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Foreword  

This document describes an approach to reduce the impacts from natural hazards in Pacific island 
countries from the point of view of concerned communities working hand-in-hand with government 
and non-government organisations. The proposed approach for "community vulnerability analysis 
and action planning" is seen as the beginning of a long-term process towards risk reduction that will 
increase communities' self-reliance and independence. It acknowledges that disaster managers 
have long recognised communities as important actors in addressing their vulnerabilities and 
capacities but that, to date, there have been few programmes established to deal with this issue at 
the community level. This document seeks to fill that gap by providing guidelines for the 
identification, planning and implementation of community-based programmes towards risk 
reduction,  

The community is considered as the primary source of information and it is suggested that a series 
of tools, which facilitate the analysis process and encourage participation, are being used by the 
people itself with support from a team of facilitators. The approach is based within the community 
and is action-oriented. Since vulnerability & capacity analysis provides the motive for community 
action planning, the need to commit resources for such work is highlighted, both on the part of the 
community and on the part of the cooperating agencies, Long-term commitment is also required for 
follow-up and monitoring of the initiated process.  

Vulnerability reduction must be seen in the broader context of development. While on the one hand, 
poverty is one of the fundamental reasons why certain groups are more vulnerable than others, on 
the other hand, reducing vulnerability to natural hazards substantially contributes to people's 
sustainable livelihoods by protecting them from major losses. Protecting people's sources of 
livelihood, thus, also helps to alleviate poverty. This document, therefore, addresses vulnerability 
not merely in structural terms in relation to the strength and design of houses and other 
construction types, but also in terms of a community's economic opportunities and socio-cultural 
conditions.  

It is highlighted that working in partnership with communities is essential, if national disaster 
management programmes are to achieve their objectives. The guidelines are not intended to be 
used as a rigid tool, but the participatory approach elaborated should be rather seen as an evolving 
process. Experiences gained in the application of the approach will lead to further refinements of 
the methodology to better suit the needs of Pacific island communities in reducing their vulnerability 
to natural hazards,  

 



 

1. Introduction  

This document aims to provide guidelines for community vulnerability analysis and for action 
planning to reduce natural disaster impacts in communities in Pacific island countries. The 
guidelines can be used in national or local disaster mitigation programmes, or in community 
development programmes. Guidance is provided for ways of working with the community to 
analyse its disaster vulnerability, identify priorities and plan actions to improve the community 
risk profile. The report is meant to act as a manual to assist disaster managers, community 
development experts and communities themselves in addressing disaster risks. It can also 
serve to provide a basis for a training programme.  

The disaster risk to which Pacific communities are exposed has many facets. It is not in itself 
the shaking of the earth or the strong wind that is the disaster but rather the way these 
hazards actually affect the life and livelihood of people. This has to do with the way houses 
are built, where they are built, and how strong the school or church may be. Equally important, 
disaster vulnerability is related to employment opportunities, resources of households and 
communities, agricultural production, community organisation etc. Thus, of necessity, this 
manual takes a broad approach to disaster vulnerability. It looks at potentially unsafe 
conditions as well as at the capacities of the community in coping with a disaster, and a range 
of other aspects.  

To begin with, the needs and priorities of the community at risk have to be addressed, and the 
people at risk should beat the centerstage in all steps of this process. The community knows 
its own situation best, and with some help it will be able to analyse its disaster exposure and 
identify suitable strategies and action programmes to improve its own situation. This manual is 
about how that help can be provided. It proposes the use of some tools to help people to have 
a new look at their own situation, and to identify solutions for their own disaster-related 
development problems. Because of the methods used and the broad scope of disaster 
reduction at the community level, it is proposed that the process be assisted by a team of 
facilitators from different sectors and groups. This allows for an integrated approach.  

The proposed approach of a facilitating team working with communities involves a  

process of consensus-building at the community level as a basis for action. This is a  
common approach for development programmes in the region, based on the strong  
coherence that exists within communities. The facilitating team also needs to be sensitive  
to the vulnerability of individual households, and to stimulate the community to act to  
reduce the disaster risks of such households and of those with the least opportunities to  
cope with disaster impacts.  
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The analysis of disaster risk is not an end in itself; it is not a one-off exercise, but should be 
seen as the start of community action. The basis is a partnership between the community and 
the agencies or organisations that carry out the vulnerability analysis. The proposed method 
is a tool to direct this community action and external support be it from governments or 
NGOs. Therefore, there should be some funds and/or other resources made available to 
assist the community to implement its action programme to reduce vulnerability,  

The core of the manual is an intensive programme of meetings and exercises with the 
selected community. This programme generally takes around five days and consists of a 
situation analysis (step 1); identification of priority areas (step 2); and action planning (step 3). 
Together these three steps form the 'community vulnerability analysis and action planning' 
programme.  

Step 1, the situation analysis, looks at development issues and disaster risks in the com-
munity from different perspectives, using a series of tools and exercises to help the com-
munity evaluate its own situation. Step 2, the identification of priorities for disaster reduction, 
involves identifying, appraising and ranking, those topics that influence the disaster risk of the 
community. Step 3, action planning, involves the identification of resources, allocation 'of 
responsibilities and preparation of the actual plan itself.  

Chapter 2 of the manual explains the concept of disaster vulnerability and outlines some of 
the key questions to be answered at the household and community level. Chapter 3 explains 
the starting points and principles involved, while Chapter 4 describes the preparations to be 
taken for the community vulnerability analysis and action planning. Chapters 5, 6 and 7 
describe the three steps of the process. Chapter 8 provides some concluding remarks on the 
application of the method.  

  The manual is prepared as part of the South Pacific Disaster Reduction Programme, a  

  regional cooperation programme implemented by the UN Department of Humanitarian  
Affairs, South Pacific Programme Office, with funding contributions of UNDP and eight 
bilateral donors. It was funded under the UNDP component of the programme (RAS/92/360) 
and can serve as a resource for national and regional disaster management programmes. 
The guidelines are based on a review of literature on community development and disaster 
vulnerability, and on consultations and field visits in five Pacific island countries: Tonga, 
Samoa, Solomon Islands, Vanuatu and Fiji. They build on the collective experiences gained in 
the implementation of the South Pacific Disaster Reduction Programme. Further inputs for 
this manual were obtained through consultations and  
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2. Disasters and vulnerability at the    
 community level: an introduction    

A disaster for a household is not the high wind of a cyclone, the heavy rainfall of a storm or the 
shaking of the earth in an earthquake. The disaster is what this natural phenomenon does to 
the household. There is a wide range of possible disaster impacts. Loss of life and injury are 
the most direct to affect the personal well-being of the family, and damage to the house or 
crops directly affects the livelihood of the household. But there are other, more indirect, 
impacts that also need to be considered. What of the loss of employment because of the 
disaster, or the siltation of the family land so that it becomes less suitable for agriculture? 
What of the consequences of a community hall or school being blown away or the water 
supply system being destroyed? The list of impacts of a disaster can clearly be long and 
varied. Some major impacts at the household level are given in Figure 2.1.  

Figure 2.1 Some possible impacts of a hazard on a Pacific household  

• Loss of life  
• Injury of household members  
• Loss or damage of the family house (partial or complete)  
• Loss or damage of toilets, kitchens etc.  
• Loss of household goods, such as furniture, utensils, equipment etc.  
• Loss of subsistence agriculture crops  
• Loss of commercial agriculture crops  
• Loss of equipment or productive facilities  
• Less or no paid work because of disaster  
• Lack of access to safe water  
• Reduced education opportunities  
• Loss of land or reduced fertility of the land  

 •  Reduced access to services, such as health  

A natural disaster can best be understood as the combination of a natural hazard, such as a 
cyclone, earthquake or flood, and the vulnerable conditions a household or a com-   munity is in. Vulnerability determines how households or communities are affected when the 
hazard actually takes place. The Red Cross has in recent publications emphasised the need 
not to look at vulnerability alone but also to assess the capacities of coping in a society. Both 
the threats and the opportunities need to be part of the analysis. The working definition of 
vulnerability offered by Blaikie et al. (1994) looks at both sides of the coin. It identifies 
vulnerability as 'the characteristics of a person or group in terms of their capacity to anticipate, 
cope with, resist and recover from, the impact of a natural hazard. It involves a combination of 
factors that determine the degree to which someone's life and livelihood is put at risk by a 
discrete and identifiable event in nature or in society'. There are different ways of looking at 
what a disaster can do to a household, community, country  
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or even group of countries. The above working definition of vulnerability provides a good 
basis for the community focus of the present manual.  

The potential impact of a natural hazard on a household can be very diverse. The vulnerability 
of the household is caused by its unsafe conditions and by the limited capacities it has to 
cope with the consequences of the disaster. This is in principle different for each household 
because the conditions and coping capacities of households are different. There is some 
coincidence in the way in which the people are affected, but by-and-Iarge, it is explained by 
vulnerability factors. World-wide experience indicates that people with the lowest incomes are 
the most vulnerable: they generally live in the lowest quality houses, on the worst locations 
and have the least opportunities to recover from the disaster once it occurs.  

Unsafe conditions can be the location of a house, or the way it is constructed; the kind of 
employment that members of the household have; or the type of agricultural crops produced 
and so on. Figure 2.2 gives some examples of unsafe conditions that often occur in Pacific 
island countries. These unsafe conditions can cause a disaster situation when a natural 
hazard occurs.  

Figure 2.2 Unsafe conditions common in Pacific island countries  

• Housing location: houses located in flood plains of rivers, on steep slopes or directly on the 
shoreline, exposed to heavy winds without protection of mangrove swamps or otherwise  

• Housing design: houses that are not constructed to withstand cyclone force winds and/or  
earthquake tremors  

• Employment: casual labour in sectors that can easily be affected by cyclones or floods  
• Agriculture: reliance on single cash crops with a high vulnerability, such as coconuts, bananas etc.  
• Subsistence agriculture: cultivation of crops in flood prone or landslide prone areas only;  

inadequate mix of crops, e.g. no root crops with higher resistance to cyclones  
• Reliance on roof catchment for water supply  

 •  Insufficient disaster preparedness measures (food stocks, tree trimming etc.)  

Once a disaster has occurred it is important how a household can cope with the disaster impact. This 
depends on the assets that a household has. A household that can mobilise  
resources can recover more easily from a disaster than a household which cannot. There  
are various classifications of these assets, one of which is suggested in Figure 2.3. The  
same assets and resources are important for the way in which a household can improve  
its conditions and take additional measures to cope with the disaster, before it strikes.  
These household mitigation and preparedness strategies rely on the assets and resources  
that a household has and the priorities it establishes for itself.  
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The household vulnerability & capacity profile can be summarised by the following questions:  

• What is the likelihood of the various hazards affecting the household (hazard  
assessment)?  

• What are the unsafe conditions that can cause the hazard to become a disaster?  
• What are the possible/likely disaster impacts that can occur?  
• What assets/capacities does the household have to cope with these impacts?  
• What resources and priorities can a household use to reduce unsafe conditions and  

improve its ability to cope with a disaster, before disaster strikes?  

These are the key questions for each individual household. When looking at community 
programmes we must take into consideration the (variation in) household vulnerability & 
capacity profiles, but also look at the communal assets. In Pacific island countries there are 
many communal assets, such as land, schools, water supply systems, community buildings, 
churches etc. The vulnerability of these cannot be assessed by using only a household 
perspective. The community approach should find a way to reduce the vulnerability of 
common services and facilities of the community as well as provide the opportunity to reduce 
the household vulnerability, in particular for the most vulnerable households and groups.  

Figure 2.3 Classification of household assets 

Investments:  

• human investments: household members available for work, investments in health and education  
• individual productive assets: land, trees, wells, houses, farming equipment, animals, specialised 

equipment, domestic utensils  
• collective assets: access to common property resources such as soil conservation schemes, water 

harvesting, irrigation systems, roads, electricity  

   Claims:  

• claims on the community: production resources, food, labour, animals  
• claims on extended family members  
• claims on patrons, chiefs, landlords  
• claims on other communities  

 •  claims on government  NGOs  
 •.  claims on insurance companies  

• claims on the international community  
• social obligations  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
      6



 
Source: adapted from Winchester (1992)  

The mechanisms of community vulnerability can be described in the same terms as for the 
household: a hazard causes a disaster because the community has unsafe conditions. How 
the community can deal with the disaster depends on the assets it has. The community's 
resources and assets provide basic opportunities to improve unsafe conditions and prepare 
the necessary assets to cope as best as possible with a potential disaster. The community 
vulnerability & capacity profile adds communal elements to the basic household profile. It can 
be summarised under the following questions:  

• What is the likelihood of the various hazards affecting the community; are all locations 
of the community equally likely to be affected (hazard assessment)?  

• What are the possible/likely disaster impacts that can occur to the community (which 
household and community assets can be affected and how)?  

• What are the common characteristics of the household vulnerability (unsafe  
conditions, coping mechanisms, priorities and resources)?  

• Which households are particularly vulnerable and why?  
• Which community assets have unsafe conditions?  

• What assets does the community have to cope with disaster and to assist the 
particularly vulnerable households?  

• What resources and priorities can the community use to reduce unsafe conditions  
and improve the ability to cope with a disaster, before disaster strikes?  

The community vulnerability & capacity profile helps to identify and prioritise the topics for  

 which improvements are needed. In the approach adopted by this manual, the  
community vulnerability & capacity profile is described in Step 1: the situation analysis. This 
provides the basis for the formulation of action programmes 'to reduce the risk of the 
community and its households. Central issues in the situation analysis are the hazards, the 
unsafe conditions and the capacities that are available within the community or that can be 
mobilised from outside.  
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3. Starting points and overview of the  
programme  

3.1 Starting points  

Firstly, in this manual, vulnerability reduction is seen as a community-based activity. Without 
full participation of the community, disaster reduction strategies will not be wholly successful. 
The community is the primary source of information. Instead of carrying out an extensive 
technical analysis of the disaster situation of the community, a team of facilitators will work 
with the community to assist it in identifying the major disaster-related problems and their 
possible solutions. The role of the facilitating team is to help the community apply an analytical 
framework and to provide the tools and technical knowledge necessary for a good 
understanding of the situation. The team will also help the community to understand and 
assess less frequent disaster risks. The establishment of priorities for disaster reduction 
should be a community responsibility: the facilitators can provide tools and technical know-
how, but the responsibility for the programme should rest with the community itself.  

A second important starting point for the approach is that it be action-oriented. Vulnerability 
analysis and disaster reduction planning are not aims in themselves, but tools to identify 
priority actions to actually reduce disaster risks. Therefore, it is important that resources are 
made available for the implementation of activities. The community itself should be prepared 
to use some of its resources to reduce disaster risks but the facilitating team will also have to 
be able to commit some resources towards the implementation of activities. Experiences in 
community development programmes show that this commitment to follow activities through is 
vital for success. Otherwise, expectations may be raised that cannot be met. Resources for 
implementation should be available or committed when the work with the community starts.  

There should be some flexibility in the type of activities for which resources can be used. This is 
necessary to be able to meet the priorities of the specific community. Realistically speaking, there will be 
limitations as to the level of flexibility with which funds can be allocated for specific activities, and the 
facilitators will need to make clear to the communities as to what their limitations are. Thus, if it is already 
clear that funds can only be used for dredging (or any other very specific activity), there is no need to 
carry out a' community vulnerability analysis, since it will not be an exercise to establish community 
priorities but only an exercise to justify a proposed expenditure.  

The method of this manual treats disaster vulnerability reduction as a separate activity. This 
approach allows for the implementation of disaster reduction programmes not only as  
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part of national disaster management programmes but also as part of NGO programmes. The method can 
also be applied to disaster reduction as one of the thematic areas of an integrated community development 
programme. When disaster reduction is addressed in this last way, the same kind of situation analysis can 
be carried out, but assignment of priorities and implementation of activities will be done in a much broader 
framework. Priorities for disaster reduction will need to be balanced with priorities for sectoral activities 
such as water supply, education or agriculture.  

The National Disaster Management Office (NDMO) or similar organisation has wide ranging responsibilities 
for the country's abilities to cope with disasters and disaster risks. It is mostly responsible for emergency 
preparedness, public information, protection of the population and public and private assets, and a whole 
range of related tasks. Working with communities on risk reduction sometimes gets overlooked because of 
these important other tasks. Nevertheless, it is important to remember that the actual reduction of disaster 
risks, as well as much of the immediate disaster response, take place by, and in, the actual communities at 
risk. In the community-based approach proposed here, the direct involvement of the NDMO can thus be 
limited or reduced over time. Once the approach has proven its value to country programmes, a training 
programme can be set up under the broad guidance of the NDMO but under the day-to-day management of 
another organisation.  

 



 

 3.2  Overview of community vulnerability  
analysis and action planning  

This manual focuses on the activities that are actually carried out within communities. The 
approach consists of three steps: situation analysis; identification of priority areas; and action 
planning.  

In preparation for this three-step approach, a team of facilitators has to be selected and 
trained, and first consultations with the community have to be held. In addition, readily 
available baseline data are collected and the planning and practical preparations for the 
programme have to be done. These activities are illustrated in Chapter 4.  

It is proposed that the three-step programme be carried out with the community in a con-
centrated period of around 3-5 days. The advantage here is that the community is involved in 
a very concentrated way from the preliminary analysis through to the approved action plan. It 
is considered better not to break up this process because the momentum may reduce within 
the community, leading to less direct influence of the community on the priorities. This 
concentrated approach of working with communities has been successful in Participatory 
Rural Appraisal programmes that have been implemented in several countries in the region. 
The process that is suggested here is quite similar (see Figure 3.1). 
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The first step is the situation analysis. Its aim is to reach a common understanding about the disaster 
risks and the community vulnerability & capacity profile. After a first community meeting, working groups 
analyse the community situation from different perspectives. Among other factors, the working groups will 
look at the history of the community, the path, building classification, community assets and traditional 
disaster management approaches. These findings are then presented to the forum, and a consensus 
should be reached on the community's vulnerability & capacity profile.  
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This profile provides the basis for Step 2: the identification and assignment of priorities. The 
aim is to reach consensus on the various topics to be addressed in order to reduce the 
community's risk exposure. Activities include the interpretation of the situation analysis, 
additional consultations with community members, and the listing and ranking of priority 
topics. The output is a list (or scoring matrix) of the topics that need to be addressed.  

In Step 3, the actual action planning takes place. In this step, the priority topics are 'matched' 
with the resources that are available. This includes resources within the community as well as 
those available from the outside. An action plan is prepared on this basis. Step 3 is concluded 
with a community meeting, in which the final action plan is presented and approved. 
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 4.   Preparation and planning   

The objective of the preparation is to establish the basic conditions and agreements that are needed 
to start working with a community. The expected outputs are:  

• Selection of a team to facilitate the community programme and introduction to the method  

• Selection of the community and agreement on forms of community involvement in the 
programme  

• Compilation of available baseline information on the community  

• Clarity on availability (and conditions) of resources for the implementation of the action 
programme  

• Preparation of a planning proposal for the community programme  

 



 

4.1 Selection of the facilitating team  

The composition of the team is vital to the outcome of the exercise. Its role is to assist the 
community in the work programme and to provide technical inputs when needed. It is best to 
work with a small, interdisciplinary team consisting of a team leader plus one to three co-
facilitators. Team members could be government officials with responsibilities in disaster 
management, NGO representatives or representatives of other relevant government 
departments. Technical resource people can be added for specific steps, if needed. In the 
early stages of the programme it may be useful to ask an expert in participatory rural appraisal 
to assist the team.  

Practical resource limitations will influence the selection of the team but it is important to 
emphasise that the best team will be an interdisciplinary one consisting of people with dif-
ferent backgrounds and expertise. Figure 4.1 provides a list of qualifications that could be 
considered in the selection of the team. The team leader should be very familiar with the tools 
and methods to be used and should have a broad knowledge of disaster management. The 
other team members could complement the qualifications of the team leader by bringing in 
some of the qualifications suggested in Figure 4.1.  

Figure 4.1 Key qualifications of the facilitating team  

• Experience with participatory rural programmes  
• Broad knowledge of disaster management  
• Agricultural knowledge  
• Knowledge of public works and construction  
• Understanding of customs and use of resources  
• Knowledge of local conditions  
• Experience in community development  
• Ability to speak local language  
 •  Gender and development specialist  

The following team composition could provide effective support for the community:   
• a team leader familiar with the method of community vulnerability analysis who can  

introduce this to the community and guide the overall process; .  
• a local government official with responsibility for disaster mitigation/management;  
• a representative of a NGO working with the community;  
• one or two representatives of technical departments (e.g. public works and agriculture);  
• preferably also female team member(s).  
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4.2 Preparation of the team  

Before starting work with the community, the team should be familiar with the objectives of 
the exercise and with the steps and tools to be applied. Within a larger programme, this could 
be done through a systematic training programme consisting of two one-day meetings in 
preparation for the work at the community level. The training should be facilitated by an 
outside resource person who is very familiar with the proposed methods and tools. In Session 
1, the experiences, expertise and expectations of the team members should be discussed, 
and tasks should be allocated for the collection of baseline data. Session 2 focuses on the 
specific community involved; it includes a review of the baseline data and a discussion of 
possible problem areas and opportunities for disaster mitigation.  

The preparation programme could be held for several teams simultaneously, and could 
combine team sessions and general discussion and training sessions. The programme 
should be interactive, and focus on the particular experiences of the team(s). Figure 4.2 
suggests a programme for the two-day sessions.  

An important objective of the preparation is to familiarise the team with a broad view of dis-
aster vulnerability reduction. For example, from their traditional expertise, some team 
members may focus on a particular approach to disasters such as from the construction, 
agriculture or public awareness perspective. Therefore, to broaden the scope of the team, 
sufficient attention should also be given to aspects like job security, community resources etc.  

The second important aspect to emphasise is that this is a community-based approach in 
which the views and priorities of the community are decisive for the kind of actions to be 
taken. It is essential that the team be aware that its role is a supportive one. The community 
knows its own situation best and decisions made on priorities and programmes should rest 
primarily with the community:  



 

 



 
  

4.3 Selection of the community  

Ideally, the programme would address all communities exposed to high disaster risks. In 
practice, however, community vulnerability reduction programmes start small, with experi-
mental activities in several selected communities. Once the method proves to be an effective 
tool for disaster reduction, it can be expanded. For the first phase, it is not necessary to carry 
out a systematic identification of all communities. Instead, it is better to select communities 
where the programme can have a reasonable chance of success. Some indicators for 
possible success are:  

• Organisation of the community: communities with a strong 'internal' organisation can 
better accommodate new initiatives such as the vulnerability analysis.  

• Expressed interest in disaster reduction: a good starting point exists if a community has 
expressed its interest in reducing the disaster risk to which it is exposed.  

• Recent disaster experience: almost all studies indicate that people are more committed 
to do something about their disaster risks if they have recently been affected by a 
disaster. Especially in the early phases of the programme, this commitment should be 
capitalised upon.  

• Level of risk: communities exposed to high disaster risks offer a better chance for 
success. More people will be aware of the disaster risks, even if the community has not 
been affected by a disaster for some time;  

• Links to existing programmes: it will often be easier to establish a disaster vulnerability 
reduction programme when it can be linked to other community development 
programmes. The community is already familiar with some of the approaches of 
technical cooperation and existing links with other organisations can be used for 
effective implementation. Also, more information can be readily available.  

  4.4 Consultation with the community  

Once a community has been selected, a consultation meeting needs to be held. The 
objectives of the meeting are to:  

(i) explain and get support for the approach to be 
followed;  

(ii) get approval to proceed;  
(iii)      reach consensus on when the exercise will be conducted and who will participate.  

It is proposed that the head of the programme (possibly the National Management 
Officer), the team leader, and one other member of the facilitator participate in the 
meeting. 
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The community's participation in the exercise should be discussed and agreed upon, The 
whole community, and some of the major institutions the community works with, should be 
invited to the first and last sessions, For the main programme (situation analysis; estab-
lishment of priorities; action planning), a relatively large group of community members (at 
least around 30 persons) should participate, However, the community and its leaders should 
decide if the whole community participates or if representatives are selected, If there are 
representatives, it is important that the selected group is indeed representative of the different 
community groups (younger and older people, men and women, etc,),  

The following are some additional points to note for the first consultation meeting with the 
community:  

• The method should be clearly introduced as a means of helping the community to 
identify its priorities in the field of disaster reduction through reaching consensus on its 
main disaster problems.  

• The vulnerability analysis should be presented not as a one-off activity, but as the start 
of a programme to implement overall improvements in the community. The process will 
require the commitment of the community to use its resources to address disaster 
problems.  

• Clear information should be given on the kind of resources the programme can provide 
to implement activities. It should be made clear that there is a commitment on the part 
of the organisers to actually implement programmes, but false expectations should be 
avoided.  

• The analysis tools need to be briefly introduced during the meeting. It should be 
emphasised that the aim of these tools is to assist the community to look at its situation 
from different angles.  

• An important purpose of the meeting is to establish good working relations between the 
community and the team to allow for free discussion of the main problems and 
opportunities to reduce disaster risks. A level of trust needs to be established as a  

 basis to work from.    
• The optimal timing of the exercise should be discussed and agreed upon. When are 

most people available? When is a less busy time? etc. The harvesting season, for 
example, is often not suitable.  

• Agreement should be reached on the time needed for the analysis and planning 
stages. Generally, experience indicates that a period of around 5 days will be needed 
for the exercise.  

• The community and/or community leaders need to be given the opportunity to explain 
their situation and to identify constraints. The facilitating team needs to take a genuine 
interest in the details of the functioning of the community to make the exercise a 
success.  



 
  

4.5 Collection of baseline information  

While the collection of baseline information is not a major part of this preparatory process (most 
information will be gained through Step 1, the situation analysis ), it is useful to collect readily available 
materials at this stage to increase the knowledge of the team on the local situation and to have a 
reference point during the situation analysis stage. An overview of the baseline data that could be 
collected is given in Figure 4.3. It may not be necessary to generate all this information, but the items 
indicated provide some useful reference points.  

4.6 Programme preparations  

The team will probably have to provide most of the necessary equipment and other means to carry out 
the exercises (e.g., flip charts, markers, scissors etc.). Agreement should be reached beforehand with 
the community leader and its members on items to be provided by the community and on the venue for 
the meeting.  

 



 
The planning of the community programme depends on the situation and the level of participation 
of the community. The programme suggested in Figure 4.4 is based on the assumption that at 
least three working groups (if possible more) will be formed for the situation analysis. If more or 
less time is needed for certain activities, the plan can be adapted in consultation with the 
community. 
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4.7 Outputs of the preparatory phase  

At the end of the preparatory phase, the facilitator team is selected and ready to start work with the 
community. The community knows what to expect from the exercise and how it will participate in it. 
It is clear what resources can be deployed by the organising agency and what baseline data is 
available to serve as a reference during the situation analysis and to provide background 
information for the team members. The team has prepared itself has made the necessary 
arrangements and has a tentative programme to be suggested to the community. This provides the 
basis for the intensive work programme with the community, as detailed in Chapters 5, 6 and 7.  

 



 

   5. Step 1: Situation analysis  

5.1 Introduction  

The situation analysis generally takes around two days. Its objective is to reach a common 
understanding between the community and the team about the disaster risks and the vul-
nerability profile 9f the community and its households. This is done by analysing the com-
munity situation from different angles, and subsequently discussing these findings in group 
sessions. The expected outcomes of this step include several maps, transects, timelines and 
diagrams. When well documented, this will provide a valuable information source for the 
implementation of programmes.  

Step 1 (Situation analysis) consists of three main activities:  

• First community meeting: Introducing the situation analysis to the community, and 
discussing key aspects of disaster vulnerability (see 5.2)  

• Working group sessions: several working groups collect and discuss information on 
different topics in the community and its disaster vulnerability (see 5.3 to 5.13)  . Preparation and discussion: each of the working groups presents its findings to 
participants of the programme, and a discussion takes place on the expressed (see 
5.14)  

Step 1 is the most elaborate step in the process and provides the basi9 for identification 
of priority areas and actions. The key is not only to look at the obvious aster related 
problems, but also to look at the situation of the community in a broad finding out how 
livelihoods can be affected by a disaster and what responses are - or be - taken. The 
major development problems of the community need to be order to identify the proper 
measures for disaster reduction. A number of 'tools' from Participatory Rural Appraisal 
(PRA) programmes will be used. Several of these programmes have already been 
successfully implemented in Pacific island countries, the tools have proven their 
applicability to community development in the region.  

The main outcome of Step 1 is that the community reaches a consensus about the 
characteristics of the community situation in relation to disasters and disaster risks. Once 
agreement is reached, it will be much easier to reach consensus on the prioritisation 
problems and solutions. Figure 5.1 outlines the process to be followed in Step 1. The 
division of tasks between working groups can be adapted as required. 
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5.2 First community meeting  

 estimated duration:  2 hours  

 outcomes:  • understanding and agreement on approach and programme  
• selection of working groups  
• planning schedule for community vulnerability analysis and  

action planning  
 prepared by:  community and facilitating team  

The first activity is to hold a meeting with the whole community. The meeting consists of an 
introductory part, a discussion of disaster issues in the community and a discussion of the 
proposed programme, Depending on the progress of the discussions, the meeting is 
expected to take around two hours, The meeting is normally opened with a prayer followed by 
a joint statement of the community leader and the team leader who should have discussed 
the procedures for the opening session beforehand. It is important at this stage that the 
community leader expresses support for the programme and requests the participation of all 
community members. During the opening session the team members should briefly introduce 
themselves, including their position and their role in the team.  

The team leader introduces the objectives of the programme, and discusses how it fits into 
the overall activities of the government and/or NGO programmes for disaster reduction. 
Emphasis should be placed on the need for the community to be actively  
in the programme, and on explaining that the programme is meant to assist the community in 
addressing and solving its disaster problems. Figure 5.2 contains suggestions the issues that 
may need to be addressed in the introduction.  

Next, the meeting continues with a group discussion of the disaster issues and risks of 
community. The aim of the discussion is to get a first indication of the disaster issues   the community sees as important and to introduce some of the different aspects of disaster, 
This session can be facilitated by the team through open questions to guide the discussion. 
Figure 5.3 suggests some questions that may guide the discussion. The session should not 
take the form of a lecture or presentation.  

Third, the meeting turns to the discussion of the programme. The team leader members 
explain in detail how the process is set up and the different steps and tools will be used. A 
2-3 page proposal for the programme could be handed out. After introduction of the 
programme, the team discusses with participants if there are things that may need to be 
addressed; this is followed by a discussion of the 
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schedule for the programme. A possible schedule is given in Figure 4.4. During the dis-
cussion, the community members have the opportunity to raise issues that need to be 
addressed, and a decision should be made on how these can be addressed in the pro-
gramme. At the end of the opening session, working groups are formed to carry out the 
situation analysis. If possible, three representative working groups should be formed with a 
maximum of ten members each. At the end of the meeting, community representatives and 
the facilitating team should walk through the community and discuss specific, topics to be 
addressed.  

Figure 5.2 Suggestions for introducing the programme  

• Objective of the programme: reduce future disasters by helping the community to identify disaster 
related problems and by implementing actions to improve the situation.  

• Community agreement on issues and priorities is most important  
• Role of the team is to assist the community by guiding them through the method and by providing 

technical inputs when needed.  
• The analysis is not a one-off activity; it is the start of implementing improvements with and for the 

community.  
• Explain that the team has some resources for implementation (and explain what these can be used  

for) and highlight the need for community inputs.  

Figure 5.3 Some questions to guide the community discussion on disaster risks  

• Which recent disasters have affected the community?  
• What were the main impacts or consequences of the disaster?  
• What were the main problems of the community in recovering from the disaster?  
• What measures have been taken since?  
 •  Were all people affected in the same way; why (not)?  
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5.3 Working group sessions:  
different perspectives on community and 
disaster risk  

 estimated duration:  1- 3 days (see 5.4 to 5.13)  

 outcome:  various charts, tables and other outputs  
 prepared by:  working groups with support of facilitating team  

This is the core of the situation analysis. It consists of various meetings and exercises to look 
at different facets of the community in relation to disaster risk. Depending on the number of 
working groups set up, the actual analysis should take 2-5 half-day sessions. Each of the 
sessions is described in the sections 5.4 to 5.13. These are followed by a half-day session for 
presentation and discussion, as elaborated in 5.14. At the beginning of each session, a brief 
meeting can be held to introduce activities of that session. At the end of the session, working 
group meetings are held to discuss the achievements of the session.  

The following topics should be analysed in the working group sessions in order to get a profile 
of the community's vulnerabilities and capacities in relation to natural disasters:  

• History  
• Baseline data verification  
• Activities and seasons  
• Food  
• Buildings and constructions  
•   Community and environment  
•   Livelihood  

   •   Community assets  
   •   Institutions  

• Traditional disaster management  

The following Sections 5.4 to 5.13 
elaborate on each of the above 
working group sessions.  

Church building- Samoa.  



 

5.4 History  
 estimated duration:  2-4 hours  

 outcomes:  • timeline  
• changing trends matrix  

 prepared by:  working group facilitated by team member  

The historic perspective will help understanding of the gradual and sudden changes that have 
taken place in the history of the community and the important events of the past. It should 
emphasise changes inland use, employment, the size of the village, types of houses etc. 
Important events of the past can include historical disasters, construction of a road, important 
cultural events etc. It is suggested that older people be encouraged to participate in this 
exercise (both men and women).  

There are two tools available to assess the historic perspective. One is a timeline on which 
important events of the community are indicated and described. The second is a matrix in 
which changing trends are indicated to understand the gradual changes that have taken place 
in the community. Both are prepared by the community members and they can change the 
format if necessary. This is mainly done through a working group discussion. If necessary, 
sites can be visited, to show the facilitator(s) the respective changes. The role of the facilitator 
(team member) is to pose questions in order to help clarify certain issues and guide the 
discussion. Examples of a timeline and a changing trends matrix are given in Figures 5.4 and 
5.5 respectively. See Annex 1 for a format for the changing trends matrix.  

The following are some suggestions that may help guide the discussion in this session:  

• Encourage older, experienced people to help with this exercise.  

• Start the discussion by inviting the older persons to talk about the village of their   
 childhood. Were there more trees? what was the river like? how many people lived    

in the community? were there many diseases? was there a school? what were the 
income-generating activities?  

• Provide paper and pens so that the trends can be recorded.  
• Compare different opinions.  
• Ask the participants to look at the following events that may have taken place in the 

past:  
• disasters  
• construction/expansion of the school  
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• construction of road, water, telephone, radio-contact etc.  
• diseases and epidemics  
• construction of factories, industry, tourism  
• changes in building materials and designs  
• changes in sources of income  
•  new crops, cash agriculture, new land developed  

• Ask the participants to discuss the changes that 'have taken place over time in the  

following:  

• population of the village  

• school population  
• agricultural land in use  
• rainfall, vegetation, rivers  
•  type of work, number of people employed. 
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5.6 Activities and seasons  
 estimated duration:  2-4 hours  

 outcome:  seasonal calendar and ,several daily routine schedules  
 prepared by:  working group facilitated by team member  

Consideration of the activities that normally take place in the community helps to understand 
the way in which the community functions, This is valuable as a starting point for looking at 
vulnerable activities and at resources that can be used by the community. There are two tools 
that are proposed. One is the preparation of a seasonal calendar which indicates the activities 
and circumstances of the community in different seasons; and the second is the schedule of 
daily activities.  

The seasonal calendar is not only used to show the changes in village activities over the year, 
but also to show changing circumstances such as rainfall, wind, temperature etc. The 
calendar helps to link the activities of the community to seasonal variations.  

The schedule of daily activities changes throughout the year and depends on sex, age and 
circumstances. Therefore, it will be necessary to prepare several daily routine schedules that 
are characteristic for parts of the community. As a consequence, it may be useful to separate 
men, women and children for part of the session. Examples of a seasonal calendar and a 
schedule of daily activities are given in Figures 5.6 and 5.7 respectively. Empty formats can 
be found in Annex 1.  

The following are some suggestions to help the facilitator guide the session through questions 
and clarification of issues:  

• Start with the seasonal calendar and ask the participants to identify which seasons 
should be distinguished for the community; discuss which aspects are important:  

 temperature, rainfall, cyclones etc.    
• Ask the working group to identify major festivals and events.  
• Ask participants to discuss which activities change with the seasons and which are 

relatively constant.  

• Let participants decide on the different subjects to be discussed for the seasonal 
calendar, e.g. labour demand, agricultural crops, rainfall, health, cyclones, storm 
surges, floods.  

• Ask what changes normally occur and encourage participants to quantify these 
changes.  

• Validate the information by cross checking with the less vocal participants.  
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• Make sure that both men and women express the changes that the seasons have for them.  
• Help participants draft the seasonal calendar in the form that suits their needs.  
• It may be necessary to prepare several seasonal calendars to show all the changes over the season.  
• Continue the session with the schedule of daily activities.  
• It may be useful to split the group into two or three (men, women, children and/or elderly).  

• Ask the group or sub-groups to prepare one (or more, if necessary) schedule of daily activities.  
• Ask them to consider the whole range of activities that the community members undertake, including 

working, eating, shopping, agricultural work, schooling, meetings, talking with friends, sleeping etc ..  
• Get the sub-groups together to discuss variations in the schedules and ask them to arrange how best 

to present the findings to the community.  

 



 
5.7 Food  

 estimated duration:  2 hours  

 outcome:  food path analysis  
 prepared by:  working group facilitated by team member  

Often one of the major issues after a disaster is the availability of food. Therefore, it is useful to 
analyse what food is used in a typical meal, where it comes from, how it is processed and what 
items are needed to process a meal. This can help to identify vulnerable elements in the chain of 
food .availability and to provide a start for looking at ways to improve food security. The working 
group can also discuss if there are food items (or ways of food preparation) that are used under 
special circumstances, including after a disaster. Figure 5.8 provides an example of a food path 
analysis.  

The following are some suggestions that may be of use in facilitating the preparation of the food path 
analysis:  

• Start by discussing what a typical meal consists of and then work backwards to what is 
needed for such a meal.  
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• Are there differences in meal between breakfast, lunch, and dinner?  
• Also discuss if there are seasonal changes in the typical meal and what these consist 

of.  
•   Discuss what items are needed for the preparation of a typical meal.  
•   Ask the working group to also consider the following:  

• fetching water  

• fuel or firewood  
• storage of goods  
• cultivation  
• seed procurement  
• milking, herding etc.  
• food items that need to be purchased  
• transport needs  
•  money needed for purchases  
• livestock feed  

• Ask the group to discuss who does what in the food chain.  

• Discuss experiences of the community with problems in food availability after a disaster 
and ask them to identify what parts of the food chain are the most problematic.  

• Help the group to draw up the food path and to mark the most problematic parts after a 
disaster.  

• Also ask the group to draw up special disaster arrangements for food supply if they 
exist.  

• Discuss which crops are specifically grown for post-disaster.  

• Discuss if there are crops that are not grown because the risks are considered too high 
(e.g. hybrid coconuts, bananas etc,). 
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5.8 Buildings and constructions  
 estimated duration:  2-4 hours  

 outcomes:  • classification of building and construction types that are typical  
for the community  

• scoring of importance and vulnerability  
 prepared by:  working group facilitated by team member  

Buildings and constructions are often severely affected by a disaster. Therefore, it is important to 
carefully look at the various building types that are common in the community and at their relative 
vulnerability and importance. Although this may seem a purely technical activity, a working group of 
village members will - from experience - be able to identify which type of structures is most likely to be 
damaged, at least for the relatively frequent hazards. For the less frequent hazards, technical inputs 
from the team may be needed. This exercise is not limited to houses only, but should include communal 
buildings, kitchens, toilets, water catchments and water supply systems, road construction and, in 
principle, all 'structural elements'.  

Two tools can be used by the working group here. First a classification of buildings and construction 
types will be made; then a scoring/ranking of these types in terms of their frequency, importance and 
vulnerability will be done. The facilitator can provide technical inputs when needed but his main role is 
to help the group discussion by posing relevant 
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questions and explaining the formats. An example of a classification of buildings is given in 
Figure 5.9 and an example, of a scoring matrix is provided in Figure 5.10. Formats for these 
are found in Annex 1.  

The working group should start with a discussion of the types of constructions to be looked at 
and the aspects that are important. This can be followed by a walk through the community in 
which the working group points out the various types of constructions that  

  
need to be considered. After this the classification can be prepared by the working group  
and a scoring/ranking can be discussed.  

The following are some suggestions to assist the facilitator in guiding the discussions:  

• This exercise helps to identify which construction types are the most important to 
consider in relation to disaster risk.  

• Keep the discussion very open at first, and let the working group members decide which 
aspects are important.  

• In the following walk through the community, the facilitator can assist by explaining 
differences in vulnerability between construction types.  

• Special attention may be needed for less frequent disasters, such as earthquakes, and 
the vulnerability of buildings to that hazard.  

• For practical purposes, the classification should not consist of more than about 10 
types; the more types identified, the more difficult the scoring exercise will be.  

• When preparing the classification, the following aspects may need to be  
considered:  

• use of the structure: housing, kitchen, community use etc.  

• construction material  
•  form of the structure  
• age  

  • construction quality  

• Each of the identified types should be described briefly and a drawing made (or picture)  

 
• The scoring matrix is prepared in a discussion of the working group; technical inputs of 

the facilitator may be needed to assess the vulnerability of the construction type. 
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5.9 Community and environment  

 estimated duration:  4-8 hours  

 outcome:  various maps and transects that depict important aspects of  
community life  

 prepared by:  working group facilitated by team member(s)  

The community and environment session considers the physical location of the  

 community and the area it depends on. It makes an inventory of the different areas 'the 
community consists of and looks at the geographic and environmental situation. The session 
also looks at the different hazards and how these have affected the community in the past. 
The main tools used in this session are transects and mapping.  

It is useful to start with the preparation of one or two transects. Here, the working group 
guides the facilitator through the community and members point out features that are of 
importance to them. This gives a first impression of the physical environment, the range of 
activities going on and the problems people face. Figure 5.11 gives an example of a transect.  
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The following are some suggestions for the preparation of transects:  

• Ask the working group to select a starting point for the transect.  

• Be sure to have a mixed group of old and young to guide you through the  
community; invite additional people to participate if necessary.  

• Encourage community members by asking questions along the way.  
• Take notes and sketch important points on the way.  
• Don't hurry; give people the opportunity to explain different items.  
• After finishing, sit with the working group to refine the diagram you made and include 

additional information.  
• Draw the outcome on a flip chart for later discussion.  
• Try to select two different transects, so that different parts of the community life are 

illustrated.  

•     This method can be a start; more information can be included in the maps.  

•  Try to  complete the exercise in around two hours.  

When the transects are completed, undertake the preparation of the maps. These maps are an 
important basis for the action planning, because they will show many of the features and problems 
of the community;  

It is useful to look at three different scales of maps:  

•Map 1: the community itself, with the buildings, services etc. (see Figure 5.12).  

 • Map 2:  the community and surroundings; also shows the area the community  

depends on, including agriculture land, forest, hills, plains etc. (see Figure 5.13).  

 • Map 3:  the community in relation to other communities, e.g. work, trade, markets,  

  education (see Figure 5.14).   
These three base-maps are prepared first. Then should follow a discussion in which additional 
features can be added. The first map should be the base map of the community itself which the 
working group draws, showing all the important elements. While the working group decides which 
elements are important, the facilitating team can suggest the inclusion of houses, roads, school, 
community buildings, water supply, gardens, river etc.  

The second map covers the community and its surroundings. It shows the conditions of the terrain 
and the topography, and what the land is used for. In agricultural communities 
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it will show the communal/and, surrounding hills and forests, connecting roads, rivers that are important 
etc. In urbanised communities it will show the physical conditions, connections to infrastructure etc.  

The third map shows how the community relates to other communities. It shows where people work, 
where they go to the market to sell products, where children go to school, where they have family or 
traditional relations etc. For this map, a topographic map can be used as a basis and the relations can be 
shown in a diagram form.  

 



 
• Hazards and disasters: as indicated above; also consider wind directions, previous disaster 

impacts etc.  

• History: what changes have taken place? - oldest and newest parts of the village, cutting of 
mangrove, new agriculture areas, changing river courses etc.  

• Bui/dings: the quality and type of buildings in different parts of the community.  
• Social aspects: does the community consist of different groups? can these be identified? is there 

difference in income, poverty, education, traditions, religions? how important are these 
differences?  

• Land: what land is owned by whom? who has access? is land leased or owned?  

All these items can be added onto the three basemaps. If the maps become too full, the main features 
of the map are redrawn on a new map on which additional features can then be added. It is useful to 
close off the session by reviewing to see if all elements depicted on the transect are also included on 
the maps.  

The following are some additional suggestions to assist you in guiding this session:  

• Encourage participation of all members of the working group.  

• Let the working group draft the base maps and the additions the way they want; encourage, but 
don't direct too much.  

• Use words and symbols as needed.  

• Don't worry too much about geographic correctness; the maps are mostly about how people 
perceive their environment.  

• After the maps are completed, ask the working group to explain the map.  

 



 

 



 
 5.10  Livelihood  
 estimated duration:  4 hours  

 outcomes:  • scoring table of economic activities  
• vulnerability/capacity scoring table  

 prepared by:  working group facilitated by team member    
The livelihood perspective looks at how the members of the community make a living, what their 
most important sources of (cash and non-cash) income are, and what differences there are within 
the community in terms of the capacities and resources. As indicated in Chapter 2, this is very 
important in relation to the household and community capacity to cope with disasters and the 
identification of resources that can be used for disaster reduction measures.  

It is suggested to start with the household and community sources which maintain community 
livelihood. This includes subsistence and commercial agriculture, wage  



 
employment, trade, charity, overseas remittances etc. The working group should identify and 
list these through discussions. Once the list is prepared, it is suggested that each of these 
activities be assessed on their importance for (i) the daily needs of households; (ii) the long 
term security of the household; (iii) cash income; and (iv) after a disaster. This can be done in 
the form of a scoring table of economic activities to be prepared through group discussions. 
An example is provided in Figure 5.15.  

The scoring table provides a general overview of how the households of the community 
maintain their livelihood, but does not say anything about the differences between households, 
which is important for the way individual households can deal with disaster problems. For that 
we need to look at the vulnerabilities and capacities of individual households. As a basis for 
this, it is suggested that the working group prepares a list of circumstances that make it easy 
or difficult for households to (i) cope with a disaster; and (ii) take preventive measures. Once a 
list is prepared through discussions, a vulnerability scoring table is prepared that indicates the 
relative importance of the identified circumstances. This list provides a basis for the 
identification of measures to improve the capacities of households, and it provides an 
indication of the households that may need special support in maintaining their livelihood or 
reducing their disaster risk. Figure 5.16 provides an example of such a vulnerability/capacity 
scoring table. Formats for both the vulnerability/capacity scoring table and the scoring table of 
economic activities can be found in Annex 1. 
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 5.11  Community assets  
 estimated duration:  2-4 hours  

 outcome:  community assets scoring table  
 prepared by:  working group facilitated by team member  

In addition to the individual or household assets discussed above, the working group is invited 
to look at the communal assets in a separate session. Because of the relatively strong 
coherence of Pacific communities, the communal assets are very important for the collective 
capability to prepare for and respond to natural disasters.  

Start by inviting the working group to draw up a list of all the communal assets. This includes 
things like communal buildings, water supply systems, storage facilities, transport, radio, bank 
deposits etc. Everything of a communal nature should be included. From this list, it is 
suggested to prepare a scoring table. An example of a scoring table for community assets is 
given in Figure 5.17. 
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 5.12  Institutions  
 estimated duration:  2-4 hours  

 outcomes:  diagrams that show the influence and importance of different  
organisations in the community  

 prepared by:  working group facilitated by team member  

This session aims to get an overview of the institutions that work in and with the community, 
and to understand their importance and influence on the community, This provides a basis for 
seeing how these can be involved in the vulnerability reduction action programme, The 
method suggested is that a working group prepares a Venn diagram, Figure 5, 18 gives an 
example of a Venn diagram. This diagram consists of circles (for each organisation working 
with the community) that are placed in relation to the community. The method is as follows:  

• Provide pens, paper and scissors.  

• Ask the working group to list all the organisations working in the area,  
• Ask them to prepare circles representing these organisations, The size of the circles 

tells us how important these organisations are for the community,  
• Ask them to draw a circle representing the community and to place the circles 

representing the organisations around or within the community circle, depending on the 
relationship, importance and influence of the organisation.  

• Ask the working group to explain the result.  
•    Copy the overview on a flip chart as input into the later discussion. 
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 5.13  Traditional disaster management  
 estimated duration:  2-4 hours  

 outcome:  scoring matrix that shows the historical and present importance of  
traditional disaster management techniques  

            prepared by:  working group facilitated by team member  

Particularly in relation to disaster vulnerability, it is important to look at traditional and 
indigenous knowledge and skills. Pacific communities have always relied on their own 
capacities in responding to disasters. Some of these measures are still used, while some 
others are no longer practiced. While traditional disaster management measures may have lost 
some relevance for the present day, they could still be considered as useful options for disaster 
vulnerability reduction strategies.' This session prepares an overview of the disaster 
preparedness and disaster coping mechanisms that were used in the community in the earlier 
days and identifies how important these were in the past and can be in the present. 
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Invite the working group to look at three areas of disaster management and discuss how these 
were dealt with in the past:  

• prevention of disaster damage,  

• preparedness measures,  
•    disaster coping strategies.  

For each of these areas, some examples are given in Figure 5.19. After this list is prepared, it is 
proposed to make a scoring table of traditional disaster management, which identifies how 
important these measures were in the past, if they are still applied, and how important they can be 
for present efforts to reduce disaster vulnerability. An example of such a scoring table is given in 
Figure 5.20 and the format can be found in Annex 1.  

 



 

 



 

 5.14  Presentation and discussion:  
community meeting  

 estimated duration:  2-4 hours  

 outcome:  agreement on the outcomes of the situation analysis  
 prepared by:  community meeting with support of facilitating team  

Step 1 Situation Analysis is concluded with a community meeting to discuss the findings of 
the working groups. The objective of this session is to exchange information on different 
perspectives on community life in relation to disaster risks and to start discussion on how 
these perspectives inter-relate with each other. This provides a basis for the identification of 
priority topics for disaster reduction, which will be discussed in Step 2.  

The team leader should open the meeting and invite the working groups to present their 
findings on the perspectives they have worked on. Each working group should make its 
presentation before any discussion takes place. This makes it possible to first look at the 
different viewpoints and then discuss how they relate to each other. As part of its presentation, 
each working group is invited to indicate major issues they have found during the analysis.  

The discussion that follows should be as open as possible. It should help the community to 
agree on the importance of different perspectives and should lead to some consensus about 
links between these, The role of the facilitating team is to guide the discussion by posing 
questions and seeking clarifications about the presentations,  

The following are some suggestions to help you guide this session:  

• Provide the opportunity for working groups to display their findings on overhead or  
 flip charts.    
• Ask the groups to keep the presentations short (around 10 minutes for each item) and 

to focus on the outcomes and the conclusions that the group has identified.  
• Complete all presentations before going into the discussion.  
• Prepare a separate overview of main conclusions from the presentations on the side 

(flip chart) as a basis for further discussion.  
• Help the discussion along, but do not give too much direction; the community should 

come up with the linkages.  
• Ask the participants if they feel the presented perspectives address all major issues in 

relation to disasters; note additional aspects that may come up. 
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• Pose questions about the relations between the presentations.  
• Keep note of important links that are expressed by the community.  

• Summarise the discussion only in general terms; Step 2 will give the opportunity to  
identify and rank all major issues from the analysis.  

 5.15  Outputs of Step 1: Situation Analysis  

The outputs of Step 1 are all the charts, maps and tables that are produced by the working groups and the 
summary points of discussion of the closing meeting. These provide a resource for the identification of topics 
and priorities for disaster management, and ultimately the identification of an action programme. The outputs 
are documented by the facilitating team. It is suggested that they are put on flip charts and displayed so they 
can be easily referred to during the next steps. This will make it easy for the community to refer to the main 
details during the next steps.  

The outputs of the situation analysis should be carefully collected. They provide the basis for the next steps. 
In addition, the information can be of great use in the implementation of programmes. Therefore, they should 
be included in the report of the exercise.  

 



6.  Step 2: Priorities 
 
6.1    Introduction  

The objective of Step 2 is to reach consensus on the priority of topics that need to be to reduce 
the disaster risk of the community. The output is a community on a list of priority topics 
for disaster reduction.  

To facilitate the process, the facilitator team makes an interpretation of the situation analysis 
and prepares a vulnerability & capacity profile for the community. This is followed by interviews with 
key community members. The purpose of these consultations is to assess if the profile provides a 
good basis for discussions and what items need to be added. This profile will subsequently be 
discussed by the participants and priority topics for disaster reduction be identified as a basis for 
action planning in Step 3.  

Figure 6.1 illustrates the proposed process for Step 2. Each of the activities is worked out in more 
detail in the following paragraphs.  

 



 

6.2 Interpretation of situation analysis by  
project team  

  

 estimated duration:  2-4 hours  

 outcome:  preliminary community vulnerability and capacity profile  
 prepared by:  facilitator team  

Once all the working groups have completed their work and the community has completed a 
first discussion, the facilitator team has to meet to discuss progress to date. The team could 
hold an evening meeting to discuss and interpret the outcomes of Step 1. This results in a 
community vulnerability & capacity profile, which combines details on the hazards, the 
vulnerable conditions, their causes, coping strategies/capacities and options for improvement 
(see Figure 6.2). The profile provides a basis for interviews with key persons and the next 
community meeting.  

The following are some suggestions for the team discussion:  

• Identify the major areas mentioned by the community members.  

• Discuss if the inputs into Step 1: Situation Analysis are representative for the 
community.  

• Review how the proceedings went, if there was enough time for the different working 
group sessions and if these led to the expected outputs, and identify changes that may 
need to be made during the second half of the programme.  

• Draw up the community vulnerability & capacity profile displaying vulnerable conditions, 
causes, coping mechanisms/capacities and options for improvement.  

• Try to focus on options rather than on problems; formulate positively.  

• Discuss what technical aspects need to be explained to the community and agree on 
how to present these.  

   •    Be careful not to prioritise at this stage; priorities should be set by the community,  
not by the facilitator team.  
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6.3 Consultation with key members of the  
community  

 estimated duration:  2-4 hours  

 outcome:  revised community vulnerability and capacity profile  
 prepared by:  facilitator team  

It is proposed to consult with key members of the community to review the findings of Step 1 
and to discuss the community vulnerability & capacity profile. The number of inter-   views will depend on the level of participation from the community. At the least, the con-
sultations will provide the community leaders with an opportunity to give their views on 
progress so far and to have early inputs in the next steps. After the consultations, the team 
can add relevant items to the list.  

The following are some suggested points of attention for the consultations:  

• Does the progress so far reflect the situation in the community? what areas are 
missing; how important are these? and how can they be included?  

• Are there specific community groups or individuals that are not properly considered in 
the process? if so, how can they be involved? 
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• Do the topics identified reflect the main disaster aspects of the community? what 

additions should be considered? how can these be included?  
• What new insights and views have been gained from the analysis process? how 

useful are these?  
• List the topics clearly on a flip chart, to facilitate the discussion in the next meeting,  

6.4 Agreement on community vulnerability &  
capacity profile  

 estimated duration:  2 hours  

 outcome:  final community vulnerability & capacity profile  
 prepared by:  community meeting with assistance of facilitator team  

The prepared profile is then presented for final approval in a community meeting. The 
meeting is a continuation of the discussion held at the end of Step 1 and is based on the 
profile prepared by the facilitator team. Community members are invited to review the profile, 
add additional items and delete those of less relevance to the disaster risk and coping 
capacity of the community.  

The role of the team is to facilitate the discussion. This can be done by inviting the meeting 
to review the major findings of the working groups, and to check whether these are included 
In the topics, or whether it is necessary to add additional items, The outcome of this session 
is an agreed community vulnerability & capacity profile,  

Some additional suggestions for the discussion are listed below:  

• Invite the community to focus on areas of improvement rather than on problem areas,  

• Give examples of formulating positively instead of merely identifying problems.  
• Make sure that the discussion maintains a broad perspective on disaster manage-

ment; physical improvements are important, but social and economic aspects also 
count.  

• Invite less vocal participants to give their inputs as well,  

• Keep the working group outcomes available and suggest a final check whether the 
issues identified there are addressed. 
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6.5 Identification of priorities  
 estimated duration:  2-4 hours  

 outcome:  table with priority topics for disaster reduction  
 prepared by:  community meeting with assistance of facilitator team  

The next activity is the identification of those priority topics that the community wants to 
address as part of its effort to reduce disaster risks and increase coping capacities. This is 
done in a community meeting on the basis of the profile prepared in the previous activity. The 
community is invited to identify the 5-10 most important vulnerable conditions. The team can 
assist in this discussion.  

A comparatively easy way to guide the prioritisation process is by preparing a scoring/ranking 
table for those 5-10 topics. The suggested ranking method is pair-wise ranking (see Figure 
6.3). The community is asked to decide for each pair of topics, which one is more important. 
The topic which is mentioned most will be of highest priority to the community. In order to 
facilitate the decision-making process, the community should discuss for each pair, which of 
the two topics is more important for:  

• reducing unsafe conditions;  

• improving coping mechanisms;  
• strengthening the community's coping capacities. 
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7. Step 3: Action planning  

7.1 Introduction  

The objective of Step 3 is to reach consensus on an action plan to address the community's priorities for 
disaster reduction. The outcome is an action plan that includes the allocation of responsibilities, identification 
of resources and a time schedule.  

Figure 7.1 gives an overview of the process to be followed in Step 3. The first activity is the identification of 
options for disaster reduction. This is the 'toolbox' with possible actions to address the community's priorities. 
To facilitate the discussions, the team should suggest a grouping of topics while already thinking about 
possible options from its own expertise.  

Agreement on the options is followed by a discussion of the resources that are available within the community 
and externally. Options and resources should then be 'matched' in a number of proposed strategies for 
disaster reduction, which are translated into an action programme. The last activity is a meeting in which the 
community and the team should agree on the action programme.  

 



 
7.2     Options  

 estimated duration:  2 hours  

 outcome:  summary table of options  

 prepared by:  community meeting or working groups with assistance of facilitator  
team  

The identification of options is a key step in the process, providing a range of possible 
solutions to address the community's priorities. The starting point for this activity is the 
community profile, which already lists options identified during the situation analysis. The 
community now reviews those options suitable to solve their priority problems and adds 
additional ones if necessary.  

For practical purposes, discussion of the identified options can take place in two (or three) 
working groups (e.g. one focusing on technical measures and one on social and economic 
strategies). Members of the facilitating team can be allocated to groups according to their 
specialisation. Although technical inputs of the facilitator team are important the community 
itself should identify (at least in general terms) the kind of actions needed to address their 
priorities. In order to facilitate the consensus process, it is important that at the end of the 
session, all identified options are discussed and reviewed by the whole group.  

The first action is for each working group to review the priority topic it has been assigned with 
and identify all options that address this topic. In general, there will be more than one option 
for each priority area. The findings can be summarised in a table of options (see Figure 7.2). A 
blank format of this table can be found in Annex 1. The list of options might contain the same 
option to address different priorities. For example, ecol1omic improvement will help to address 
a whole range of topics.  

 The following are some suggestions that may assist in facilitating the discussions:    

• While discussions at this stage may take quite a bit of time, it is important that the 
community gets the chance to identify what it sees as suitable options to address its 
priorities.  

• Limit facilitator inputs to posing questions and providing technical inputs when 
requested; be careful not to lead the community too strongly towards your own 
(technical) solutions but act as facilitators primarily.  

• Try to find combinations of options. For example, community based training can 
address a range of areas. 
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• The options can be described in bullet points. Each will involve several activities, such 

as training, pilot activity, information dissemination, community meeting etc. These 
should be mentioned.  

• Try to involve many different people in the discussions so that the discussion does not 
focus too heavily on one aspect.  

• Involve all team members so that each can have input into the process. 
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7.3 Prioritisation of options  
 estimated duration:  4 hours  

 outcome:  scoring table of options  
 prepared by:  community meeting with assistance of facilitator team  

Once the Community has identified all possible options to address its priority topics, the facilitating 
team may provide additional technical background information, in order to enhance the community's 
decision-making process over the preferred options. Although the community has the best knowledge 
about its environment, access to new technical approaches and their implications is not easily 
available. However, the team should be careful not to lead the community towards its own preferred 
solutions.  

 



 
After the resource needs are discussed and technical information is provided, the options will be 
prioritised. The summary table discussed under 7.2 provides a basis for the scoring matrix. The 
community is invited to identify the 10 most important options (this number is arbitrary and can be 
adapted if needed). For these ten, a scoring table of options is prepared which guides the 
discussion, in which the community is asked to agree upon priority options. This should be done by 
all participants, not working groups, as this session establishes the overall priorities for action.  

The scoring table compares the options on four criteria (explained to the community in an 
understandable manner, while technical background information is provided):  

• Sustainability: can the option be maintained primarily from the community's own resources or 
does the option increase outside dependency?  
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• Equitability: will the option be accessible to all community members or will some 

members benefit more?  

• Stability: will the option bring change in an incremental and systematic way that causes 
a minimum level of disruption in the ecology, social structure and economic life of the 
community?  

• Cost: does the proposed action make effective use of available resources?  

The action plan will focus on the priority actions which are derived from the scoring table of 
options. An example of this table is given in Figure 7.4. A blank format can be found in Annex 
1.  
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7.4 Identification of available resources  

 estimated duration:  2-4 hours  

 outcome:  overview of resources  
 prepared by:  community meeting with assistance of facilitator team  

Once the community has established the priority of options to be implemented, it is time to 
have a careful look at the available resources. First the community is invited to look at its own 
capacities, and from these to identify the resources that it can bring in the process. This 
involves going back to the situation analysis, in particular to community assets, institutions, 
history and traditional disaster management. The resources can be divided into financial, 
material and human resources. Human resources in this sense include labour, technical skills, 
training etc.  

Next following this identification, the community is invited to review the institutions that the 
commL1nity works with (as included in the Venn Diagram in Step I, section 5.12) and to 
identify the resources that can possibly be contributed by these institutions to community 
efforts to reduce disaster risks. Lastly, the facilitator clarifies the resources that can be brought 
in from outside, and discusses these with the meeting. The findings can be summarised in a 
resource table, an example of which is given in Figure 7.5. A format is included in Annex 1. 
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7.5 Action plan preparation  
 estimated duration:  2-4 hours    
 outcome:  action plan  
 prepared by:  community meeting with assistance of facilitator team  

The selected options form the basis of the action planning. The action plan will be prepared by the 
meeting, possibly though working groups. This includes the following activities:  

1. Select the options that can be implemented with the available resources (on the basis of 
their overall priority). 
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2.   List the activities to be implemented for each selected option, and list the resource needs for each 

particular activity.  
3. Identify what pre-conditions have to be met for successful implementation of the strategies (e.g., the 

allocation of additional resources, or the approval of government representatives or regional planning 
commissions).  

4.  Assign responsibilities and tasks for implementation (who does what?). 5. Prepare a 
 time schedule for implementation  

Figure 7.6 gives an example of an action plan. A format can be found in Annex 1. The action plan has 

to answer the following questions for each selected priority:  

 



 
 7.6 Final agreement    
 estimated duration:  2-4 hours  

 outcome:  consensus on the action, plan and time schedule  
 prepared by:  meeting of the whole community with assistance of facilitator team  

It is proposed to hold a closing session in which the whole community participates. This meeting 
should also involve the community leaders and representatives of the institutions that the 
community works with. This meeting will have to be scheduled and organised beforehand, in close 
cooperation with the community leaders.  



 
At the meeting, the team leader can briefly summarise the process that has been undertaken. It is proposed 
that the outcomes of the process (the action plan) are presented by community members who participated. 
The action plan can then be discussed with the meeting, which should result in a general consensus of the 
community and the activities for the first six months. Agreement should also be reached on who is responsible 
for monitoring the implementation. A community meeting should be set (after approximately three months) to 
review the progress made. Participants from institutions could be invited to share their views and their support. 
One member of the facilitating team needs to make notes of the discussion, in order to record commitments 
made.  

7.7 Output of Step 3: Action plan  

The output of Step 3 is the action plan and the consensus reached on the actions that will be implemented 
(and how this will be done). The consensus reached closes the design stage of the programme and provides 
the basis for the actual implementation of activities.  

 



 

8.  Some concluding remarks  

That communities are important actors in national vulnerability reduction is recognised by all 
governments in the Pacific region. Yet a practical method on how to address this issue has not 
been available to date. This manual intends to fill that gap. It is based on the assumption that 
disaster risks can be considerably reduced through programmes at the community level. 
Vulnerability reduction at the community level is one of the activities needed in national 
strategies to reduce disaster impacts, and is seen as an important contribution to national 
objectives for risk reduction. Community vulnerability reduction is also seen as an important 
element in development, as it will improve the sustainability of the community.  

In most cases, the programme described in this manual can be implemented as part of a 
national or NGO programme to reduce disaster risks or as part of a community development 
programme. The method itself - as described in this guideline - focuses on disaster aspects. It 
describes the actual work that can be carried out with the community in the form of a 
'Community vulnerability analysis and action planning' exercise.  

The method involves a programme to work with communities to analyse their disaster 
situation; to identify suitable strategies to reduce unsafe conditions; and to improve community 
capacity to prepare for, and cope with, potential disasters. It provides a series of tools that help 
to look at disaster vulnerability as a broad development problem: not only the strength of 
houses, but also economic opportunities and social conditions are discussed, for example. 
The community is taken as the primary source of information. Also in the identification of 
priorities and action programmes, the community perspective is taken as the necessary 
starting point.  

An important characteristic of the approach is that it is action-oriented. Vulnerability analysis 
provides the motive for action. Therefore, it is important that some resources for 
implementation are made available at an early stage. The commitment of some resources  
for the implementation of activities should be made, both on the part of the community and of the 
cooperating agency .  

The way in. which the actual implementation takes place will depend largely on the  

selected items in the action programme and the agreements reached with the community.  
A general characteristic will be that the implementation is based in the community itself  
and that regular monitoring is needed by the participants of the action plan preparation.  

This proposed approach for community vulnerability analysis and action planning is not  

completed with the present guideline. Once the method is put into practice in different  
locations, the disaster managers and NGOs of the region will gain experience that can be  



 
used in further refining the methodology. A methodology used in this way can become a living 
tool in working with communities toward a common objective of reducing the impact of future 
disasters. 
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 Annex 2  List of persons consulted  

1. 5th IDNDR Pacific Regional Disaster Management Meeting (Nuku'alofa,  
Tonga, 14-19 September 1996)  

Meeting participants  

 2.  Tonga (20-26 September 1996)  

Mr. Pilimi 'Aho, Director, NDMO and Deputy Director, Ministry of Works  

Mr. Paula Sunia Bloomfield, Director of Education, Youth, Sports & Culture 

Mr. Haniteli '0 Fa'Anunu, Director of Agriculture and Forestry  

Mr. Willow Samani, Deputy Director, Ministry of Lands  

Mr. Paulo Kautoke, Acting Director, Central Planning Office 

Mr. Leveni 'Aho, Chief Architect, Ministry of Works  

Mr. Laumeesi Maiolo, Director, Ministry of Health  

Ms. Pamela Lino, Director, Red Cross  

Mr. Sunia Takai Makasi, Branch Manager, National Pacific Insurance Ltd. 

Ms. 'Ana Tupou, MMI Insurance  

Mr. Simione Silapelu, President, TANGO  

Mr. Sione Taumoepeau, Director of Works, Ministry of Works  

 3.  Solomon Islands (30 September - 5 October 1996)  

Mr. Randall Biliki, Director, National Disaster Management Office  

   Mr. Mick Castley, General Manager, and staff, Solomon Islands Plantations Limited (SIPL)  

Mr. Robert Zutu, Town Planner, Honiara Town Council (including field visit)  

Mrs. Judith Siota, General Secretary, Development Service Exchange and Mr. Peter Kakai, 
Solomon Islands Red Cross Society  

Ms. Phyllis Talloikwai, Permanent Secretary for Home Affairs  

Mr. Steve Likaveke, Chief Physical Planner, Ministry of Lands and Housing 

Mr. Gordon Tusa, Chief Architect, Ministry of Works  

Mr. Joseph Hasiau, Town Clerk and staff, Honiara Town Council  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
      90



 
Mr. George Muir, Managing Director, Fletcher & Kwaimani Joint Venture Construction Co.  

Mr. Don Boyke, Managing Director, Pacific Architects  

Mr. Geoff Batey, Director, Bain Hogg Solomon Islands Limited, Insurance Brokers  

Mr. Abraham Banisia, Founder & Director, Solomon Islands Development Trust (SlOT)  

Mr. Shaddrach Fanega, Assistant Secretary for Central Planning  

 4.  Vanuatu (7 - 10 October 1996)  

Mr. Job Esau, Acting Director, National Disaster Management Office  

Mr. Manaseh Tar;' Acting Director, Ministry of Works  

Mr. Paul Willy, Director, National Housing Corporation (including field visit)  

Mr. Harry Tete and staff, Physical Planning Unit, Ministry of Home Affairs  

Mr. Gordon Craig, Chief Architect, Ministry of Works  

Mr. Bob Loughman and staff, Rural Skills Training Programme  

Ms. Karen Preston, Country Director, and Mr. H. Vira, Assistant Director, FSP Vanuatu  

Mr. James Toa, National Planning Office  

Ms. Rolenas Lolo, Vanuatu National Council of Women  

Mr. Lazare Asal, Executive Director, Department of Culture, Religion, Women's Affairs and Archives  

Mr. Sakaru Tsuchiya and Mr. Charles Kick, UN ESCAP, Pacific Operations Office (EPOC)  

Mr. Geoffrey Feast, James Feerie and Partners, Architects  

Dr. T. Jayaraman, Senior Project Economist, Asian Development Bank  

Ms. Suliana Siwatibau, Community Development Expert  

 Ms. Antoinette Coulon and Ms. Elisabeth Muliaki, Lands Officers, Ministry of Lands    

Mr. Stephen Wyatt, Vanuatu Land Use Planning Project  

 5.  Samoa (10 - 14 October 1996)  

Ms. Georgina Bonin, UNDP, Apia  

Mr. Cam Wendt, Department of Foreign Affairs  

Mr. Poloma Komiti, Prime Minister's Department  

Ms. Luagalau Foisaga Eteuati-Shon, Secretary for Women's Affairs  
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'Mr. Galuvao Tanielu, Commissioner of Police  

Mr. Bismarck Crawley, GIS/Database Analyst Officer, South Pacific Regional Environment 
Programme (SPREP)  

Taulealeausumai Dr. Eti Enosa, Director-General of Health 

Mr. Faatoia Malele, Acting Director, Apia Observatory  

Ms. Lusia Sefo-Leau, Assistant Financial Secretary, Planning and Policy 

Mr. Mila Posini, Assistant Director of Public Works, Building Division  

Mr. Maka Sapolu, Director, Red Cross  

 6.  Fiji (27 September and 15 - 19 October 1996)  

Mr. Poasa Ravea, Deputy Secretary for Regional Development 

Mr. Akapusi Tuifagalele, Head of Unit, NDMO  

Mr. Toka, Acting Commissioner, Western Division  

Fiji Red Cross, Fiji Council of Social Services (FCOSS), and Rural Housing Unit, 
Department of Regional Development  

Mr. Somsey Norindr, UNDP Resident Representative  

Dr. Margaret Chung, Population and Development Expert, UNDP  

Mr. Jeff Liew, CTA Equitable and Sustainable Human Development Programme (ESHDP; 
telephone discussion)  

Fiji Housing Authority, Home Finance Fiji and National Rental Board, Mr. Ratu Viliame 

Volavola, Mr. Ame Racule, Mr. Gregory Moore, Ms. Marica Rokovada  

Mr. John Scott, Director General, Fiji Red Cross  

Mr. Isoa Korovulavula, Coordinator SPACHEE, South Pacific Alliance for Conservation,  
     Human Ecology and the Environment  

Mr. Sevenaia Dacaica, Chief Planner, Department of Town and Country Planning 

Mr. John Bola, Regional Specialist on Housing and Building  

Mr. Joe Chung, Chief Technical Adviser, South Pacific Disaster Reduction Programme 
(SPDRP)  

Mr. Ian Rector, Disaster Management Adviser, SPDRP 

Ms. Joanne Burke, Training Adviser, SPDRP  

Mr. Atu Kaloumaira, Disaster Mitigation Adviser, SPDRP 

Ms. Angelika Planitz, Technical Adviser, SPDRP  
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 Annex 4  Abbreviations  

 DHA-SPPO  DHA South Pacific Programme Office  

 IDNDR  International Decade for Natural Disaster Reduction  

 NGO  Non Governmental Organisation  

 NLTB  Native Land Trust Board  

 PIC  Pacific Island Countries  

 PNG  Papua New Guinea  

 PRA  Participatory Rural Appraisal  

 SPDRP  South Pacific Disaster Reduction Programme  

 UN  United Nations  

 UNDESA  UN Department for Economic and Social Affairs  

 UNDHA  UN Department of Humanitarian Affairs  

 UNDP  UN Development Programme  

 USP  University of the South Pacific  

 WMO  World Meteorological Organisation  
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