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Social Vulnerability, Sustainable Livelihoods
and Disasters

Linking the Sustainable Livelihoods approach with reducing disaster

vulnerability

The adoption by DFID of the 1997 White Paper priorities has brought a new determination to
focus on poverty reduction in UK assistance to developing and transition countries. The
White Paper recognised the significance of socio-economic factors in making people
vulnerable to disaster. It sets out the objectives of protecting and rebuilding livelihoods and
communities after disasters, and reducing vulnerability to future disasters. It also promises
that ‘Disaster preparedness and prevention will be an integral part of our development co-
operation programme’. (p.44). A key component of this is the promotion of sustainable
livelihoods as the means by which people — especially the poor — improve their living
conditions.

DFID has also stated that its humanitarian policy is to:

* save lives and relieve suffering;

* hasten recovery, and protect and rebuild livelihoods and communities

* reduce risks and vulnerability to future crises.

(DFID Policy Statement on Conflict Resolution and Humanitarian Assistance, 1999, p.4)

The humanitarian policy is largely implemented by CHAD, which works under considerable
pressure to address the first two of the above tasks, since out of necessity it must respond to a
wide range of emergencies with limited resources. It is therefore less able to give attention to
the future reduction of risks and vulnerability (either directly or through guidance to other
DFID departments), and is limited in its ability to link relief to sustainability and the
enhancement of livelihoods.

This may mean that priorities for poverty reduction through the sustainable livelihoods
approach need to be supported in the disaster context, so as to strengthen the links between
the sustainable livelihoods approach and vulnerability reduction. At present there is DFID
support for poverty reduction and for sustainable livelihoods (which to be sustainable should
not be ‘vulnerable’). Yet the focus of humanitarian effort continues to support victims rather
than build up preparedness, resistance and resilience through reductions in vulnerability (with
concomitant improved sustainable livelihoods). The DFID Strategy Paper Halving World
Poverty by 2015 (2000) identifies ‘natural disasters’ as one of many threats to achieving the
poverty reduction target, and states that ‘the vulnerability of poor people to shocks needs to
be reduced’ (pp. 14 and 12). It argues that natural disasters are frequent in the poorest
countries. The poor are usually hardest hit ‘because they often only have access to low cost
assets (for example land or housing) which are more vulnerable to disasters.” (p.26).
Moreover, the Strategy Paper states that reducing vulnerability to shocks is one of the three
‘fundamental requirements’ for meeting the poverty reduction target.

The need to analyse and prepare for peoples’ vulnerability to natural hazards could be rooted
in the sustainable livelihoods (SL) approach, and in development work which aims to reduce
the elements of vulnerability that are a result of poverty. As such, vulnerability analysis
(VA) may help to bring humanitarian work in line with DFID’s other main objectives and tie
it in with the sustainable livelihoods approach. From the other side of DFID’s work, the



promotion of sustainable livelihoods and poverty reduction also needs to incorporate the
reduction of vulnerability to hazards as part and parcel of such assistance. At the moment the
SL approach incorporates shocks as a highly significant component of the ‘vulnerability
context’. But there is little analysis of how shocks affect livelihood assets and outcomes, and
in most ‘normal’ DFID development work there appears to be very little or no attempt to
reduce peoples vulnerability to hazards and disasters.

Vulnerability analysis can:

* be incorporated into all aspects of sustainable livelihoods support policies, such that
reduction of vulnerability to natural hazards is included in ‘normal’ pro-poor development
activities,

* Dbecome an integral part of humanitarian work, so that there is a shift from disaster relief to
hazard preparedness which is better integrated with the mainstream of development
support.

* enable DFID’s humanitarian work to be more closely integrated with the SL approach, by
using vulnerability analysis in both the operation of emergency preparedness and reducing
poverty.

The purpose of this report is to provide CHAD and DFID generally with an enhanced
capability to develop policy for reducing social vulnerability to hazards. It contains

* information, analysis and resources to improve the incorporation of disaster vulnerability
awareness into mainstream development assistance, and

* suggestions for an improved basis for the inclusion of vulnerability analysis in
humanitarian policies.

* an initial survey and assessment of various vulnerability analysis methods and analyse
their relevance to policy design in humanitarian and development work;

* an inventory of existing work on vulnerability analysis and their links to sustainable
livelihoods approaches;

What is vulnerability?

To conduct vulnerability analysis, we need a clear idea what vulnerability is. It is not the
same as poverty, marginalization, or other conceptualisations that identify sections of the
population who are deemed to be disadvantaged, at risk, or in other ways in need. Poverty is a
measure of current status: vulnerability should involve a predictive quality: it is supposedly a
way of conceptualising what may happen to an identifiable population under conditions of
particular risks and hazards. Precisely because it should be predictive, VA should be capable
of directing development aid interventions, seeking ways to protect and enhance peoples’
livelihoods, assist vulnerable people in their own self-protection, and support institutions in
their role of disaster prevention.

In order to understand how people are affected by disasters, it is clearly not enough to
understand only the hazards themselves. Disasters happen when a natural phenomenon affects
a population that is inadequately prepared and unable to recover without external assistance.
But the hazard must impact on groups of people that are at different levels of preparedness
(either by accident or design), resilience, and with varying capacities for recovery.
Vulnerability is the term used to describe the condition of such people. It involves much more
than the likelihood of their being injured or killed by a particular hazard, and includes the
type of livelihoods people engage in, and the impact of different hazards on them.



It is especially important to recognise this social vulnerability as much more than the
likelihood of buildings to collapse or infrastructure to be damaged. It is crucially about the
characteristics of people, and the differential impacts on people of damage to physical
structures. Social vulnerability is the complex set of characteristics that include a person’s

* initial well-being (nutritional status, physical and mental health, morale;

* livelihood and resilience (asset pattern and capitals, income and exchange options,
qualifications;

» self-protection (the degree of protection afforded by capability and willingness to
build safe home, use safe site)

* social protection (forms of hazard preparedness provided by society more
generally, e.g. building codes, mitigation measures, shelters, preparedness);

* social and political networks and institutions (social capital, but also role of
institutional environment in setting good conditions for hazard precautions,
peoples’ rights to express needs and of access to preparedness).

In the case studies below, and in other VA methods we are aware of, there is a clear sense of
comparability and convergence in the analysis of these different components of vulnerability.
There is also a clear realisation that the vulnerability conditions are themselves determined by
processes and factors that are apparently quite distant from the impact of a hazard itself.
These ‘root causes’, or institutional factors, or more general political, economic and social
processes and priorities are highlighted in much of the VA work that has been done. The
apparent absence of such analysis in DFID’s own approach to disaster preparedness may
indicate why it is difficult for the SL approach and disaster preparedness to become better
integrated. Just as peoples’ livelihood opportunities and their patterns of assets and incomes
are determined by wider political and economic processes, vulnerability to disasters is also a
function of this wider environment. All the vulnerability variables are inherently connected
with peoples’ livelihoods (lower vulnerability is likely when livelihoods are adequate and
sustainable), and with poverty (in most disasters, it is mostly the poor who are
disproportionately more vulnerable than other groups, and much less capable of recovering
easily).

Vulnerability analysis and sustainable livelihoods: what are we trying to
achieve?

There is generally a very high — but not absolute — correlation between the chance of being
harmed by natural hazard events and being poor. In which case, it should follow that
development work that reduces poverty should also be instrumental in reducing disaster
vulnerability. But the relationship does not seem to be that straightforward, and there seems to
be general acceptance that advances made in development projects and progammes can be
wiped out in a matter of minutes or hours by a sudden hazard impact, or over months by
persistent drought. And in any case, much disaster relief and recovery assistance fails to take
account of the need to support livelihoods and future resistance to hazards by reducing
vulnerability as well as dealing with peoples’ immediate needs.

Simply put, development work should aim to protect and reinforce livelihoods in such a way
that people are able to become more resilient to hazards, and be better protected from them.
This protection must come either through



* the strengthening of peoples’ ‘base-line’ conditions (nutrition, health, morale and other
aspects of well-being),

» reinforcement of their livelihood and its resilience to possible hazard impacts;

* peoples’ own efforts (‘self protection’) to reinforce their home and workplace against
particular hazards,

* or by access to proper support (‘social protection’) by institutions of government or civil
society.

Livelihoods and social protection are also influenced by social and political networks
(including social and political capital), given that different groups may have access to
different networks and sources of alleviation. These networks may have varying levels of
cohesion and resilience in the face of hazards, and may also engage in rivalry and disputes,
especially over aid and the recovery process.

When disasters occur, the key point will be to ensure that relief and recovery is tied into the
restoration and reinforcement of livelihoods, and also to the strengthening of self-protection
and the reinforcement of social protection (e.g. through support to relevant institutions).
However, there are issues that go much deeper than this, as recognised in most of the case
studies of different types of vulnerability analysis below. In these examples, the NGOs or
authors concerned have highlighted the fact that people are vulnerable because of processes
and conditions that are quite ‘remote’ from the household or livelihood itself. How vulnerable
someone is, is determine by how weak or strong their livelihoods are, how good their access
is to a range of assets that provide the basis for their livelihood strategy, or how useful
different institutions are in providing social protection.

All these aspects are determined by social, economic and political systems that reflect the
power relations of any given society. These have to be traced from the immediate assets and
livelihood base of a household along a ‘chain of causation’ back to the processes and
institutions that determine the distribution of safety and vulnerability in society. Vulnerability
can be seen as a term that encompasses all levels of exposure to risk, from high levels of
vulnerability to low. But there has been some opposition to the use of the term in this way,
because of its implication that disasters always produce victims who have no strengths or
capacities to resist and recover. In this sense, the opposite of being vulnerable is being
capable (or having capacities to cope and recover).

Vulnerability and Capacity

There appear to be two separate approaches to the terms vulnerability and capacity. The first
conceives of them being the two ends of a spectrum, so that people who have a high degree of
vulnerability are low in capacity (and vice versa). In this approach, there is no separate set of
factors that should be considered capacities or capabilities: these are simply scales on which
high levels indicate low vulnerability. The second perceives them as two distinct (or only
partly inter-related) sets of factors. This is potentially confusing, since someone with a good
nutritional status might be considered as having a high capacity, while poor nutritional status
is considered highly vulnerable: the same measure is interpreted using two different terms.
But other factors are captured by the term capacity/capability, so it may be a useful
distinction. A capacity might include institutional membership, group cohesion, or literacy.
Vulnerability can includes poverty, house quality, or illiteracy. The implication is that some
capacities are not the opposite of vulnerabilities, and that some low-level vulnerability
characteristics are not amenable to being considered capacities when they are at the higher



end of the scale. For example, is being rich a ‘capacity’ or a part of the problem for poor
people? Is being part of a particular network a capacity, or a denial of capacity to others (as
with caste behaviour in India).

The use of the concept of capabilities emerged in response to the supposed negativity of the
term vulnerability: it was suggested that to speak of people as being vulnerable was to treat
them as passive victims and ignore the many capacities that make them competent to resist
hazards. And yet logically there is no reason that the term vulnerability cannot include
capacities as its scalar ‘opposite’. Some characteristics may be considered capacities when
they score well, and vulnerabilities when they score badly, even when they are in fact
opposite ends of a scale (like literacy/illiteracy). The problem is the title of the scale that is
used: there can be high and low levels of vulnerability without implying that this means
victim-hood in using the label.

One of the reasons that capacities seem to be often separated from vulnerability is that
capacities are regarded as dependent on groups or some form of social organisation, while
vulnerabilities are socially-determined but the characteristic of individuals or households. In
all the case studies below, we can observe the analytical stresses that surround the way the
methods try to deal with this issue. One way round the problem is simply to acknowledge that
where capacities are high, it is likely that vulnerability is reduced. If we accept that measuring
vulnerability includes any factor or process that can alter the exposure of a person or
household to risk, then capacities can also be considered as scaled factors that lead to greater
danger (vulnerability) when they are low, and reduced danger when they are high.

DFID’s task: convergence and integration?

Vulnerability analysis offers DFID the opportunity to integrate development work using the
SL approach with disaster preparedness, prevention and recovery. By its focus on assets,
livelihoods, and vulnerability components such as self and social protection, VA (along with
the recognition of support for enhancing of capacities) can be properly integrated into pro-
poor development work. CHAD’s work requires that it deal with disastrous events where by
definition vulnerability had not been sufficiently reduced. Relief and reconstruction work is
likely to continue to be a significant feature of its work, as vulnerability can only be reduced
slowly. But by adopting a VA approach, disaster prevention, preparedness and recovery work
should be capable of integration with development work. But this depends on the acceptance
that reducing disaster vulnerability must be properly integrated with ‘normal’ development
work. In other words, disaster preparedness should be seen as a part of development, through
the tools of vulnerability analysis.

Given that many of the issues involved in this integration have been considered by other
authors, NGOs, and international organisations like the Red Cross, there is also scope for
DFID to learn from these methods. But in its own engagement with VA as a means of
integrating its development and disaster work, DFID may also be able to foster the better
integration and convergence of the wide range of vulnerability and capacity methods
developed by these organisations and authors. This will assist in its work of creating
partnerships and enable a much better ‘fit’ between DFID objectives and the activities of its
partners.



Case Study

Capacities and Vulnerabilities Analysis (CVA)

Background

The CVA method was designed and tested in the late 1980s by an inter-NGO initiative, the
International Relief/Development Project (IRDP). Its stated purpose is to ‘help the givers of
aid learn how to give it so that it supports the efforts of people to achieve social and economic
development’' (i.e. how to make relief interventions more developmental) but it has been
used more widely in disaster preparedness and mitigation. It is a practical tool but above all a
diagnostic one: it is not prescriptive.

The CVA format and basic concepts have since been adopted by or absorbed into other
vulnerability assessment methodologies and used in training courses and manuals to varying
degrees.” The extent of its use on the ground is not clear although it does appear to be widely
known. The best documented and perhaps most significant adoption of the CVA method has
been in the Philippines by the Citizens’ Disaster Response Center and Network (CDRC/N) of
NGOs since the early 1990s, as part of their Citizenry-Based and Development-Oriented
Disaster Response (CBDO-DR) approach that emphasises a developmental approach to
disaster management together with community participation in project planning and
implementation. Much of the following discussion about the application of CVA is based on
experience in the Philippines, where CDRC/N has progressively reviewed and revised its
methods over more than a decade.

Lessons learnt in the development and application of the CVA approach have been
documented. The methodology and 11 of the 30 case studies of its application under the IRDP
were published in 1989 in the book Rising from the Ashes by Mary Anderson and Peter
Woodrow, which was republished in 1998 due to continuing demand. Experiences of using
CVA in the Philippines have recently been written up by Annelies Heijmans and Lorna
Victoria as part of a broader review of the CBDO-DR approach: their book Citizenry-Based
and Development-Oriented Disaster Response was published in 2001 but is still not widely
available outside the Philippines. An analysis of the use and effectiveness of methods for risk
and vulnerability analysis used by CRDC/N, including CVA, was carried out in a recent
research project on community-based vulnerability analysis managed by South Bank
University in the UK. The South Bank University project’s findings have not been published
but were made available to this study. Full references for these documents are given below.

! Anderson and Woodrow 1998 [1989]: 1.

? For its use in other vulnerability analysis methods, see e.g. IFRC n.d. Tool Box for
Vulnerability and Capacity Assessments. Geneva: IFRC. For its use in manuals and training,
see e.g. Hugo Slim, John Harris and John Seaman 1995 A Regional Resource Pack for
Disaster Management Training in South Asia. Kathmandu: Save the Children (UK); Astrid
Von Kotze and Ailsa Holloway 1996 Reducing Risk: Participatory learning activities for
disaster mitigation in Southern Africa. Oxtam/IFRC.



Description

Anderson and Woodrow’s Rising from the Ashes explains the CVA approach in detail. The
basis of the CVA framework is a simple matrix for viewing people’s vulnerabilities® and
capacities in three broad, interrelated areas: physical/material, social/organisational and
motivational/attitudinal (see Figure 1).

Figure 1: CVA matrix

Vulnerabilities Capacities

Physical/material

What productive resources, skills
and hazards exist?

Social/organisational

What are the relations and
organisation among people?

Motivational/attitudinal

How does the community view its
ability to create change?

Each of the three categories comprises a wide range of features:

Physical/material vulnerability and capacity. The most visible area of vulnerability is
physical/material poverty. It includes land, climate, environment, health, skills and
labour, infrastructure, housing, finance and technologies. Poor people suffer from
crises more often than people who are richer because they have little or no savings,
few income or production options, and limited resources. They are more vulnerable
and recover more slowly. To understand physical/material vulnerabilities, one has to
ask what made the people affected by disaster physically vulnerable: was it their
economic activities (e.g. farmers cannot plant because of floods), geographic location
(e.g. homes built in cyclone-prone areas) or poverty/lack of resources?

Social/organisational vulnerability and capacity. How society is organised, its
internal conflicts and how it manages them are just as important as the
physical/material dimension of vulnerability, but less visible and less well understood.
This aspect includes formal political structures and the informal systems through
which people get things done. Poor societies that are well organised and cohesive can
withstand or recover from disasters better than those where there is little or no
organisation and communities are divided (e.g. by race, religion, class or caste). To
explore this aspect, one has to ask what the social structure was before the disaster and

3 CVA makes a distinction between ‘vulnerabilities’ and ‘needs’: vulnerabilities are long-term
factors that affect a community’s ability to respond to events or make it susceptible to
disasters; needs (in a disaster context) are immediate requirements for survival or recovery
after disaster.



how well it served the people when disaster struck; one can also ask what impact
disasters have on social organisation.

Motivational/attitudinal vulnerability and capacity. This area includes how people in
society view themselves and their ability to affect their environment. Groups that
share strong ideologies or belief systems, or have experience of co-operating
successfully, may be better able to help each other at times of disaster than groups
without such shared beliefs or those who feel fatalistic or dependent. Crises can
stimulate communities to make extraordinary efforts. Questions to be asked here
include what people’s beliefs and motivations are, and how disasters affect them.

Five other factors can be added to the CVA matrix to make it reflect complex reality. These
are: disaggregation by gender, disaggregation by other differences (e.g. economic status),
changes over time, interaction between the categories, and different scales or levels of
application (e.g. village or national levels).

Application of the method

CVA was designed principally for NGOs, to help them consider when and how to respond to
a disaster by understanding what impact interventions will have on capacities and
vulnerabilities. It is intended to provide concepts, tools and guidance on decisions and choices
in project design and implementation throughout the project cycle. It is seen as a simplified
(but not simplistic) framework for mapping complex situations by identifying critical factors
and the relationships between them.

It was first applied by the IRDP to 30 projects in Asia, Africa and Latin America,
implemented by a diverse set of NGOs (large/small, technical/general, relief/development,
North/South) and different disasters (drought, flood, earthquake, typhoon, volcano, tsunami,
refugees). This application was largely retrospective, so whilst it provided many lessons about
how particular interventions had affected capacities and vulnerabilities, it had relatively little
to teach about how to use the method in project design. However, the IRDP cases did
demonstrate that CVA could be applied in a wide variety of contexts (including conditions of
social and political upheaval or polarisation, and in countries where the régime in power
imposes limits on NGO work), and that it could generate valuable insights into vulnerabilities
and capacities for use in planning and implementing projects.

As in the IRDP, CVA’s use in the Philippines has been confined to individual NGO projects.
Most CVA applications have been at community level, in organised communities that already
have some kind of disaster response structure as the result of earlier CDRC/N training and
technical support. CVA has largely been used post-disaster, to identify appropriate
approaches to rehabilitation and mitigation that will support development, but in the past few
years it has been increasingly used for pre-disaster project planning in conjunction with other
diagnostic tools. Its applicability to different phases in the disaster and project cycles is seen
as one of its strengths. Because the Philippines is a highly disaster-prone country and many
communities are exposed to recurring disasters, CDRC/N feels that the standard distinction
between pre- and post-disaster phases makes little sense.

CVA and the other tools form part of CDRC/N’s ongoing counter-disaster programming with

communities at risk. A typical initiative at community level involves discussion of disaster
issues and approaches with the community, training and analysis of hazards, capacities and
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vulnerabilities, leading to the development of a counter-disaster plan (sometimes also called a
community development plan).

The components of the implemented plan are likely to include organising a disaster response
committee to manage preparedness and mitigation measures, raising public awareness,
establishing early warning systems, planning and practising evacuations, training for
emergency response, and identification of a range of mitigation measures. The mitigation
undertaken may include a number of actions to reinforce existing livelihood and coping
strategies (mostly through a food security and nutrition programme) such as crop and
livelihood diversification, propagation of disaster-resistant crops, establishing seed banks and
nurseries, production of crops with different nutritional values, improved post-harvest
facilities, improved land management and sustainable agriculture, community health, village
pharmacies and herb gardens, functional literacy, and collective marketing of products.
CDRC/N’s rehabilitation initiatives similarly involve livelihood support. They include:
rebuilding houses; providing seeds, farm tools, machinery, fishing gear, working animals and
livestock; rehabilitation of irrigation works, foot-bridges, trails and water supply systems;
negotiation and networking; and ongoing capacity-building and advocacy.

It is significant that CDRC/N applies CVA in conjunction with three other diagnostic tools.
This is principally because it feels that CVA alone cannot provide sufficient information for
counter-disaster planning (see the discussion of data below). All of these methods are
informed by and build upon each other.

CDRC/N points out that CVA should not necessarily be undertaken at one go because the
situation in a community varies during the year and people may not have time to attend
meetings and group discussions. It can therefore be spread over several months and be
continued while initial disaster response measures are being implemented. In practice,
however, it is applied — like the other methods used by CDRC/N — principally at the start of
individual projects or project phases to provide baseline data. Data limitations (see below)
also limit its use beyond individual projects and communities, to inform other partners or in
advocacy. Nevertheless, the application of CVA does enable CDRC/N to take a broad view of
the longer-term impact of their pre- and post-disaster interventions on vulnerabilities and
capacities — which is the main purpose for which the method was designed.

Data and data collection

CVA collects information to assist projects. Information is a critical element in control — over
conditions and plans or programmes for addressing them. Overall, the CVA method is a
robust tool for data-gathering, at least at project or community levels. Its main strengths and
weaknesses in this regard are considered here, particularly insofar as they affect the range and
depth of coverage of vulnerabilities, capacities and livelihoods.

Methods

The participation of vulnerable people is an essential component of CVA. In Anderson and
Woodrow’s words, ‘This is a powerful way to help them increase their understanding of their
own situation, and, therefore, their capacities to effect desired change.” (Anderson and
Woodrow 1998 p.21). They also argue that much of the information that agencies need is
either already available or can be easily obtained from local people (‘After all, local people
usually already “know” what the situation is. Only the outside agency needs this
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information.”) (Anderson and Woodrow 1998 p.45). But it is acknowledged that local people
do not always have the skills for understanding and organizing what they know.

In the Philippines, participatory approaches are central to the CBDO-DR approach and hence
also to CVA. CDRC/N staff do take a participatory approach to projects and are committed to
working in this way. Community members take an active role in participatory data gathering.
They analyze factors that generate their vulnerabilities (including searching for root causes)
and identify the resources and strengths they use to deal with and respond to crises: disasters
and other periods of stress.

In the Philippines, the most commonly used tools for participatory data gathering as part of
CDRC/N’s CVAs" include the following:

* Secondary data review to get an overview of the situation and context, covering the
community, threats, hazards, policies and legislation. Information may be obtained from
libraries, government offices, universities, research centres, newspapers and maps.

* Semi-structured interviews among groups and individuals to obtain both general and
specific information on problems, vulnerabilities and capacities, and community
perceptions, as well as to discuss counter-disaster plans.

» Historical profiling to give an insight into hazards and links to vulnerabilities, and to
make people aware of changes. Methods used are group discussions, life histories, history
tracing. Historical profiling can reveal, for example, trends in levels of food security,
crops grown and forest cover.

e Community mapping of topography, houses, land use, hazards, elements at risk and safe
areas. Maps can be made of local resources and capacities, marked to show the flow of
resources into and out of a household and identify who controls resources

* Transect walks with key informants to visualise interactions between physical
environment and human activities over space and time, focusing on issues like land use
and tenure, environmental changes and areas vulnerable to hazards.

* Seasonal calendars identify periods of stress, hazards, disease, hunger, debt and
vulnerability. They can also be used to identify what people do in these periods, how they
diversify livelihood sources, when they have savings, how they cope and whether they are
involved in community activities. Community members can describe all the work they do
for each source of livelihood/income during the year. Different aspects of the calendar can
be linked: for example, how do disasters affect sources of livelihoods, and when is the
workload heaviest? Details of seasonal food intake, periods of food shortage and out-
migration are also collected through such exercises.

* Livelihood/coping strategies analysis: a combination of individual household interviews
and drawing diagrams that show different income or food sources. This gives an
understanding of perceptions, behaviour and decisions related to livelihood strategies.

* Institutional and social network analysis is creation of a diagram showing key
organisations, groups and individuals, and the nature and importance of relationships.

* Problem trees are used to identify major local problems and vulnerabilities, including the
root causes and long-term effects. This is usually done through community meetings.
CDRC/N stresses the importance of following the problem tree back to the root causes of
vulnerability.

* CDRC/N’s complementary approaches — HVCA, SICA and DNCA (see below) use similar
techniques to gather information.
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Assessing the capacity of the People’s Organisation’ involved in the project through semi-
structured interviews, SWOT analysis and planning processes.
* Direct observation to obtain a better picture and cross-check verbal information.

Most of these methods deploy or are derived from PRA techniques and therefore will
probably be familiar to many NGO staff if not to the communities. Experience in the
Philippines points to the importance of having a clear plan for gathering data during a CVA,
covering the data to be collected, methods to be used to collect data, sources of information or
who needs to participate in analysis, the sequence of methods and schedule, allocating tasks
among team members, and the process of validation or cross-checking the information.

The active participation of all community members requires time and patience, and
sometimes there are obstacles or conflicts to be overcome before the CVA can start.
CDRC/N’s experience is that in many cases sufficient time is not available due to the rigidity
of its donors’ timetables and expectations.

CDRC/N uses complementary vulnerability analysis approaches to flesh out the picture
gained from CVA. Hazards, Vulnerabilities and Capacities Assessment (HVCA) is
undertaken as an initial stage in counter-disaster planning. HVCA is largely based on CVA
though it tends to be carried out more rapidly. Its key difference is that it includes a more
detailed analysis of hazards and their likely impact. Damage, Needs and Capacity Assessment
(DNCA) is a needs assessment tool used immediately after disaster strikes. Social
Investigation and Class Analysis (SICA) looks at a range of socio-economic conditions and
relationships — basically the same issues as CVA but in political and organisational terms
instead of disaster management language. The need for so many different procedures is
debatable and their use does cause some confusion and duplication of effort in practice, even
though they are integrated conceptually and there are signs of growing harmonisation in the
methods that they use.

Issues

CVA is not intended to be prescriptive where methods for data collection are concerned. This
flexibility can be seen both as a strength and a weakness. Its strength is in allowing different
organisations to use it in a variety of contexts according to their needs and capacities. Its
weakness is that the diversity of data sources and data sets makes comparison between
projects very difficult and hence limits the potential for drawing more general lessons.

Anderson and Woodrow argue against over-emphasis on data collection. Although some
agencies are afraid of inadequate information, over-done data collection can be expensive,
redundant, ineffective and anti-developmental. Agencies often fail to use information
gathered, which is a waste of effort and expense. Information gathering sometimes becomes
an end in itself, while the purpose — to promote effective programming — is forgotten. It was
acknowledged when the CVA method was designed that it is difficult to know how much
information is necessary at each stage of project design and implementation — and for whom
(e.g. headquarters and field staff have different information needs).

> In the Philippines, community-based organisations are commonly called People’s
Organisations.
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CDRC/N, on the other hand, sees overlap of information not as a waste of effort but as a way
of cross-checking information. For CDRC/N, CVA in application is clearly a longer-term
process.® Understanding community-level situations starts with getting a general picture,
followed by more detailed and focused analysis. Its guidelines are specific about the sequence
in which data-gathering methods should be used. But CVA is only one of the approaches
CDRC/N uses to build up community profiles through a series of ‘snapshots of the
community at particular moments.’ (Heijmans and Victoria 2001 p.43). From a community
perspective, the different approaches are integrated because people at risk make less
distinction between the different phases of disaster management, and the findings of all the
analyses are integrated into the counter-disaster plan.

Problems have arisen over indicators. CVA does not define indicators. It is up to each user to
define these and their respective weighting. This makes sense as part of an open-minded,
participatory approach but experience in the Philippines suggests that the lack of more
specific guidance on appropriate indicators can cause problems for field staff who find it
difficult to apply CVA as an analytical tool for identification of interventions.’” Reviewing
CDRC/N’s experience, Heijmans and Victoria observe that ‘The CVA matrix is useful as a
guideline for data gathering, because it reminds you of the different aspects to look into.
However, when you collect the data according to the three categories, the result is often more
descriptive than analytical.” (Heijmans and Victoria 2001 p.42). There is clearly a risk that the
projects that ensue from the CVA will be based on evidence that is over-subjective and too
broad-based.

To help overcome this problem, CDRC/N uses a vulnerability checklist, derived and
developed from earlier CVA training workshops, that makes vulnerabilities ‘more concrete’
(Appendix 1). This is helpful but it could go much further in helping to specify indicators of
the characteristics identified.

The CV A matrix is structured in such a way that it is easy to remember what sort of data to
collect. It is comprehensive and covers the important variables in a community. It gives equal
consideration to different aspects of capacity and vulnerability. This approach is clearly
advantageous in terms of ensuring that all relevant data are collected. Analysis of
vulnerabilities and capacities, however, requires some kind of weighting of these different
factors. CVA as generally practised in the Philippines does not weigh the many different
aspects of vulnerability, which are not all equal in their nature or consequences.

Other issues concern cause-effect linkages and coverage of hazards. Cause-effect
relationships of vulnerabilities are specifically covered in the original CVA method and by
CDRC/N’s methodological toolbox but do not appear in CVA matrices presented in the
Philippines and this makes it difficult to use the matrix for analysing the root causes of
vulnerability. Regarding hazards, CVA and even HVCA as applied do not relate capacities
and vulnerabilities well to the many different kinds of hazard facing Filipino communities.
With staff not often having sufficient expertise in hazard and risk to fill this gap, there is the
possibility that some hazards’ significance will be underestimated.

% In practice, however, there are some indications that it may tend to be applied on a one-off
basis, without follow-up surveys.

7 The IRDP case studies published in Anderson and Woodrow [1989]1998 do not discuss the
selection and value of different indicators.
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Appendix 2 — an example of a typical CVA — demonstrates some of the above problems.

Because of these limitations, CDRC/N members find it difficult use to CVA to identify
appropriate interventions systematically. It can identify individual vulnerabilities that can be
addressed immediately and those that take more time, ‘but a thorough analysis is seldom
made. Its use is limited to counter-check selected interventions’ for their effects on people’s
capacities and vulnerabilities (Heijmans and Victoria 2001 p.42). Interventions such as
advocacy, raising public awareness in general and even specific disaster-related training are
seldom identified when using a CVA. Bellers (2000) found that the detail and accuracy of risk
measurement provided by CVA and the other assessment methods used by CDRC/N was
sparse: it was only when subsequent sectional plans were developed that more details on
levels of comparative risk and need were articulated.

Lack of guidance and consistency in the use of indicators means that CVA ‘still does not offer
a systematic way of analysing vulnerabilities with community members’ (Heijmans and
Victoria 2001 p.42). Community profiles are compiled and updated in different ways by
different users. The type, accuracy and amount of information gathered and the depth of
analysis varies widely according to requirements and the skills of the field workers involved.
A lot of subjective judgement is used in completing CV As. Those applying the methods at
community level often don’t understand what is required of them or why the tools are being
used. Project workers do not have detailed guidelines showing how CVA (and HVCA)
matrices should be filled in although it is questionable how far this would help in practice,
since the approach as it stands is considered time consuming and difficult by some CDRN
members. There is a recognised need for better analysis of information being generated.

Coverage of vulnerabilities and capacities

The CVA method is designed to cover all dimensions of vulnerability, including interactions
between the different factors. Its designers were well aware that vulnerabilities often reflect
large and deep-seated problems.

The 11 published IRDP case studies show variations according to the nature of the project and
the data available, but viewed as a whole they show that CVA is capable of addressing
vulnerability and capacity in breadth (they address physical, economic, social and political
aspects) and depth (they address unsafe conditions, dynamic pressures and — though to a
lesser extent — root causes). Changes over time — that is, the project period — are also
addressed.

The CBDO-DR approach in the Philippines is based on the perception that disasters are
primarily a question of vulnerability. One of its four stated purposes is to identify immediate
and root causes of vulnerability and some of the methods used, such as problem trees, are
designed to pick up root causes. In practice, as we have seen above, the field of application of
CVA and related tools is largely at community level, and there are weaknesses in the data
collection methods involved and the data collected. As a result, the view of vulnerability
tends to be limited to identification of elements at risk and the immediate reasons for this.

Those who designed CVA were aware that at times of disaster it is vulnerabilities that are

most obvious but capacities assessment is critical for designing projects that have clear
developmental impact. Placing capacities before vulnerabilities in the name CVA was a way
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of emphasising this point. The CVA method is intended to cover the full range of capacities
and their interrelationships.

The IRDP case studies showed that when agencies act in a hurry they focus entirely on
victims’ needs and problems, and fail to note capacities. This is especially true where an NGO
assumes all responsibilities for managing relief. They also found agency staff’s respect for
local capacities to be a far more important determinant of the developmental impact of relief
projects than any other staff qualifications (including previous disaster experience). Projects
with local staff were more effective developmentally, but these local staff had to respect local
capacities, otherwise they were no better than anyone else with the same attitude. The practice
of CVA and the insights it brought were found to have improved the capacity of both local
and external staff.

The IRDP case studies — again, taken as a whole — showed CVA can address the full range of
capacities: physical, economic, social and political (although it is notable that the political
factors identified tended to be institutional linkages with local actors rather than higher-level
politics). Changes over time were identified. So too were indigenous knowledge and coping
strategies.

In the Philippines, investigation of capacities follows the same issues as that of
vulnerabilities, looked at in a more positive light. The data collection issues already
mentioned therefore apply here too. There seems to be a similar local-level focus, with
community members being asked to identify the resources and strengths (including coping
strategies) they use to deal with and respond to disasters and other periods of stress; in fact,
the method appears to be sensitive to these issues. Issues of community organisation and
cohesiveness also appear to feature well.

Coverage of livelihoods

The CVA method set out in Rising from the Ashes provides a good all-round coverage of
livelihood issues: assets, coping strategies and changes over time. Although not addressed per
se, the different dimensions of livelihoods marked out in modern livelihoods frameworks fall
under the CVA headings of physical, social, attitudinal capacities and vulnerabilities; the
model is broad and flexible enough to accommodate this. The trainers’ manual produced to
promote the method gives further indication that the CVA method was expected to look at
livelihood assets, strategies and transforming structures and processes. This is borne out in the
published IRDP case studies, which show the same range of coverage although understanding
of transforming structures and processes is stronger where local forces are concerned.

In the Philippines it has been found that the process of making CVA categories and factors
more concrete leads to more specific detailing of all major livelihood factors. Most of the
participatory tools used by CDRC/N and described above can shed light on some aspects of
livelihoods and some are designed specifically to identify livelihood strategies and changes
over time. However, in the light of the challenges in collecting and analysing data that have
already been outlined, one must question how far the CVA permits extensive or detailed
examination of livelihoods issues in practice.

Conclusions

CVA is a versatile and effective method capable of covering vulnerabilities, capacities and
livelihoods issues extensively. It is fairly easy to grasp at a broad conceptual level but can be
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less easy to apply in practice. Needing to balance the sometimes competing demands of
furthering understanding and taking action, NGOs and communities do find it a challenge to
provide information in sufficient quantity and of sufficient quality to permit serious analysis.
Greater investment in staff training in the concepts and their practical applications is clearly
needed, but in many NGOs operational and funding pressures combine to restrict skills
training of this kind.

CVA is arguably most usefully applied at local level, which inevitably limits its potential for
assessing some of the broader and deeper aspects of capacities, vulnerabilities and
livelihoods. The great divergence between individual CVAs hinders comparative studies that
could build up a bigger contextual picture and the very flexibility of the method can
sometimes be its undoing, as the difficulties over indicators reveal.
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Appendix 2

Example of CVA used as a tool to identify rehabilitation activities in Sagada, Mountain
Province, 1992 (area prone to earthquakes and typhoons).

Aspect Vulnerabilities Capacities
Material/physica | Area is prone to typhoons and Indigenous engineering/ construction
1 earthquakes, causing landslides, skills to build and repair water works
damaging irrigation canals and
intakes. Construction materials which are locally
available.
Earthquakes cause shift in water
sources affecting drinking water Employable skills other than farming
supply and irrigation facilities. (mining, weaving).
Climate conditions permit only one | Availability of new water sources to be
rice crop; farming is highly tapped for potable water and irrigation.
dependent on irrigation.
Traditional labour system to synchronise
Fast growing population, which farm activities to avoid pests.
causes pressure on natural
resources.
Social/ Due to militarisation many Presence of indigenous dap-ay system to
organisational members of the People’s mobilise villagers to take action and to
Organisation (PO)** became guarantee sustainability of the projects.
inactive, although now the PO is
recovering again. Presence of active PO (ASUP) linked to
dap-ay system.
Presence of traditional women and youth
organisations.
PO is assisting non-members as well.
Motivational/ Due to growing population, People fight against plans they do not
Attitudinal farming cannot provide for all like (Chico Dam, mining and logging

needs any more. More young
people leave the area for a better
livelihood.

concessions).

Positive attitude towards involvement of
women in community decision making.

High awareness of regional issues.
High motivation for projects which

benefit whole community, regardless of
PO membership.

** The term commonly used in the Philippines for a community-based or grass-roots

organisation.

Source: Heijmans and Victoria 2001: 41
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Case Study

Vulnerability and Capacity Assessment (VCA)
International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies

Background

The Vulnerability and Capacity Assessment tool (hereafter referred to as VCA) is a product
of the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (hereafter referred to
as the IFRC). It was created largely in response to a growing recognition of the need for a
more focused understanding of ‘vulnerability’, and how it relates to IFRC programming.

During a major evaluation of the Federation’s work in the 1990s — in which no less than 250
IFRC members from every level of the organisation were interviewed — it was confirmed that
National Societies from around the globe shared a common concern: that although the
concept of vulnerability was useful, much difficulty was being encountered in making it
operational. Specifically, although the IFRC reached more vulnerable people in the 1990s
than in the 1980s, this was achieved by spreading the services they provided wider and
thinner. Interviewees spoke of their fear that a lack of focus was undermining the
organisation’s work.

The mission statement of the IFRC was, at that time, ‘to improve the situation of the most
vulnerable’®. This implied far more than responding to emergencies, which was the traditional
focus of the Federation. Not only did this challenge require more holistic work on prevention
and preparedness, but also that attention be given to a much larger spectrum of society than a
particular group suffering from a specific accident or disaster. What was needed was a
mechanism to facilitate the identification of critical target groups within that broader
spectrum, while determining lines of programming based on the vulnerabilities and capacities
of those groups.

As a result of the lessons learned in the 1990s, the VCA toolbox was designed to help
National Societies understand the nature and level of risks that communities face; where these
risks come from; what and who will be worst affected; what is available at all levels to reduce
the risks; and what capacities need to be further strengthened. As such, it is a diagnostic tool
to be used for better-informed relief, mitigation and development programmes. Many of the
tools found in the toolbox had been used sporadically in the past, but the consolidation
process allowed those individual tools to be gathered and disseminated as a package to all
National Societies which wished to use them.

The VCA toolbox has existed in its own right since 1996. Since then, it has been slowly
assimilated into the work of individual National Societies, which have fed the results back to
the Secretariat so that improvements can be made and other societies can build upon the
experiences of the early trials; these lessons have only recently begun to be collected. There is
a VCA focal point based in Geneva (Graham Betts-Symonds) who is responsible for advising

¥ In 1999 it was revised to: “To improve the lives of vulnerable people by mobilizing the
power of humanity’. (IFRC, Strategy 2010).
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National Societies undertaking the method and working on lessons collection and
dissemination.

Over the past year, the methodology was action-researched and training programmes were
designed for people undertaking the VCA, culminating in a pilot global VCA ‘training of
trainers’ workshop that was facilitated in Italy in the summer of 2002.

Description

The VCA takes the form of a hefty, 92 page ‘toolbox’, which is now available on a CD Rom,
and a moderate amount of supporting literature. The tool box first offers a brief introduction
to the concepts of vulnerability, capacity, and hazard in simple yet clear terms. It discusses
the difference between a Needs Assessment and a VCA, and the importance of information
management.

The assessment process itself (summarised below) is divided into three steps: first, identifying
potential threats, second, identifying vulnerabilities, and third, assessing the capacities and
resources of the community, the context, and the National Society. According to the IFRC, a
full and useful assessment must involve all three stages:

Step 1: Identifying potential “threats”
There are three basic categories of threats (derived from Anderson & Woodrow’s Capacity
and Vulnerability Framework, also described in this study):
» Those based in nature; such as earthquakes, cyclones, droughts, floods, or pathogens.
» Those based in violence; such as war, intimidation, harassment, or sexual assault.
" Those based in deterioration; such as declining health, education and other social
services, trade shifts, government policy or environmental degradation.

Assessors are encouraged to think about both historical and new threats of these kinds. It is
the role of National Societies to predict these threats and their consequences, and beware of
specific local threats.

Step 2: Identifying Vulnerabilities
There are three basic characteristics that make some groups more vulnerable than others:
»  Proximity and exposure: people who live or work near some kind of hazard are more
vulnerable than those who don’t.
= Poverty: people who have fewer options, few resources and few reserves can be
pushed over the “edge” of survival more easily than those who are wealthier.
v Exclusion / marginalisation: People who are left out of economic and social systems
or lack access to social services due to religion, race, gender, class and other factors
are vulnerable.

Step Three: Assessing People’s Capacities to Prevent or Cope with Threats

This is the mirror image of vulnerability, and for the IFRC, effective and efficient programme
planning needs to focus on both images. It is important to know what useful capacities exist in
a country or region, or within a National Society, community or individual, as well as what
external resources are needed to cope with threats.

People’s capacities can be understood in three categories:
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»  Physical and material: people have physical resources that they rely on to survive and
to lead a satisfying and dignified life, such as cash, land, tools, food, jobs, energy
sources or access to credit and borrowing capacity.

»  Social and organisational: for example, communities which are close-knit and have
social networks to support each other, where there is good leadership, and where
people share the physical resources they have in times of need, are more likely to
survive.

»  Skills and attitudes: those people with skills, knowledge and education can have more
choices and a greater ability to improve their conditions. When people are dependent
on others and feel victimised by events outside their control, they have few attitudinal
capacities.

The completion of all three steps produces a Vulnerability and Capacity Assessment.

Issues and ideas are raised in the toolbox regarding the assessment of capacities of different
population groups, the assessment of livelihoods, coping strategies, gender issues, and the
perception or acceptable level of risk to a community. Valuable tips for trainers and
facilitators are also included.

Application of method

The VCA was designed for any and all National Societies who wish to employ it in their
work. Although it is only one of a number of assessment tools, much funding for specific
programming is now based on the results of VCAs, and therefore the incentive to use it has
increased.

According to the toolbox, National Societies can use the VCA:

1. As a diagnostic tool

= [t helps to understand problems (symptoms) and where they stem from (underlying
causes).

= It helps to systematically look at what is available to alleviate the problem (resources,
skills and capacities) and decide whether the Society should be involved and at what
level.

= [t encourages focus on specific local conditions (specific threats and risks, most
vulnerable groups, sources of vulnerability, local perceptions of risks, and capacities).

= It highlights different areas of responsibility for reducing vulnerabilities, as some will
require political inputs, others technical, monetary or social. This helps the National
Society to define more clearly its roles and possible areas of collaboration with the
government, communities and other agencies.

2. As a planning tool
* To help prioritise and sequence both actions and inputs in determining who and what
should be addressed at which stage.
» To provide an opportunity for dynamic and realistic planning where changes can be
monitored and single-solution programmes can be avoided.
* To evaluate the impact of a project in terms of risks reduced, vulnerable conditions
improved, capacities enhanced or new risks introduced through RC programmes.
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3. To assess risk in a single sector
= To estimate the probability and the level of a particular risk from a specific threat. For
example, it can assess the level of measles risk among children in a refugee camp; the
probability of building collapse in a city from a certain scale of earthquake; or the
relative risk of malnutrition from food shortage in different parts of a country.

The Federation believes that the challenge of reducing vulnerability and enhancing capacity
requires an intimate knowledge and understanding of the local reality. It is this awareness that
enables sensitive and responsive programmes to be developed. However, the creators of the
VCA recognise that the size, strength, and focus of individual National Societies are as
diverse as the socio-cultural, economic, political, and natural environments in which they are
located. For this reason, the VCA tool has been purposely constructed to remain broad,
simple, and flexible, so that National Societies can avail of it the way they see fit, using the
assessment techniques most appropriate to their particular needs, strengths, and limitations.

The VCA can be applied in many different ways at different stages of the disaster cycle. It is
underscored in the toolbox and related documentation, however, that the ‘worst’ time to do a
VCA is actually during an emergency of some kind. A vulnerability assessment is an ongoing
process to be started ideally during the ‘quiet times’ between disasters. It should consider risk
and those long-term factors that make people more vulnerable to a hazard. There should be no
sharp distinction between ‘disasters’ and day-to-day problems; the latter are more serious for
the large majority of the people served by National Societies, and are often manifestations of
the very points of vulnerability that should be addressed.

Although created specifically to assist the evaluation and planning process of individual
National Societies (on both the project and overall programming levels), the results of VCAs
have also proven invaluable for the IFRC’s international strategy. Over the past number of
years the Federation has been venturing more and more into disaster mitigation as part of its
disaster preparedness work, alongside its more traditional, response-based efforts. The VCA
is perhaps the most critical vehicle they have to facilitate learning and strategic change at the
international level. Partly thanks to lessons gleaned from a number of VCAs, ‘Strategy 2010°,
a document outlining the Federation’s objectives for meeting the humanitarian challenges of
the next decade, has been able to focus on making Red Cross/Red Crescent programmes more
responsive to local vulnerability.

Data and data collection
A National Society embarking on a VCA will normally undergo a preparatory stage, in which
a preliminary assessment is undertaken with either a representative from the Disaster
Preparedness department of the [IFRC Secretariat, or another expert or group of experts,
ideally from the same region as the Society in question. Although quite intensive, this stage
can be extremely rewarding. (The Mongolian Red Crescent, for example, disseminated the
results and lessons of this stage alone in a document of significant size.) Primarily, the goal of
this first stage is:

* To clarify the role of the National Society in relation to Disaster Preparedness; and

* To choose the appropriate techniques for data collection and determine the target

groups of the VCA.

A task group is normally set up, consisting of members representing the National Society in
emergency medical services, primary health care, planning, and rehabilitation. This is the
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group chiefly responsible for guiding the Assessment, although many more staff members and
volunteers are normally involved in its actual implementation. If possible, a steering
committee is formed of government authorities with interests or responsibilities in disaster
preparedness, and other major stakeholders, to advise and benefit from the process, engaging
their own organisations in the process and its outcomes where possible.

Methods for Data Collection

The main strength of the toolbox is its extensive review of data collection techniques. Primary
data collection methods are individually described and accompanied by a brief ‘how to’
guide. Techniques presented include Rapid Rural/Urban Appraisal and Participatory
Rural/Urban Appraisal; transect walks, physical maps and social maps; wealth ranking and
mini-surveys; Venn diagrams, economic relationship charts and kinship charts; daily time use
charts and seasonal calendars; production flow charts, impact flow charts and problem trees;
matrix ranking and scoring; consensus panels, focus groups, questionnaires and semi-
structured interviews. Although these techniques are only briefly described, a suggested
reading list is offered at the end of each section for more detailed study and preparation.

The toolbox also details the different kinds of secondary information that can be incorporated
into a VCA, such as previously conducted surveys, government statistics, journals, websites,
etc., but warns of the risks of relying heavily on those sources. It strongly recommends that
information should, wherever possible, be collected first hand, and supported by secondary
sources only to fill in gaps or to address questions which the Society could not address by
itself, such as those specifically pertaining to international and national levels of inquiry.

As was mentioned above, the purpose of having such a broad range of data collection
methods is so that each National Society is free to plan its VCA using only those techniques
that are most appropriate to the context and need at hand, as well as its own resources,
strengths, and limitations. No technique is given greater weight over the others, nor are there
any “must do’s” in the toolbox or even a standard format for reporting, providing freedom for
individual Societies to conduct the VCA as befits their circumstances.

Not surprisingly, then, individual VCAs are often highly different in both structure and
content. Some are sector-specific, focusing primarily on what the National Society does best
(predominantly preventative health care); others are broader in scope, assisting the Society to
explore new avenues of action. To illustrate these differences, three examples are briefly
outlined below.

The Palestinian VCA’ — perhaps the most celebrated and widely cited of those conducted to
date — was done as something of a learning model within an action research framework,
undertaking lines of inquiry regarding disaster preparedness at both the higher government
level and the lower, community level. It engaged community focus groups representing cities,
villages and refugee camps within the West Bank and Gaza. Twenty-two focus groups were
facilitated involving the contribution of 429 people in which males, females, the elderly and
handicapped, and children ranging from 6 to 14 were represented. Forty-four semi-structured
interviews were conducted with representatives of Ministries and NGOs. Other data

? Palestine Red Crescent Society (2000), Vulnerability & Capacity Assessment. A
Participatory Action Research Study of the Vulnerabilities and Capacities of the Palestinian
Society in Disaster Preparedness. El Bireh: PRCS.
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collection techniques included qualitative interviews with a cross section of community level
service providers; paintings and drawings from the groups of children and young people
reflecting their ideas of disaster and disaster preparedness; and secondary data from a review
of relevant books, articles, reports, maps and Internet-based information. The result was a
broad mixture of information regarding everything from sectoral strengths and weaknesses to
household social and material capacities, allowing the Palestinian Red Crescent Society to
develop a list of specific gaps in disaster preparedness that it felt it could contribute to filling.

The Gambian Red Cross Society used the VCA process to determine which gaps it might fill
to mitigate risk in its area, but approached it by focusing its attention entirely at the macro
level'. Instead of identifying individual or community capacity, it considered the general
vulnerabilities (such as illiteracy and malnutrition) created by weak education and health
services and poor infrastructure, and the relationship the Gambian Red Cross Society (GRCS)
had or could develop with those sectors. For this purpose, the GRCS gathered predominantly
macro statistics while assessing levels of community accessibility to basic services, such as
the distance of households from health posts and schools. The outcome of this study was the

development of a list of specific geographical locations where sectoral support could be
offered.

At the other end of the spectrum, the Ugandan Red Cross Society conducted a VCA to
determine the vulnerabilities and capacities regarding one particular, pre-determined threat:
the bubonic plague, in one particular sub-county''. They did a minute analysis of the different
root causes, dynamic pressures and manifestations of local vulnerability to this threat, as well
as an in-depth study of local coping mechanisms. No macro details were considered, nor were
external issues addressed. But the subsequent project proposal was nonetheless strong, as it
sought to raise local awareness and build upon those appropriate and inexpensive coping
capacities in the area which had already proven to be effective: a realistic programming
choice given both the local context and the capacities and limitations of the Red Cross group
working in the area.

Limitations of the approach

Although the VCA is a highly valuable tool, there are certain limitations to its design.

The most fundamental of these is its lack of mechanisms for analysis. The identification of
individual hazards, vulnerabilities, and capacities is certainly important, but an assessment
requires more than simple identification: the factors identified have to be turned from raw
data into useful information through an analytical process. The toolbox, however, offers no
means of analysing the relationships between sets of data. For example, the Gambian VCA
lists a high rate of illiteracy as a particularly acute form of vulnerability. But literacy rates
aren’t a direct indicator of capacity or vulnerability. The question must still be asked, how
exactly does illiteracy make a person vulnerable to this particular hazard in this particular
context? Is it because they are not able to read warnings posted in newspapers and pamphlets
about imminent threats? Or is it because without literacy skills, they are not able to find a job
that will give them the financial capacity to change their situation of vulnerability? The
difference is important, and provides a clear illustration of why analysing the relationships

' Gambia Red Cross Society (1998) Vulnerability & Capacity Assessment of Hazards in The
Gambia. 76pp

" Uganda Red Cross Society, Nebbi Branch. (2001) Report on the Hazard, Vulnerability and
Capacity Assessment Workshop held between the 17"-22"" June in Rasai Parish. 6 pp.
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between data sets is necessary if one is to really understand the reality on the ground, which is
the primary purpose of the VCA process.

Second, the VCA toolbox offers no specific methods for data triangulation. Although the
Palestinian VCA used different mechanisms for crosschecking one set of data against another
to ascertain its degree of reliability, this was most likely the result of separate expert advice
informing the process, or the application of common sense. Just like in the case of the missing
mechanisms for analysis, it is probable that many National Societies undertaking a VCA will
employ some form of these techniques on their own accord. Nevertheless, for those societies
which might not be familiar with multiple data-set assessments, or whose resources and time
are stretched and must rely more significantly on secondary sources of information, the
inclusion of these tools in the toolbox itself would be essential.

There are also possible downsides of the VCA’s broadness and high degree of flexibility.
National Societies are left to ‘pick and choose’ between data collection methods and
determine the level of study and what subjects to analyse. But this means that potentially
critical issues or levels of inquiry can be inadvertently overlooked. For example, studying the
capacity and vulnerability of individual sectors such as health or education from the macro-
level might be important, but such an assessment risks bypassing essential local information
(such as the local coping strategies used to make up for sectoral weaknesses), which could
give an entirely different spin on the picture being developed. Similarly, important details
might be missed if a National Society decides to concentrate its attention on only one or two
forms of vulnerability. The Gambian VCA provides a clear example of this. Although great
pains were taken to collect information on such things as the proximity of communities to
health services, no mention was made in the VCA about the physical vulnerability of those
services to threats of any kind. Should disaster strike, would the physical structures be strong
enough to withstand the hazard? Or would, for example, the critical infrastructure required for
emergency and non-emergency supplies to be brought in (such as roads and bridges) be able
to withstand the shock?

In short, the unavoidable upshot of the VCA’s flexibility is that there are no ‘minimum
requirements’ that a National Society knows it must follow in order to ensure that the
assessment provides adequate and appropriate data. If the VCA is done by (or with the
assistance of) knowledgeable staff who can guide the process in a sound direction, this might
not be a problem. Assuredly, one of the significant benefits of the ‘Training for Trainers’
programmes is to consider these issues. Problems might only arise when a team extracts only
one or two basic aspects of the VCA for an assessment, unaware that on their own they are
insufficient to produce a realistic picture of local vulnerability and capacity.

A further, yet less critical, limitation of the high degree of flexibility in the VCA process is
that results from one assessment can look wholly different to those of another assessment.
Although this is a good thing when the needs of Societies require the use of different tools to
achieve their individual goals, it also means that VCAs are rarely calibrated in form or
content, making the process of comparison difficult and limiting the potential for regional or
international analysis.

Usefulness to the Planning Process

The Vulnerability and Capacity Assessment has been widely praised by National Societies as
a valuable tool for planning. The VCA can be and has been used to inform decision-making
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processes ranging from small project preparation to, increasingly, wide-scale programming
modification.

When National Societies identify a new direction in programming which they would like to
explore, undertaking a VCA can provide an excellent vehicle for examining the scope and
depth of the issues they seek to affect, thereby facilitating the making of sound, effective
decisions based on a clear comprehension of existing need and capacity. It has proven to be a
particularly useful contribution to the more recent trend among National Societies to delve
into risk mitigation as a part of disaster preparedness — an area in which the IFRC has
traditionally taken little part. Different societies have chosen to look at all different forms of
vulnerability reduction as part of this wider trend: from emergency preparedness, to food
security, to the strengthening of local coping mechanisms against disease. The breadth of the
VCA as an assessment tool allows each Society to explore the area of mitigation most
pertinent to them, as opposed to funnelling all Societies down one path towards one or two
specific goals. This is one of the VCA’s greatest strengths.

As was the case in the previous section, however, the grand paradox in its link to planning is
that the method’s greatest strengths are also mirrored as its most significant weaknesses: they
are the negative upshots, as it were, of the very flexibility it strives to provide. If those
weaknesses are not recognised and consciously dealt with, using the VCA as a primary
planning tool could become somewhat risky. The risk, in effect, is that Societies might not
know what they don’t know before making critical programming decisions.

First, without any tools to analyse the relationship between data sets, instances might occur in
which assessors believe they have all the information required to make effective planning
decisions without actually having undergone a sufficient analysis process. The Gambian VCA
example highlighted a dearth of reading and writing skills in one of its catchment areas. In the
absence of specific encouragement from the VCA toolbox to go a step past the data collection
stage, they arrived at the logical conclusion that, based on the evidence gathered, what was
needed was the provision of more educational facilities. But was this the most appropriate
planning response? Does educating more people in basic reading skills directly reduce
vulnerability to a specific threat? The answer depends on what the hazard is, and the
relationship literacy has with it. If, for example, the relationship concerns disseminating basic
information in advance of the onset of a hazard, embarking on a campaign to ensure that most
people had Level 1 reading skills might be much less effective and significantly more
expensive than an awareness-raising radio campaign. In short, although the data collection
process is vital, it is the analytical processes that turn the exercise into an effective tool for
programming. Although a significant proportion of National Societies will probably recognise
this fact and engage in some sort of analysis, the VCA currently does not have those tools
available in its repertoire.

The lack of triangulation techniques similarly poses a risk for planning: without triangulation,
chances are higher that decisions might be made based on inaccurate data. Nor are guidelines
for the development of programming monitoring and evaluation indicators (based on the
vulnerabilities and capacities identified through the assessment) suggested in the toolbox.
Without at least a description of these techniques, some Societies unaware of their importance
might by-pass them altogether.
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Another weakness regarding the VCA’s usefulness to planning relates to its lack of ‘minimum
requirements’ for the assessment process — a space again left open in order to provide
maximum flexibility. Unfortunately, without guidelines obliging groups to conduct the VCA
on combined levels of investigation (i.e., macro, meso, and micro) or across issues (i.e.
gender, access to resources, physical security) there is a greater chance that the assessment
will produce the results implementers more or less expect (or want) to see. Without such a
requirement, there is nothing to draw their attention to factors of vulnerability and capacity
which exist outside the ones they’d had in mind when designing the process. On the whole,
this limits the development of new planning options, and might even undermine the
soundness of decisions made.

Coverage of vulnerabilities and capacities

Breadth and depth

Vulnerability and capacity are both hugely complex subjects to study — invariably cross-
disciplinary, invariably multi-layered, and always dynamic. No assessment methodology
could produce an exhaustive list of the tools and techniques required to collect and analyse
data to a fully comprehensive degree. Despite this, the [IFRC VCA model has made an
admirable and largely successful attempt at holistic coverage, particularly in terms of its
breadth, given the sheer number of issues highlighted and tools suggested.

Where it is perhaps lacking is in its depth, though this is understandable given there are so
many issues to take into account, and with such a range of levels of awareness and experience
from one National Society to the next. The balance chosen between breadth and depth is
probably realistic, and there are references to further reading for increased depth on specific
issues. (The IFRC might consider, however, having the majority of those further readings
available on CD Rom, as many Societies would not otherwise enjoy easy access to them.)

Unfortunately, apart from the Palestinian case study, few Societies appeared to make use of
those extra existing resources. Very few of the VCA reports examined for the purposes of this
study, for example, demonstrated an advanced understanding of the differences between the
root causes, dynamic factors and overt manifestations of vulnerability, or the ‘selectiveness’
of disasters in targeting specific vulnerable groups. Women, children, and the elderly are still
identified as the primary ‘vulnerable groups’ in most VCAs, irrespective of their relative
proximity to the hazard, relative wealth, social ties, or other discriminating factors.

Where such attention to detail did appear to be considered was in the VCA produced by the
Ugandan Red Cross Society. Entirely stretched for resources, the URCS was nonetheless able
to conduct a minutely detailed study of local vulnerabilities and coping capacities against the
bubonic plague. Although paying exclusive attention to the micro-level can, by definition,
produce similar dangers to VCAs conducted exclusively at the macro-level, the fact that
lessons learned were so specific to local issues allowed the Society to make strong
programming choices reflecting real local need and capabilities, with a very strong sense of
buy-in from community members.

On the whole, the differences observed in the examples studied suggest that when time and
resources impose limitations on the scope of a VCA’s process, the product need not also
suffer. It appears that there are certain strategic options that could be uncovered and explored
which would help ensure that methodological choices stand a better chance of producing
reliable, effective, and high quality results. As the case from Uganda shows, a deficiency of
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resources allocated to what ideally should be a long, resource-rich, ongoing process need not
lead to fragmented results, as it arguably did in the case of the Gambia. (It is important to
recognise, however, that the Ugandan VCA was conducted on a much smaller scale than its
Gambian counterpart.) Lessons from a cross-analysis of VCA case studies to date should
provide the IFRC with a reasonable framework from which to develop some of these core
options.

Given this, an interesting point to highlight is that the flagship image normally bestowed upon
the Palestinian VCA might not, in fact, be an altogether positive thing. Although it is a
deserved success, it is important that other National Societies understand that such success
does not rely solely on the wide scope of research that the PRCS undertook. Due to the high
degree of international attention and resource influx into the Gaza and West Bank areas, the
PRCS had many resources — including access to a significant cache of quality, up-to-date
secondary information sources — that a National Society such as Western Samoa simply could
not expect to ever experience. The example of Uganda indicates, on the other hand, that
bigger isn’t necessarily better, and might therefore be a more appropriate (if more humble)
benchmark than Palestine.

Coverage of livelihoods

The idea of livelihoods as it is currently understood was not a specific point of focus in the
Federation until about two years ago, when the then British Red Cross Society’s Disaster
Preparedness Advisor, David Peppiatt, began to explore the concept and its relationship to DP
work. Interest in the subject has been steadily growing ever since, both within the Secretariat
in Geneva and, increasingly, within a number of National Societies. It was found that unlike
other approaches which, once adopted, demand changes of direction or action, the livelihoods
approach was simply an effective way of conceptualising things that the Red Cross and Red
Crescent Societies already did. It de-muddled, so to speak, a vast array of inter-related issues
with which the Federation was already working, and highlighted a significant number of
others that merited exploring.

Given the newness of this exploration, the usage of livelihoods terminology has not yet made
its way into existing Federation literature, including the VCA toolbox. The key components
of the livelihoods approach are very much present, however, albeit not named as such: what
now might be termed as social, physical, financial, human, and natural capital and (somewhat
less so) the vulnerability context, have always been stressed as the fundamental building
blocks to understanding vulnerability and capacity in the VCA. (A consideration of
transforming structures and processes has yet to make its way into the assessment in any real
sense, perhaps given the IFRC’s trademark apolitical positioning). But momentum is
growing. A focal group consisting of six senior Secretariat members has been set up in the
past year to consider the approach in a more purposeful way; and it has been recognised by
the group that the Vulnerability and Capacity Assessment methodology is a natural point of
entry to integrate livelihoods into Red Cross culture.

Where the Livelihoods Approach could most make an impact on the VCA tool is in the
following areas:

* The identification of different kinds of vulnerable groups as opposed to the

traditional ‘women, children and the elderly’ categorisations; for example, based
on group affiliation, social status, trade, or access to resources;
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The recognition of the dynamic relationship between governmental policies and
processes, civil society, and vulnerability;

The importance of building local livelihood capacity in new and different ways
(i.e., through forms of capital other than human and social), as a form of risk
mitigation and disaster preparedness;

The capacity of National Societies to see disaster more and more in terms of its
relationship to development.

The VCA — positive implications
According to testimonies from the field, the VCA process has had a number of positive
implications for National Societies, among which are the following:

Sources

The VCA process has made a significant impact on people’s perceptions of
disasters, vulnerabilities and capacities. Behaviours have changed, communities
are more risk aware and take greater responsibility for their own protection.
Despite the limited resources available to local groups, humble yet strong local
projects have been developed out of the VCA, supported by a high level of
community commitment. Many people have realised through the participatory
processes undertaken that within their own communities they have a significant
capacity to prepare and respond to disasters, without immediately requesting
external assistance.

This phenomenon has also been recognised on a more global level. The production
of the toolbox has to a certain degree brought National Societies around the world
to a common ground regarding what constitutes disaster, capacity and
vulnerability.

By offering a vehicle through which National Societies can take a critical look at
the environment in which they work, a positive outcome has been an increased
awareness of the other institutions present in National Society working areas,
governmental and non-governmental alike. The Mongolian VCA is particularly
notable for this. After the VCA revealed complementary lines of action among
agencies, a significant part of the planning process for the MRCS became the
coordination and joint planning of programming with other actors such as World
Vision, Save the Children, ADRA, UNDP and UNICEF.

IFRC (International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies), 1999,
‘Vulnerability and Capacity Assessment: an International Federation Guide’, Geneva.

IFRC, ‘Toolbox for vulnerability and capacity assessments’, (no date), Disaster Preparedness
Department, International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, Geneva.
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Case Study

Oxfam
Risk-Mapping and Local Capacities:
Lessons from Mexico and Central America

Background

This booklet is the result of an Oxfam initiative to identify disaster risks in Mexico and
Central America (MCA). This led to the realisation that there is an urgent need ‘to find ways
to reduce the degree of vulnerability faced by many urban and rural communities in the
region’. Although it includes some assessment of technological risks, the main effort is
addressed to natural hazards. In fact, the only actual maps as such are large-scale depictions
of the main natural hazards of the region — earthquakes, volcanoes and associated threats,
hurricanes, landslides, floods and drought. A crucial feature of the region is that many of its
people are exposed to these multiple hazards: it is rare that they are likely to be affected by
only one, and in many cases they are at risk of more than two.

A great deal of the study is devoted to description of the natural hazards and their distribution,
with less than half dealing with socio-economic factors and their links with vulnerability. But
as noted in the preface, ‘perhaps the most surprising elements of the study... concerns its
depiction of vulnerability on a regional scale. Social, political and economic realities are
intimately linked to the factors that make people more or less vulnerable to risks and threats.’
(Tryjillo et al. p.8). There is a clear awareness of the interaction of the socio-economic
aspects that contribute to vulnerability. In terms of the Oxfam mission, the study ‘shows the
critical importance of seeing emergency relief and development work as intimately linked
with each other, and not as mutually exclusive.’ (Trujillo et al., 2000).

The study is linked to Oxfam’s long-established support for ‘impoverished communities
whose lives have been affected by natural phenomena and conflicts. Its aim in these
circumstances is to strengthen the capacity of the poor and marginalised to bring about
changes which are positive and sustainable, and to reduce their vulnerability in the event of
emergencies...’ (Trujillo et al. p.10). The mapping exercise in this paper is seen as a starting
point to develop Oxfam’s ‘Programme of Preparedness for Emergencies’ in MCA. So
although the method has not yet been widely adopted, we have included it for several reasons.
Firstly, it is designed to connect natural hazard threats to socio-economic vulnerability, and to
identify the livelihoods of people as a crucial component of the reduction of vulnerability. So
it is closely related to the understanding of households and sustainable livelihoods, and so is
highly relevant to our task of finding methods in use to bring about this integration. Second, it
sees the need to connect emergency work with development work, and is aware of the dangers
of separating these. Thirdly, it is strongly conscious of gender inequality in both recovery
from emergencies, but also in the patterns of livelihoods and differential access to capitals,
and offers lessons in the incorporation of gender into vulnerability analysis. Lastly, it
emphasises people’s and institutions’ capacities as an important and integral part of the
process to reduce vulnerability. In this context it also attempts to highlight the issue of
building security and reducing conflict as vital components of preserving and enhancing
people’s rights and livelihoods.
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Despite its similar name, the Oxfam ‘risk-mapping exercise’ is not related to the SCF-UK
method of analysing food security in their Risk Map methodology, which has a much longer
history and is supported by sophisticated software that can be used at country level.

Description
The report writers

assume that emergencies are not external to the on-going development processes, but
are part of them. They constitute interruptions or crises which then have major
repercussions on the development opportunities of a given community or area. Since
disasters always have the potential to undermine development, measures to prevent,
prepare for, and mitigate disasters should inform every plan and strategy for
sustainable development. (Trujillo, p.10)

This situation does not apply to much development work supported by donors, and it is the
Oxfam attempt to overcome this separation of disaster work from development that makes it
worth examining the risk-mapping methodology. In addition, the authors claim that their
methodology ‘should be a tool for people who are not disaster experts, but whose depth of
local knowledge and experience makes them experts in the conditions and potentialities of a
given country, region or locality’. (Trujillo, p.10).

The approach is very straightforward, and consists of an analysis of threats (the hazards),
followed by a risk analysis (the human ‘sectors and elements’ exposed to the threats), and
then an analysis of vulnerability (‘defined as the relationship between the level of risk, local
capacities, and the living conditions of the threatened community’. (Trujillo, p.11). This part
of the method involves considering ‘the wider factors that determine the conditions in
which such communities live’ (p.12) and undertakes an analysis of local capacities in two
dimensions: institutional framework for management of disasters, and current capacities in
civil society.

Although the authors do not make use of such a diagram, this could be used to represent the
method they claim to use:

> Progression of analysis =
Threats Risks Vulnerability Determining factors Objective
Analysis of the | Analysis of factors that
interactions of | determine living conditions
Analysis of the | the risk with*: | and local capacities
Analysis | human ‘sectors Outcome: a map
of the and elements’ *Local Disaster management of vulnerability
hazards exposed to the capacities institutions; to hazards
hazards Civil society
*Living Factors that determine the
conditions of | living conditions of
threatened communities
communities
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This is similar to the analytical framework seen in Cannon (2000) and Blaikie et al. (1994),
and shows that convergent thinking necessarily emerges once it is recognised that
vulnerability is linked both to the development process, and to the livelihood strategies of
households and individuals.

The booklet is good at describing the hazards that pose a threat to the people in MCA. It
highlights the problem that normally in the region each type of hazard is considered
separately (according to the specialism of the relevant institution). ‘This does not allow for
integrated analyses of risks and the relationships between them...” (p.14). This weakness of
hazard analysis provides a further justification for the approach which seeks to understand
social vulnerability, since that must inevitably deal with all sources of threat.

It provides important analysis of the ‘risk of threats caused by human agency’ — mainly
conflicts — and shows how important it is to relate natural hazards to these. Complex
interactions between civil conflict, the consequent enforced or ‘voluntary’ movements of
people, the use (and abuse) of the environment, and natural hazards are recognised such that it
is difficult to separate one type of threat from another. However, the conditions of
vulnerability are seen as a basis for analysis in all this.

In particular the study recognises the importance of conflicts in regard to peoples’ access to
natural resources and land (assets or capitals in the SL framework terminology). This is an
absolutely crucial issue, and one on which the SL framework is relatively weak: it generally
does not acknowledge the fact that capitals are the object of conflict and are competed for by
different groups. The use and abuse of natural resources is analysed as both a cause and a
consequence of conflict (e.g. the military presence in Chiapas, Mexico, and the demands of
thousands of troops for fuelwood etc.). Conflict is also seen as having been crucial in both
disrupting and denying people the right or ability to organise themselves to demand social
protection, or to have civil society institutions that are able to reflect needs and express
identity, so contributing to increased vulnerability in that manner.

Application of the method

The original meeting to initiate this work was in 1997, and this present booklet was published
by Oxfam in the region in 1999. Since then, the study has been used in MCA and the
Caribbean in a number of ways: in several workshops in the region; when defining content
and planning for disaster preparedness at country level (and especially in Guatemala). More
significantly, it is beginning to be used in the region to integrate livelihoods and preparedness
in Nicaragua.

Data and data collection

Risks/Hazards. This information is available from a range of sources (scientific, research,
disaster offices) in the MCA region. There is a surprising lack of integration of hazard data
between countries and between types of hazards. For some types of hazard, local people are
aware of the risks, but the large-scale disruption and movement of people in the region makes
it difficult for many to have awareness or pass on detailed local knowledge. The description
of hazards by type and location is at mixed scales, and is probably too generalised to provide
adequate precautionary measures.

2 Information through personal communication, Casasbuenas, Oxfam Latin America Regional Policy Advisor.
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Vulnerability

By contrast with the natural hazards, the authors consider that research on vulnerability is in
its infancy, and has lacked any priority. The authors define vulnerability as ‘the proportion of
human lives, assets, and economic activity that could be affected in a given place should a
given disaster occur.’(p.27). The calculation of different levels of vulnerability is by
combining the probability of a destructive event with the level of exposure of lives and assets
to that hazard. It is supposed that from this tool, it will be possible for decision-makers to
know what needs to be taken into account in disaster prevention policies.

In the paper itself, there is little indication of the level at which data collection should be
carried out, and this signifies the exploratory character of the approach, which lacks a clear
implementation plan. The authors ‘assume that at a regional level vulnerability can be
measured by the current living conditions of a threatened group.” (p.31). They then list, with
some considerable (and valuable) descriptive economic and political detail, the following
factors that have been considered in their approach:

* Level of poverty

» Standard of health

* Level of malnutrition

* Proportion of female-headed households
* Level of illiteracy

* Living conditions

Some of the wider political-economic contexts for these include Structural Adjustment
policies, government policies relating to poverty, gender division in livelihoods (especially
agriculture), the position of indigenous peoples, the relations between urban and rural
populations and their livelihoods, and quality of housing and basic services.

Coverage of vulnerabilities and capacities

Vulnerability is quite explicitly seen as a social phenomenon that is related to level of
exposure to risk (i.e. it is not the same as the hazard itself), in combination with a range of
factors (see previous section) that affect peoples’ ability to cope with their exposure. The
authors’ approach also gives considerable coverage to ‘local capacity’ as a distinct set of
qualities that are not covered by the concept of vulnerability. In particular, capacity is seen in
terms of the ability to respond to an emergency, and not as a component of preparedness in its
wider sense. (By contrast, vulnerability is a set of conditions of people that predisposes them
to worse or better outcomes in a hazard strike). One crucial reason for the authors to focus on
capacities in this way is the conflict history of MCA, and the significance they attach to
people gaining greater control over their own capacity to respond to disasters (because of
ineffective or vindictive action by government or other parties to conflict).

The authors identify three types of what they call ‘local capacity’, which are dealt with in
varying levels of detail. The three types dealt with are: the institutional framework for
managing disasters; civil society organisations; and selected actors and initiatives relevant (or
potentially relevant) to disaster response. This heterogeneous collection suggests a lack of
clarity about what ‘capacity’ and ‘local’ means, and that it encompasses top-down as well as
bottom-up institutions, and a wide range of scales. It also means that capacities are separated
from livelihoods issues, and tend to be seen in terms of the capabilities of institutions
themselves rather than the ways in which they enhance peoples’ disaster preparedness and
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livelihood resilience. In other words, while vulnerability is seen as characteristics of people,
capacities only seem to relate to organisations and institutions.

Institutional framework

Only one institution at the regional level is regarded as having made a significant contribution
to disaster reduction: CEPREDENAC (Co-ordinating Centre for the Prevention of Natural
Disasters in Central America). ‘This is clearly the most important and stable institution in the
region... Its weaknesses reflect the inability of some of the member countries to define their
priorities... and also the problems it faces in promoting disaster prevention, in particular in
the political arena.’ (p.51). Despite this, CEPREDENAC has been instrumental in bringing
gender issues into disaster preparedness discussions.

At the national level, the authors provide a brief survey of institutions in each country. What
emerges is a pattern of either generally highly-centralised and unresponsive structures (e.g.
Mexico), or a lack of any effective national organisation (e.g. El Salvador, Nicaragua). The
latter situation is not a reflection of the adequacy of citizen-based organisations. The authors
identify problems affecting emergency response as ‘the twin common denominators of
poverty and low political priority, which translate into constraints on the human and material
resources for running national emergency plans. Overall, the official institutions are more
concerned with responding to the impact of a disaster than with prevention, mitigation, and
preparedness.’ (p.54). Clearly this means that ‘capacity’ is very restricted in national
institutions, and seems to be highly dependent on the emergence of democratic and civil
society initiatives that can influence them and improve their performance, or substitute for
their roles at the community level.

Civil society capacity

The authors report that there are few civil society organisations (including NGOs) operating
in the MCA region in relation to disasters. ‘Although many organisations work on
development and/or the environment, they seldom include emergency work in their
programmes.’ (p.56). They consider this absence very worrying, ‘given the concentration of
highly vulnerable populations in areas of high risk, and where government assistance has
often been less than effective.” (p.56). The absence of civil society institutions in emergency
and recovery work indicates that there will be a considerable time-lag in the emergence of
suitable capacity in preparedness and mitigation.

Actors and initiatives
The report explores a significant number of organisations (including PAHO/WHO, OAS, Red
Cross) that have initiatives in the region designed to reduce disasters.

Conclusions

The potential strengths of this approach are evident in the way that vulnerability is
highlighted as a key component of disaster preparedness issues. The significance of
livelihoods is made very prominent, along with the impact of economic and political
processes on peoples’ asset portfolios as the key factor for reducing vulnerability. Gender
inequality and rights are given prominence as a part of the coverage of assets and variations in
vulnerability. The approach is less convincing in terms of capacities, mainly because it tends
to see capacity as a characteristic of organisations and institutions, and not of people. This
makes it difficult to link up the role of institutions directly with the livelihoods and
vulnerability-reduction factors. The approach is relatively new, and there is so far little
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information about its wider implementation. Although it does not provide a took-kit or
structured investigative approach, it contains the basis for a sequenced series of investigations
of different components of vulnerability (see diagram near beginning), and has the potential
to be made into a powerful methodology.
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Case Study

CARE:
Household Livelihood Security Assessment: a Toolkit for
Practitioners

Background

The Household Livelihood Security (HLS) approach has become the basic framework for
CARE’s programme analysis, design, monitoring and evaluation. It is rooted ‘in farming
systems research in the late 1970s and early 1980s and later in nutritional diagnostic work...’
(Toolkit, p.v). Frankenberger et al describe three key ‘shifts in development thinking that led
CARE to the adoption of a livelihood approach.’ (Frankenberger et al., p.4). The first was
away from thinking about food crises as primarily a result of decline in food availability, and
towards the analysis of household food entitlements. This emerged as a household food
security approach in the late 1980s which emphasised both the availability of food nationally
and regionally, and the ability of households to access food. The second shift was away from
looking simply at food as the key to avoiding hunger, and to recognise that malnutrition is
connected to health and disease, sanitation, and the quality and composition of dietary intake.
In addition, it was recognised that there are specific factors related to mother and child
nutrition which are not adequately captured by looking at food access alone. The last shift (in
the 1990s) came with the recognition that food security is not necessarily treated by poor
households separately from other objectives, and that the whole range of livelihood assets and
options needs to be taken into account. For instance, in order to preserve assets for their future
livelihood needs, people may even choose to go hungry. In this framework, food is only one
of a range of objectives, and is considered in relation to ‘the satisfaction of other basic
material and non-material needs’. (Frankenberger, p.4).

So the HLSA approach has its roots in disasters, but specifically hunger and drought crises in
Africa rather than natural hazards in general. In fact, the approach has little specific reference
to natural hazards, vulnerability and disasters as such. But it is regarded as being capable of
embracing such a wider range of issues and processes that vulnerability (in its broadest sense)
is seen as integral to it. HLSA is regarded as an essential framework for analysing problems
and designing interventions in CARE’s programming for all interventions, including disaster
relief and reconstruction. It is not so clear whether the organisation has worked through the
connections of the household approach with vulnerability specifically to hazards. It was
introduced into CARE in 1994, and has been used (in pragmatic form as ‘rapid or
participatory livelihood security assessments’ in around 30 countries. While the approach
generated a lot of interest, CARE also faced a number of controversies in the introduction of
HLS approach in its national organisations. Some country offices felt it was too expensive,
and adapted it with more emphasis on qualitative data and participatory methods. There was
confusion as to whether the approach was intended simply as an assessment methodology, or
a project process framework. At HQ, there was some resistance by staff to what they felt was
its imposition on them without adequate discussion. In some countries, donors were not
receptive to the holism of the approach, given that they had a sector bias in their operations.

On the other hand, the approach has shown that it can be used in conjunction with other
initiatives and take account of ‘cross-cutting social and political issues that have been
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hindering the poor from achieving livelihood security’. (Frankenberger, p.7). In particular,
significant effort has been put into integrating rights-based approaches and policy advocacy
into CARE’s activities, and using the HLS approach as the framework for this to happen. This
is regarded as important recognition that poverty is ‘not only a matter of inadequate access to
income, food and services, but fundamentally a social and political issue too.’
(Frankenberger, p.7). This is an interesting parallel with the development of advocacy and
support to civil society growth in Central America noted in the case study of the Oxfam risk-
mapping approach.

Description

HLSASs are intended to ‘provide comprehensive sociocultural, economic and ecological
assessments of a given area for planning and project implementation.’ (Toolkit, p.v). They are
intended to be holistic and multi-disciplinary, and use a systems approach which recognises
that poor people ‘live and interact within broader socioeconomic and sociopolitical systems
that influence resource production and allocation decisions. (Toolkit, p.2). An HLS
assessment should enable understanding of local livelihood systems, including ‘livelihoods,
economic, socio-cultural and political systems and the constraints, vulnerabilities,
marginalization, and risks of poor families living within this context’, along with ‘differences
among types of households and among members within the household.” (Toolkit, p.2). The
method is regarded as having considerable relevance to risks and shocks, and so can be
discussed here in the context of vulnerability to disasters.

An HLSA is formulated for a country or region by using a set of

analytical lenses that are clustered under the following categories: contexts, conditions
and trends; livelihood resources (economic, natural, human and social capital);
institutional processes and organizational structures (government, civil society and
private sector); livelihood strategies (productive and exchange activities); and
livelihood outcomes (e.g. nutritional security, food security, health security, habitat
security, education security, income security, social network security, safety and
environmental security). (Frankenberger, p.8).

These ‘lenses’ appear as the headings at the top of the key diagram illustrating the approach
(below). The diagram shows interesting parallels with other models, including DFID’s SL
approach, and explicitly uses some common concepts like the five capitals. It demonstrates
convergence in the thinking of various NGOs that are addressing livelihoods issues at the
household level and below. In particular, it is important to note the inclusion of the lens
‘Contexts, conditions and trends’, which emphasises the significance of wider political and
economic forces in determining the poverty outcomes and livelihood opportunities. As stated
in the Toolkit (p.5), ‘No fundamental cause or driver of livelihood insecurity should
automatically be assumed too political, sensitive or comples for CARE to engage in.” Clearly
DFID is more constrained by diplomacy, but there probably needs to be more openness to the
difficulties that arise in disaster preparedness and development work when this political-
economic context cannot be taken fully into account.
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Figure: Household livelihood security: a framework for analysis
Source: Frankenberger, p.8, modified from Scoones, 1998.

The ‘Context, conditions and trends’ is intended to allow ‘understanding of the macro-level
factors that influence the range of possibilities for livelihood systems...’ (Frankenberger, p.8).
The list of factors (see diagram) to be taken into account here is impressively comprehensive,
and includes what others have termed ‘root causes’ which can be traced back even to colonial
history as well as more recent political and economic processes. A similar degree of
comprehensiveness is evident in the third column, on ‘Institutional process and organisational
structure’. This is intended to show how a range of institutions (including the private sector)
operate to influence livelihood outcomes in communities. Such influences are clearly
perceived as being potentially negative as well as helpful: so these institutions, including the
state, may ‘change policies and limit freedoms that can have positive or adverse effects on
livelihood systems.” (Frankenberger, p.9).

From the various assets (‘capitals’ as in the DFID SL approach) available to households, the
institutional framework filters out opportunities and handicaps that emerge as a set of
‘livelihood strategies’ (fourth column). These then emerge at the right hand end of the
diagram as a set of conditions in which each household has greater or lesser degrees of
security and capacity in their livelihoods. These are to some extent analogous with the
‘vulnerability and capacity’ conditions seen in other models we have looked at. While these
can take into account peoples’ vulnerability to natural hazards (e.g. in habitat security,
environmental security), the diagram and method makes no specific reference to shocks or
disasters.
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Implicit in this diagram is an apparent ‘chain of causation’ in which peoples’ household
livelihood security emerge at the right hand end of the diagram, having been determined by a
range of factors listed in each column to the left (and stretching back to the ‘root causes’ in
the macro-framework). However, there appears to be a desire to show that the different
components of the framework can have feedback and mutual influences — it is not intended
that the model show a simplistic flow of causes from left to right. In fact, as with all such
diagrams which attempt to capture extremely complex realities, it is not easy to see the logic
of placing the institutions in the centre column, since they are not a single category with
internal consistency. Some institutions emerge out of the macro-level processes in the ‘root
causes’ on the left: the private sector, the state, some civil society institutions are the product
of history and politics. They are themselves part of the processes by which the assets
(capitals) of different households are allocated and income distribution determined. On the
other hand, some institutions, including some NGOs and CBOs, are a reaction to the
inequalities that emerge in society, and are intended as part of a process of modification of the
allocations and livelihood opportunities that emerge from power systems.

Dealing with the issue of institutions is probably one of the more difficult areas of
vulnerability and capacity analysis, and livelihood security, because of their lack of category
coherence, and the fact that some institutions can be perceived as being involved in both the
generation of inequality and poverty, as well as being seen as essential to the process of
transformation and improvement. As with a great deal of ‘development work’, a key problem
is that we have to work with institutions that are both part of the problem as well as
supposedly being partners in working out solutions.

Application of the method

HLS analysis is an integral part of CARE’s work, and the organisation has been ‘working to
institutionalize the approach in its programming worldwide.” (Frankenberger, p.1). A ‘Toolkit
for Practitioners’ was published in 2002, evidence of the commitment made to the approach.
This toolkit gives staff a step-by-step guide to the construction of HLS assessments. These are
regarded as

the cornerstone framework that CARE uses to carry out its programming efforts. It
allows CARE to have a more holistic view of the world... enabling the organization to
better understand the root causes of poverty. In addition, it helps clearly identify
opportunities and leverage points for positive change. (Frankenberger, p.1).

In each of its countries, CARE has used the HLS framework in its long-range strategic plans.
HLSA is used in the plans to organize data ‘on vulnerable groups in different geographical
areas; causal explanations regarding shocks, trends and processes; macro-micro linkages that
are key to understanding the programming areas; and institutions with which CARE will
create alliances within programme implementations.’ (Frankenberger, p.12). The method
seems to have helped move the plans away from descriptive and impressionistic summaries to
‘analytical processes and syntheses of priorities’. (p.12). This aspect of HLSA seems one of
the most significant and impressive: the type of analysis that the approach requires CARE to
undertake leads to a much clearer understanding of the issues they face, and forces there to be
some comprehension of the causes of problems. HLSA can then enable CARE to target its
interventions ‘more effectively in order to achieve leverage, synergy and cost efficiencies.’
(Frankenberger, p.12). It also provides a rationale for working in specific geographical
locations, to ‘promote more focused targeting of interventions’. (p.12).
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CARE has had to address staff concern that the approach might become an end in itself, and
that its comprehensiveness and complexity may make it inappropriate and too time-
consuming. They recognise that a range of tools can be used to avoid this problem, and that
the key is to obtain an holistic view of livelihoods ‘that allows for the identification of the
most vulnerable households, and on placing people’s priorities and aspirations for improving
their livelihoods firmly at the centre of the analytical and planning process.’ (p.13). To this
end, various rapid and participatory approaches have been adopted for information-gathering
in order to ensure its viability. The main purpose is to understand livelihood strategies of
different categories of households, their level of security, ‘and the principle constraints and
opportunities to address through programming.’ (p.13). As a minimum, the process must
identify the risk factors facing households, and key intervention opportunities for CARE in its
activities.

Data and data collection

It seems clear that in the process of introducing HLSA, CARE has faced significant internal
concerns and resistance about the value and viability of the approach. These may include
valuable lessons for other organisations which seek to introduce such analytical frameworks
(vide DFID already and IFRC with the proposal to widen the use of Vulnerability Analysis).
As evidenced by the adoption of participatory and rapid appraisal methods into the HLS
framework, data collection has been one of the most significant areas of difficulty. The
amount of primary information that has to be collected will depend on how good existing data
are. ‘In general, the principle is to collect only as much primary information as is required
that cannot be gathered from secondary sources. (p.13). However, in many countries there is
likely to be a strong correlation between inadequate secondary (including official) sources
and primary information about households and livelihoods. A linked problem is the
development of sufficient analytical capacity among staff in each country, so that data
requirements are properly defined and achieved, and the analysis conducted well.

CARE has put considerable thought into the data design process for HLSA, and since it may
have useful lessons we include it in some detail. As well as the usual categories of qualitative
and quantitative descriptive information, they also specifically include analytical (or causal)
information (see also Table 1 below). It is not really clear on what basis some data is regarded
as more related to analysis than the rest, except that it is specifically related to risks and
vulnerability (and capacity), and is presumably seen as being an analytical projection of
existing livelihood outcomes under conditions of shocks (disasters).

Qualitative descriptive information includes

Household level:

* Assets and how they are used to earn income (including productive assets, but also
intangibles such as skills, capacity, social relations that underpin livelihood
activities)

* How resources allocated and the level of outcome in terms of
* Food security, nutrition and health status
e Other basic needs like water, shelter, education

* Capacity to cope with risks and crises, and what abilities are involved and how
they work
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Intra-household level:
* Gender and generational roles and responsibilities
* Power relations and differential access to resources and opportunities

Community level:
* How livelihood outcomes link with wider community, political and social context
and the institutional environment.

Quantitative descriptive information involves data (much of it from secondary sources) that
helps to target geographically and to identify vulnerable groups:

e Nutritional status information

* Health status

* Access to services

* Literacy levels

* Access to water

Analytical (causal) information is designed to project the current status of target groups in
terms of their exposure to risks (shocks), and seeks to understand:
* Vulnerability and risk factors (ecological, economic, social, political)
* Coping, trends in livelihoods, household dynamics, networks and social capital
* Individual, household and community vulnerability
* Opportunity analysis (this seems to be congruent with much of what is considered
‘capabilities’ in other models)

Coverage of vulnerabilities and capacities

We should note that the terminology for ‘vulnerability’ used by CARE does not refer
specifically to social vulnerability to hazards (disasters) or shocks. Their use of the term is not
conceptually parallel to our other case studies. CARE’s meaning is closer to poverty,
marginalization or similar concepts of disadvantage and deprivation. However, there are
considerable benefits from the framework in other ways: it perceives vulnerability as a
characteristic of sets of households that have inadequate existing livelihood strategies. In
other words, vulnerability arises out of the everyday conditions that people live under as a
result of their livelihood opportunities. Households are exposed to risks that can disrupt and
alter these opportunities and their income strategies, forcing them to cope and/or suffer from
the shocks.

Sources of shocks includes a wide range of factors and processes of which natural hazards are
only one type: the others may be social, economic or political (see Table 2). Vulnerability is
seen as the outcome of how well a household can cope with or adapt to a shock (including
having available social networks and institutions). This is the reverse of most other types of
vulnerability analysis, where vulnerability is perceived as a composite of various
household/individual characteristics that includes capabilities as part of the ‘pre-shock’
conditions.

The CARE approach analyses in a sequence like this:
Base level of Livelihood strategy
=>» exposure to shock
=>» coping responses and institutional reactions to the shock
=>» vulnerability (individual, household, community level) as outcome
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=> CARE identification of target populations for interventions.

Vulnerability is then a consequence of the impact of shocks, and not a characteristic of
particular sets of households that can be determined in advance of a hazard (or other type of
risk) impact.

Coverage of livelihoods

CARE’s approach to livelihoods is closely related to the DFID lineage (through Swift and
Carney), with significant inputs from its own staff and consultants. Households are perceived
as operating on the basis of their access to a set of assets (almost identical to the DFID
capitals), which are used to enable productive, wage-earning, marketing and exchange
activities in order to realise an income and fulfil consumption needs. The approach is
summarised in the diagram (for some reason physical capital has been omitted from the assets

box at the top):
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While it is useful in identifying the linkages between assets, income and marketing and
exchange activities, and consumption activities, the other connections seem to be weakly
identified and not adequately connected to the livelihood strategies octagon.

Conclusion

CARE’s HLSA methodology has several strengths which commend it in the development of
vulnerability approaches to livelihoods. It has a relatively clear analysis of the connections
between macro processes, household’s assets and livelihood opportunities, and the eventual
livelihood strategies. There are clear guidelines on methodologies, data collection, and good
specification of information needs. It has been used in different country contexts, and it is
claimed that it has been adapted when there has been concern about its complexity, high time-
consumption and cost. While there may be some concern about the different conceptualisation
of vulnerability, aspects of the approach show strong parallels with other vulnerability and
livelihood models, and so greater integration should be possible.
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