability


 ------------------------------  is proportional to DISASTER risk


       Capacity 

Disasters occur when hazard strikes a vulnerable community whose capacity is limited.  How do we reduce the threats of disasters?  By incorporating capacity into the disaster equation, the focus on planning the management of disasters shifts to increasing capacities.  The threat of disasters may decrease by increasing the capacity and reducing the vulnerabilities.  The threat of disaster that a community faces is mitigated by its level of preparedness, response and recovery readiness.  

Disaster risk reduction therefore includes capacity building, hazard mitigation and vulnerability reduction.  Some examples are: making the people aware of the threats of disasters in their community, organizing groups to monitor the threats and warn the public early, training leaders and members on preparedness, community projects such as construction of dykes and other flood control measures, and projects that provide livelihood opportunities.
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