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Chapter 10 

Conclusion 

“Disasters are everybody’s business” (Gerhard Otto, Eden District Disaster Manager). 

 

The transdisciplinary nature of the disaster risk science field enables it to provide 

a valuable contribution to society where disaster risk reduction and management 

is concerned. Because of its transdisciplinary nature, disaster risk practitioners 

are able to step across and within various disciplines and discourses in order to 

develop an evolved approach for disaster risk reduction and management. 

Navigating through a society-environment discourse within hazards geography 

has enabled this research to adopt an integrated approach with reference to 

flood risk management.  

 

Approaching the disaster risk discourse and the subject of urban flood risk 

through a society-environment lens provided a much needed platform to adopt 

the concepts of a hazardscape and vulnerability approach. Remaining within the 

discipline of geography made it possible to draw from the knowledge base of 

urban (or human) geographers as well as physical geographers. However, since 

the discourse of society-environment is not confined to geographers but also 

sociologists and anthropologists and other disciplines, it was possible to adopt 

social theories and methodologies drawn from other disciplines. The livelihoods 

concept could be incorporated into the broader research theories because of the 

role of development studies to the evolution of the disaster risk field. Finally, it 

was also possible to utilise scientific methodologies for flood risk assessments 

since physical scientists have an important technical role to play in hazards 

studies.  

 

All of the above facilitated an integrated flood risk management approach. 

This ensured that flood risk is not managed by focusing only on physical 

structural engineering measures but also considers social structural measures as 

well as local physical strategies. More importantly however, the transdisciplinary 
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nature of the disaster risk field that facilitated a society-environment lens has 

enabled awareness that the concept of floods is not confined to the conventional 

understanding of rivers overflowing their banks, dam walls bursting, or 

stormwater systems exceeding their capacity. Rather, floods take on forms that 

may be overlooked for their insignificance in terms of scale (e.g. leakage, 

ponding, seepage) but pose major discomfort and interruptions to poorer 

households. These forms of flooding occur more frequently and cannot be 

measured or assessed using conventional scientific models alone. An integrated 

flood risk management approach that forms part of a broader strategy of 

integrated development and environmental management planning is therefore 

necessary for addressing urban flood risk. In this way Pelling (2003) is correct in 

suggesting the importance of placing any policy to mitigate risk within the broader 

context of urban life, including the larger regional and global physical and human 

systems.  

 

The research area of George, South Africa presented an ideal example of the 

nature of flood risk in cities of the developing world. Here it is shown that urban 

flood risk has a reciprocal relationship with urban development. Macro, meso and 

micro processes influence the components (i.e. social, demographic, economic, 

environmental and governance components) of sustainable urban development. 

If the influence is negative the result is poor (or unsustainable) urban 

development. These same urban components therefore inform the vulnerability 

conditions of the urban population. Through the concept of a hazardscape it 

becomes evident that the same urban components, because of poor 

development practice, also shape the form of the flood hazardscape to generate 

conditions of ponding, overland surface run-off, seepage, riverine/stream 

flooding, wetland flooding, stormwater run-off and rain leakage.  

 

These forms of flooding cannot be adequately assessed through conventional 

flood simulation models. Rainfall-based models are appropriate in understanding 

the intensity of the rainfall event. However, these should be accompanied by 
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further observations, consultations and interviews for establishing more 

descriptive narratives of the forms of the flood hazardscape. This should also be 

accompanied by household livelihoods analysis to establish the vulnerability of 

the urban population to such forms of flooding. Cognisance of local physical and 

social adjustment strategies should also be factored into these assessments. 

 

An integrated urban flood risk management approach should form part of the 

broader strategy of integrated development planning. This would entail the 

integration of relevant national, provincial, district and local government 

departments, private business and NGOs in the flood risk management plan. The 

inclusion of other stakeholders such as CBOs, local residents and minority 

groups, including immigrants and refugees, is necessary throughout the 

conceptualisation, implementation, monitoring and evaluation of such a plan. 

Good urban risk governance should ensure that the political will exists to initiate 

and implement such a plan in accordance with relevant national, provincial, 

district and municipal or metro legislation. Incentives and training support should 

be provided to local government personnel to encourage such a political will. The 

flood risk management plan should consider transboundary issues in which the 

entire watershed is considered. This would require negotiations and planning 

with other municipalities, districts, provinces or countries if the watershed cross-

cuts such boundaries. Finally, the flood risk management plan should be 

informed by a comprehensive flood risk assessment. The flood risk assessment 

would therefore include a damage assessment of past events in order to identify 

the most vulnerable areas. This should be followed by a hazardscape and 

vulnerability analysis of the most vulnerable areas that also considers issues of 

physical and social adjustments. The flood risk assessment should ideally involve 

the participation of the local communities. In this way the flood risk management 

plan should include appropriate and up-to-date mitigation, preparedness, 

response and recovery strategies.  

 


