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FOREWORD

This guide is another step towards fulfilling the International Federation’s
commirtment to reduce the exposure of people around the world to the risks caused by
natural and man-made hazards. The process of assessing people’s vulnerability and their
capacities gives National Societies an oppartunity to collect relevant information abour
impending risks before the event occurs. This will cnable them to set up programuncs to
mitigate potential loss of life and property, as well as to improve the organizational systems,
information flows and decision-making necessary to plan for both risk reduction and disaster
TESPONSC PIOGrAIITIEs.

In concerr with world leaders and international organizations, the Internarional
Federation and Narional Sacietics must adopt disaster prevention methods thar reflect the
needs of different sectors of society. Effective prevention strategies by National Societies will
be developed with the participation of people at risk and have incorporated their perceprion
of risk, coping strategies and critical needs. The International Federation’s task is to ensure
thar its programmes both strengthen and empower people at the community level, and are
effectively linked to national and local disaster response plans.

Disaster preparedness strategies must be based upon relevant and reliable informartion.
Since coping strategies of vulnerable people are as ever changing as risk itself, they muse be
regularly monitored, assessed and amended.

The chalienge for the International Federation and National Secieties is to ensure that
the experiences and lessons learned from undertaking vulnerability and capacity assessments
arc translated eflectively into action. Informartion gathered will enable disaster preparedness
delegares and National Societes to produce and share valuable regional and country-specific
guides describing imporant tasks such as: reviewing National Societies' preparedness
capacity; contributing to national and local disaster preparedness and management systems;
and ongoing monitoring of hazard and risks.

The Internaticnal Federanion gratefully acknowledges the financial support of Britain's
Department for International Development for the production of this guide.

x|

Ibrahim Osman »
Under-Sectetary General
Nartional Sociery Cooperation and Developmen



INTRODUCTION

While hazards are inevitable, and the elimination of all risks is impossihle,
there are many technical measures, traditional practices and public
experience that can reduce the extent or severity of economic and social
disasters. Hazards and emergency requirements are 2 part of living with
nature, but human behaviour can be changed.

This statement was made by participants at a forum organized in July 1999 by the United
Narions’ (UM} International Decade for Narural Disaster Reduction (IDNDR). The forem,
Strategy for a Safer World in the 21st Century: Disaster and Risk Reduction, looked at what
should be undertaken to reduce the risk of disasters and mitigate their impacr.

On 9 Judy 1999, the forum’s participants adopted the Geneva Mandate on Disaster
Reduction, in which they echoed the view of many in the international humanitarian sector
that proactive rather than reactive actions are necessary ro reduce people’s vulnerability to
boch natural and man-made hazards, and that measures must be raken at the internarional,
national and local levels to establish harard-resilient communities Ar the forum, the UN
Secretary-Genera! Kofl Annan pointed our that:

“We muost, above all, shift from a culture of reaction to a culture of
prevention. Prevention is not only more humane than cure; it is also much
cheaper... Above all, let us not forget that disaster prevention is a moral
imperative, no less than reducing the risks of war.”*

This publication is nor a *how-to’ guide, burt should be considered as a step 1n the process of
showing National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies how vulnerability and capacity
assessments {(VCA) can help them improve their understanding of the needs of people ar
greatest risk of natural and man-made disasters, and thus prepare more appropriate actions
to assist them cope with and recover from these hazards. The guide includes Nartional Society
case studies and examples describing VCA's usefulness and lessons learned.

The International Federation’s disaster preparedness department believes that VCA will
contribute to a greater understanding of the nature and level of risks that vulnerable people
face; where these risks come from; who will be the worst affected; whart is available ac all levels
to reduce the risks and what initiatives can be undertaken o strengthen the impact of
Narional Society programmes to raise the capacicy of people at risk.

The guide also shows how VCA can support National Societies to be greater advocates for
vulnerable groups in the disaster preparedness and response process and so contribute @ the
creation of even more effective risk prevention networks and plans.

Potentially, VCA could help the Red Cross and Red Crescent Moverment o have more
impacr in raising public awareness of risks, and to ensure thar National Society activities are
focused and realistic, and thar staff, volunteers, communities and other key stakeholders are
directing resources towards a common goal. That goal may be simply described as reducing
the vulnerabilicy of people at risk through sustainable preparedness strategies designed by the
commumniries themselves, their National Societies and the International Federation.

L IDNDIR A Safer World 1 che 2iir century Dtsaster andd Risk Redacton, Programme Forum. Gereva. July [99%
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A challenge for the 21st century

One valuahle lesson learned in this century is thae disasters cannot be solved in isolation. Nor
is 1t possible to reduce losses from hazards unless disaster managemenc planners shife cheir
strategy to cope with the complex factors that contribute to disasters in today’s environment.
In the Strasegic Work Plan for the Nineties, the International Federation’s challenge was described
as improving the situation of the most vulnerable. This directive indicated the necessity of
going beyond a basic needs-assessment of the most vulnerable. It called for gaining insighe
into why people are vulnerable, what are the factors thar contribute to their vulnerabilicy and
what capacities exist to contribuite to achieving a sustainable change.

Another important lesson is that it is human beings — not nature - that
determine whether a hazard poses a threat to the well-being of society. How
people view both hazards and mitigation factors, and how other
stakieholders respond to these issues, will determine which preventative
measures are taken and which are overlooked. As such, human beings will
decide their vulnerabiliry and capacity quotient to accept disaster losses.

A key challenge in the 21st century for the Movement will be helping people to define and
achieve cheir desired level of sustanability to withstand and overcome damage, diminished
productivity and a reduction in their quality of life from a disaster, without significant
outside assistance. Many National Societies are well placed to contribute to this challenge
through supporting hazard and risk assessments, developing sustainable mitigation and
preparedness networks working on the empowerment of vulnerable communidces, providing
educadion and training, and sharing informadion acquired from each disaster episode to build

ever-stronger response strategies.

Case study

British Red Cross — Developing a focused national strategy

The British Red Cross (BRC) inftigted G study in inner cities, derressed industrial aregs and isolated
ural areas to gefine wno were the most wulneratle groups and to use this information to develop
o new national strategy. The BRC was concermned that many vulnerable groups were being
excluded since the progromme portfolio in many branches had not been amended since World
War ll. Combined with rapidly changing economic and social conditions, the sociaty realized
that the poor public image of the British Red Cross was reflective of its weak service provision and
outmoded organizational vision.

The assessments included inferviewing over 1,000 pecpie In each of the three focus areas. The
study, under the direction of local coodinators appointed to each branch, revealed information
on the vulnerability of hew farget groups in addition to the positive and negative perceptions of
the: British Red Cross. The chailenges fo be faced by the BRC were now clearer and decisions
could be reached to address fundamental Infernal weaknesses and to create a more focused
nationgl strategy,
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Case study
Philippine Red Cross — Integrated community disaster
planning programme

The Philippine Red Cross (PRC) proposed a five-year programme (Infegrated Community Disaster
Planning Programme) in 20 provinces which are especially vulnerable to natural and economic
disasters. This approach was adopted by the PRC in accordance with the infernational
Federation’s Strategy for the Nineties and the Beijing Declaration, which called for action to
improve the lives of vulnerable groups

The programme focused on community involvemnent in participatory planning for disaster
planning and fraining in the use of disaster planning fools. The PRC included local government
units into the community training programmes. Community participants and facilitators were
given ample time and space to adapt their training plans or rmaterials when necessary.

Field testing of the questionnaire and the data collection process enabled the PRC to develop
effective vulinerapility profiles in addition fo parficipatory mapping. The assessment process
resuited In the initiation of community preparedness activities including infrastructure (bridges
and footpaths) development, first aid and home nursing courses, and agro-forestry and water
and sanitation initiatives.

An evaluation of the process and results of the VCA drew the following conclusions:
The VCA increased awareness of hazards by community members.

Communities accepied that nsk mitigation can lower the threat posed by natural and man-made
disasters.

It created a better working relationship between the community, the local government uniis
and the Red Cross.

However, as in case studies in other countries, in areas where the PRC encountered resistance to
developing new mifigation strategies and programmes, barriers were erected to protect deeply-
rooted ideas and traditions.
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PART ONE

The importance of
vulnerability and
capacity assessment

Purpose of the guide

This guide aims to explore — for National Societies, delegates and policy-makers who define
disaster risk reduction and relief strategies — new approaches to increase understanding of the
needs, perceptions and the resources of people most vulnerable to disasters. It has been clearly
demonstrated that when disaster reduction is focused on reducing local vulnerabilities and
increasing the capacities of vulnerable communities, risks can be managed and losses
reduced.

One example is the municipality of La Masica, on the Caribbean coast of
Honduras, where a series of capacity-building activities were initiated, with
technical support from local agencies, along with an early warning floed
system. In contrast to neighbouring communities, not a single life was lost
in La Masica where the community was able to successfully mitigate the
impact of Hurricane Mitch.?

It must be emphasized that this framework s not a finished product, but a guide to present
knowledge which is evolving continually as the International Federation and National
Societies, working together, develop effective methods and tools, and learn valuable lessons.
In 2000-2001, a collective assessment of these efforts will contribute to the development of
country- or regional-specific guides describing the assessment process used to prepare more
effective preparedness strategies and capacity-building activities with vulnerable communirties
and disaster response stakeholders. This initiative by National Societies and disaster
preparedness delegates will enable the Movement to demonstrate the sustainable impact it
can have in helping build disaster-resilient communities.

Basic concepts

Vulnerability and capacity assessment is a basic process used to identify the strengths and
weaknesses of households, communities, institutions like Nacdonal Societies and nations.
Vulnerability can be defined as:

The characteristics of 2 person or group in terms of their capacity to
anticipate, cope with, resist and recover from the impact of a natural or
man-made hazards.

The definition of vulnerability suggests that it cannot be described without reference to a
specific hazard or shock. So, the question that must always be asked is, “Vulnerability to
what?” People living along coastal areas or rivers may be vulnerable ro seasonal storms and

flooding, while the inhabitants of countries with social, political and economic problems may

2 Mackrey, Andrew. "Raducing Ulobal Disasters. Narnraf Disaster Management, page 86. Keynote Paper. La Red, Peru. Tudor Rose
Holdings Limited, 1999.
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face difficulties 1n achieving a satisfactory and sustainable quality of life. Or a National
Society may have specific organizational limitations that impede progress in developing its
capacity to carry out more effective disaster preparedness and response programmes.

The following chart describes the progression of vulnerability from underlying causes and the
results of a hazard event that becomes a disaster.

The progression of vuinerability Disaster Hazard
7 = 3 Disaster
Underlying Dynamic Unsafe Trigger
causes pressures conditions events
Poverty Lack of Fragile physical Risk
- local institutions environment ) Earthquake
Limited access to - education - dangerous (or Disaster) High winds
- power sfructures - training locations
- resources - appropriate skills - dangerous = Fooding
- local investment buildings and e
Ideologies - local markets infrastructure Vulnerability Volcanic erupfion
- press freedrom )
Economic systems Fragile local + Landslide
Macro-forces economy
General - population - livelihood at nsk Hazard Drought
preconditioning expansion - low income war, civil conflict
factors - urbanization levels
- environmentat Technoiogical
degradation Public actions accident

Source: Blalke. Plers et @ Af Risk. London. Rouliedge, 1994
Chart 1: The progression of vulnerability

The reverse of vulnerability is capacity, which can be described as the resources of individuals,
households, communiries, institutions and nations to resist the impact of a hazard. The
coping strategies of people in response to various hazards will differ from one society to
another and will often change over time. People 1n chronically-prone countries facing
multiple hazards, such as drought, locust infestation and civil unrest, find their capacity levels
weakening, reducing their ability to mitigate the effects of the next crisis. In addition, the
capaciues of National Societies and other institutions to maintain the manpower and
resources to effectively mirigate and respond to the next disaster can vary over time.

The dynamics of VCA

The use of a vulnerabilicy and capacity assessment may be new for many Natonal Socienies
that are more familiar with the needs-based assessment approach. A VCA can be used as an
institutional capacity assessment diagnostic tool and a programmaric ol to evaluate the
effectiveness and impact of current programmes. The traditional needs-based assessment is
important to verify that emergency preparedness, response and rehabilitation phases have
fulfilled the basic requirements of people affected by a crisis episode.

The VCA is an important tool to support decisions made in relation to disaster preparedness
and the development of mitigation programmes. Information gathered from a VCA describes
the risk people or institutions are willing to take in preparation for the nexr crisis.

Another important dynamic of VCA is its ability to raise public awareness of hazards,
vulnerabilities and capacites and the risk raken by society. The VCA process can often trigger
positive responses by communities to initiate programmes of mitigation against the ‘shocks’
to their community that set back their development achievements.
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The change process

Disaster preparedness is a core activity of the International Federation and each National
Society, and is recognized as the most effective way of reducing the impact of both small and
localized or large-scale disasters. The adoption of 2 new policy on disaster preparedness at the
International Federation's General Assembly in October 1999 will ensure the integration of
strategic initiatives and strengthen the collecrive impact on reducing the dramatic etfect of
disasters on the world’s vulnerable citzens.

National Socicties have a respected repuration for providing direct assistance to the victims
of natural and man-made disasters in 2 timely and efficient manner to alleviate suffering and
expedire recovery. Yet the numbers of people at risk continue to rise annually and evidence
of human suffering and ecomomic losses from disasters are unacceptably high. This
demonstrates the need to strengthen capabilitics in the areas of disaster preparedness and
mitigarion.

In che process of assessing communicy vulnerabilities and capacities, a National Sociery
should begin to assess its role in hoth disaster preparedness and disaster response iniriatives.
Mational Societies with a strong response capacity might examine how new inirtiatives in
mitigation could reduce the potential loss of life and capital assets in the nexc disaster.
Narional Societies that have an effective mirtigarion strategy could look at how their efforts
help address the critical vulnerability factors of a population at risk. And, in all cases,
assessment of communiry conditions will provide key National Society decision-makers with
relevant information to make strategic decisions.

The following table deseribes some characteristics found in organizations thar focus on
service delivery and on others that adopr the process of capacity building:

Table 1: Organizational characteristics

DIRECT SERVICE-DELIVERY PROVIDERS CAPACITY-BUILDING FACILITATORS

Organizational approach is reactive, Organizational gpproach is proactive, core-

needs-based driven and decisions reached problem driven and decisions are mads

from a top-down appraach. in a bottom-up approach.

Strong orientation fowards disostar response. Strong arentation towards disaster preporednass,

Development of effective, stondard operating Continuous adaptation and adoption of new
~procedures for service-delivery functions. approaches to achieve sustainable means to

empower population at risk.

Operation requiras minirnd Sornemunity Operation requires Maxirnurn cormmunity

participation and maximum participation participation and minimal participation of

of volunteers and stafi. volunteers and staff.

Programme is static - little major change to Programme is adaptive -~ confinudi change as

prepdre for next disaster episcde. vulnerability and capacity factors evolve.

Training needs of volunteers and staff are low. Training needs of volunteers and staff are high.

The process of understanding a sociery’s vulnerabilities and capacitics will offer aprions as o
how to contribute tu the empowerment of people at risk. The use of VCA will equip National
Societies with the capacity to monitor and assess its impact on both disaster preparedness and
disaster response events. The case study on page 14 from the Swedish Red Cross
demaonstrates how VCA contributed o ther devclopmenrt effores,
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Case study
Swedish Red Cross — Local VCA has a mobilizing effect

The Swedish Red Cross (SRC) has been camying cut vulnerobility and capacity assessments (VCA)
since 1994, As a first step, the SRC studied existing research available nationally in the public
domain such as the standard of Iving survey. 1t then went on to axamine local assessments of
wilnerability and capacity. The malin am of lecal VCA i o identify the most vulnerable groups
and their capacity to respond. However, equadlly important s the process of ralsing the awareness
of local volurdeers and staff o the change taking place in the SRC both locally and nationally,
and to mehilize them to take responsibility for thaf change and new programmes. Other
important aims are to develop local voluntary work and promote better cooperation with local
authormies and organizations Local VCA s still ongoing. as it 15 a time-consurming exercise to
inwolve over 1,600 branches

Pilot projects were performed in three of the SRC’s 24 district branches. After evaluating the
projects, the SRC decided to carry out local WCA throughout Swedern under the responsibility of
focal boords; a manual was developed and 150 faclitators trained and appointed in all distncts.

As part of an information strategy. which included videos and magozine articles, the SRC's
chairman and secretary general informed branches abeut local VCA and actively encouraged
them to carry fhe assessments out, Affer ¢ first phase, 1o Inform and motivate local members,
groups were formed with staff and volunteers of all ages and backgrounds who were genuinely
interested in the subject Care was taken that groups were composad equally of men and
women.

The mathods used Included: collecting official statistics: camving out interviews, study visits,
meetings and diclogue with local inhabitants ond autharties: noting, observations; and checking
local media. Written reporfs describe the findings of the assessmenits. At present, 150 local VCA
have been done and 50 more are in progress.

Lacal VCA have produced fwo kinds of results: direct (or assessment) rasults, for exaomple. the
identiication of the most vulnerable local groups: and indirsct (or process) results, such as
enabling pregrammes - whether new or established - to have a mare widespread impact, better
relations with local authorities, and local branches becoming more cutward-looking. As an
advocacy toot for the most vulnerable, local WCA have, in many paces, been successful in
influencing the actions of local governments and other voluntary organizations.

There were problems: it was sometimes difficult 1o involve the vulnerable themselves in the
assessments; assessing groups found it hard fo identify and really engage vulnerabie individuals:
arwl o few local branches did the gssessments more 1o preasse dermands from headguarters than
to identify capacity in local society and among the vulnerable.

Although the SRC met many problems. difficuitiss ond sefizacks in local assessments. it is clear
that the method works and has a mobilizing effect not only on the branches themselves, but also
to some extent on their local environment, | e, governments, voluntary organizations, companies
ond pecpls,
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PART TWO

Preparation for
a vulnerability and
capacity assessment

Defining aims and objectives

National Societies conducting a vulnerability and capacity assessment should begin by asking
a simple question: “What will the Nartional Society gain by undertaking a VCA?” Measuring
community vulnerability and capacity requires a major investment in staff and volunteer
time and resources. QOrganizations engaged in supporting civil society development use VCA
to ensure thar their efforts are focused on the alleviation of core problems facing the most
vulnerable. However, VCA may also be used to critically examine an organization’s current
approach to achieving objectives and compare it to other available oprions that reach the
same objectives more efficiently and effectively.

Setting up a VCA is a positive capacity-building activity for National Societies, as staff and
volunteers work together with local communities in a dynamic process of participation and
dialogue.

The following table describes some of the expected outcomes from a VCA in supporting
programme design and capacity building within a National Sociery:

Table 2: Programme design and capacity building

~ PROGRAMME DESIGN CAPACITY BUILDING

Confribute to effective vulnerability mapping VCA skills training for staff and volunteers
and upddating targeting strategies. creates a more effective network to monitor
ever-changing conditions of vulnerability.
Reqlign existing services to meet the needs Increase the motivation of staff and
of vulnerable groups. grassroots volunteers.
Development of new programmes to reach Creation of a new organizational image
vuinerable groups. that will attract more volunteers.
Rethinking relationships with government Development of new partnerships with
and other key stakeholders. organizations working with similar objectives
and in the same sectors.
Using VCA as a new method for monitoring Using VCA results in the decision-making process
change and evaludation of activities, for the development of new organizational vision

and operating strategies.

National Society leaders must ensure that the VCA’s desired outcome is shared and
understood throughour the society and thar this aspect is incorporated into strategic work
plans and other planning documents. Experience has shown that the planning process must
be built upon the commitment of all those involved, directly or indirectly, in the VCA — from
governance and senior management to volunteers, government representatives and other key
stakeholders. Also, everyone participating in the assessment should be able to share in the
results of data collection, analysis and resulting action adopted by the National Society.
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The following case study from the Canadian Red Cross describes their use of a vulnerabiliry
and capacity assessment to examine the cffectiveness of their service delivery to the vulnerable.

Case study
Canadian Red Cross — Targeting the most vuinerable

The Canadian Red Cross (CRC) decided to examine their organizational effectivensess by
acopting o VCA model as a tool to contribute to thair national strategic planning process.
Preliminary activities included an internal SWOT analysis to verfy their capacity fo undertake this
activity and the pilating of VCA methodology in one region using existing regional volurteers and
staff. A VCA workbook was developed from the experence gained in indtiating the process in a
reglonal pilot activity, The initial VCA was cenducted in southem Alberta with a population of
1 & million people and invoived five sTeps:

B Developng o regional demographic profile of the most vulnerable.

B Deofining the threats addressed by current services as well as those affecting the tofal
regional population,

W Identifying the sk group profile (population most at +sk from threats and the effectiveness
of current programmas 1o reduce their vulnerability).

B Assessing capacities.

a Determining the most vulnerable groups (population at greatest risk with the least capacity
to effectively cope with threats)

The CRC found that thelr existing vulnerable group was not meeting the needs of all the atf-risk
groups {(abused children, refugee victims of frauma, aboriginal peaple, pecpie lving with
HIV/AIDS and the homeless) in The region, New Infiatives were developed involving grassroots
volunteers and staff and increased collaboration with organizations canying out similar activities.
By organizing training on issues of social justice, the CRC has created o climate 1o embrace
change rather than be resistant o adopt and adapt ther work as a result of the information
gathered during the VCA, :

Important operchanal lessons learned by the CRC to initiate the VCA were.

B Don’l underestimate the time required for the process of collection, analysis and changs
(it any) to Mational Society operaticons.

B Ensure that the responsibllitles of all key stakeholders involved in the VCA are clearly
ariculated, understood and that necessary hurman and fiscal resources are accassible
T support the task.

m Devote time to extensive staff and volunteer training and orientation on YCA
methodeologies and expian how they differ from more farnifior neads-assessiment
approgaches Ensure that any process of change adopted by tha National Society
is viewed as increasing the imporance of the work undartaken by staff and volunteers.

Is the Movement! ready for the challenge?

One of the most important gains in the past decade is the awareness rhar a berter
understanding of people - as victims, survivors or vulnerable communities — will contribute
to capacity building and vulnerability reduction at the grassroots level. Peuple living 1n
hazard-prone regions will benefit from the use of VCA when it is emploved by National
Societies 1o enable greater self-reliance, awareness of risks and election of appropriate options
to withstand the next disaster.

The VCA is a tool that contnibutes to a self-reflection process — bringing to hghs the stengths
and shoricomings of currenr acnvines and highlighting the unfulfilled nceds of new
vulnerable groups, This process should be viewed as ar opportunity for the Nauonal Society
to aflicm its conunuing contriburion to socicty and, when nccessary, inttiate structural
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adjustments to ensure programmes are kept relevant to the ever-changing needs of the
vulnerable.

Table 3 provides a fow more questions for Mational Societies to address in the preparation
process of undertaking a vulnerability and capacity assessment.

Table 3: Can the National Society begin a VCA?

Have the gims oand objectives of the VCA been communicated and clearly
understood at all tevels of the National Society?

Is the National Sociaty prepared to feam from the results of the VCA? Is it
committed o adopting new programmes and practices to achieve greater
results in aiding people at nsk?

Does it have the full support of Bs entire membership - from govemance and
management to volunteers?

Has it undertaken an instifutional analysis o understand its capacity o
respond to the new priorties and initiatives? Is it prepared to commit sufficient
hurnan and material resources to ensure the succass of the VCA?

Hawve external stakehaolders been informend of the planning for the VCA and
given the opportunity 1o confribute ta the planning, inhation and assessment
Process?

The Finnish Red Cross addressed their impact upon the vulnerable groups through the
development and initiation of a questionnaire survey. The results are described in the case
study below.

Case study
Finnish Red Cross — Understanding vulnerability and distress

In the wake of declining social services in Finland, the Finnish ked Cross (FRC) decided to
conduct o vulnerability and capaclty analysss by means of o questionnaire survey The basic
questionnaire asked the local branches to assess the possible changes cccuming in the lives of
people in difficult clrcumstances. The process was not always easy. 3ome local branches
indicated that it was impossible to assess the status of vulinerable groups, whila otners fell the
answers were already well known, A guarter of the locol branches, therefore, did not respond to
the guestionnaire.

The study’s main findings revedled that many branches felt that vulnarabiity of the young,
affectad by long-tetm unemployment and in debt, had significantly worsened, Psychosocial
problems, inGluding the increased use of infoxicants, was oo identified as a condition of the
group’s vulnerghility The government's reduced ability to maintain the ievel of social services,
particularly in housing. 1o a growing at-risk populahon contributed to vulnerability. An increasing
number of vulnerable groups were tuming to non-profit organizations for assistance.

The results of this survey indicated o rsing need for the FRC to develop closer ties with social
welfare authorities in addition fo becoming mare aware of the factors Influencing vulnerability
and capacities of thelr society. Additionally. the survey revedled a vaning degree of capacity
af branch level fo respond 1o emerging social probiems The rasults of the study were summarized
ond shared with kay government deadcision-makers.

As noted in this case study, the National Society’s capacity to both underrake a VCA and to
best utilize the information must be addressed. The Finnush study identificd its limitations

in responding ro growing needs of vulierable groups = yer shared rhe results of the study with
key government decision-makets.



18

International Federation of Red Cross and Rad Crescent Sociotios

Working together

A Nartional Seciety should carefully consider the selection of members, consultants and other
key stakeholders entrusted to undertake elemencs of their VCA. The selection process will
depend upon factors including the chosen methadology, resources available for the VCA and
its aims and objectives. Thesc factors will influence the size and scope of the planned activaty,
the extent of primary and secondary data ro be collected and whether consulants or other
non-National Society partners are required to successfully complete the VCA.

An effective rule w follow is to involve the people who will be required to implemenr any
decisions influenced by the VICAS resules, Staff and volunteers from local branch offices wall
adapt more readily to changes in policy and operational programmes if they were part of the
data collection, analysis and decision-making process Conversely, partcipation of the
natonal board in components of the process will conuribure tw adopting any
recommendarions forthcoming from the VCA analysis process.

Who should be involved? The National Socicty should consider the merits for inclusion of
key stakeholders such as:

B representatives from government, non-government agencies and academic/ research
institutions;

W local or traditional leaders in the region/communicy;

M authorities on the risks, hazards and vulnerabilities and capacities of the people in
the study area;

8 members of the communities to be assessed; and

B members of other National Societies in the region who may be contemplating

conducting their own VCA.

Time and resource management

The National Society will have to decide carefully when is the most appropriate time w
initiare a VCA. In many parts of the world, vulnerability may be heightened ar particular
times during the year. Such characteristics should be addressed in both the scheduling for the
VA and in assessing the dara collected. The VCA should net impose on either the people
conducting the assessment or the groups that are being assessed. Thus, consideration must be
given 1o events such as local or nadonal holidays, periods of peak labour needs and any
seasonal chimatic conditions that would impede the time line scheduled for the VCA.

National Societies should also include ample time for the training of staff and volunteers
selccted to participate 1n the VCA. Being sensitive to the conditions under which vulnerable
populations exist and to the right of all people to be respected has o be ensured from the
pre-¥CA training.

Additionally, a process of invesugating whar information already exists to support the VCA
must be incorporated into the carly planning stages. Another rule to consider is to bwld
upon, not duplicate, the work undertaken by other agencies in the examination of
vulnerability and capacity assessments.

The Kazakhstan Red Cross and Red Crescent provides the nexr case scudy to describe their
effective timing of a VCA to respond to critical seasonal vulnerahilities
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Case study
Kazakhstan Red Cross and Red Crescent —
Short-term winter assistance

The Kozakhstan Vulnerability Study involved 2 800 househaolds that were inferviewed on issues
such as income, food security and health conditions. The aim of this study was fo develop a
vulnerability profile while ssessing the consequences of economic and social changes and their
effect on tradifional coping mechanisms, The study would determing which were the most
crittcal factors affecting a rise in vulnerability and which coping mechanisms were shill used in
tirmes of cnsis.

The fiming of the study (Febneany/March 1997) helped target vulnerable groups maore effectively
before the winter season, when the harsh weather, combined with the adverse effects of
economic collopse and social fransformation, heightened wulnerabliity, The stucly Identified
farmllies with five or more children. the eldedy and the handicapped as the population groups
facing the greatest risk Single-parent families werg found to have fewer children attending
school, had a lower dietary Intake and difficulty in accessing public utillfies.

The conclusion of the sfudy helped the Kazakhstan Red Cross andd Red Crescent to dentify both
the maost wilnerabike sectors of society and create a programme of shord-termn winter assistance
to alleviate suffering while working to raise capacities in other programmes.

For National Societies now contemplating a VCA, it is useful to again recap the lessons
learned from rhe case studies above:

Training of staff and volunteers both o understand the purpose of, and undertake,
a well-organized VCA is essential.

Pilor testing a VCA, 1o ensure the appropriateness of the methods used, will ensure
the results fulfil the expecrations of the National Sociery and other key
stakeholders.

Be putient. The process of undertaking an institurional VCA 15 lengthy. Allow time
tor staft and volunteers to become comforrable with the planned process. And plan
ume lines to ensure they do not encounter unnecessary obstacles that would
impede the effective use of informarion collected.



PART THREE

Initiating a vulnerability
and capacity
assessment

When should VCA be used?

The primary purpose of the vulnerability and capacity assessment is its use as a diagnostic
ool to provide analytical data to support better informed decisions on preparedness,
mitigation, relief and development activities undertaken by National Societies.

VCA will contribute to a greater understanding of the nature and level of
risks that vulnerable people face; where these risks come from; who will be
the worst affected; what is available at all levels to reduce the risks and what
initiatives can be undertaken to strengthen the impact of National Society
programimes to raise the capacity of people at risk.

VCA can also be applied in many ways: ac different stages of the development cycle; as a
diagnostic or planning tool across different sectors; or in one particular sector such as water
and sanitation, health or food. It is important to recognize that VCA is not an approach only
to define who should benefit from relief aid bur also to identify in advance, and change where
possible, the conditions that create or contribute to the state of vulnerability of at-risk
populations.

Many threats, in spite of all efforts to diminish the vulnerability of people at risk, will
eventually resulc in disasters causing the loss of lives and property. For National Societies,
VCA will support the emergency response plan by identifying which groups are most in need
of support through an efficient and effective relief programme. Thus, the VCA allows for
proactive planning of National Society initiatives while amending the traditional profile of
at-risk populations as ‘victims in need’.

In post-disaster rehabilitation phases, National Societies have an opportunity to evaluate
what might have been done to minimize the loss of lives and property and the long-term
effects on survivors. Advocacy for an initation of risk reduction programmes by National
Societies is best timed when people still have a vivid recollection of the disaster episode. It is
important to evaluate why some groups were more affected than others and which groups
will be unable to recover fully from the impact of the disaster without assistance. The use of
VCA will support effective targeting of the most vulnerable groups to ensure they are not
driven further into destitution by repeat events.

VCA can also be applied to support National Society long-term development initiatives.
Development is intended to strengthen the capacities of vulnerable groups to achieve
sustainability — being less vulnerable to disasters and less dependent upon external assistance.
The VCA will identify the strengths of each vulnerable group upon which to build in jointly-
developed programmes to raise their capacity for achieving self-sufficiency.
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Here are some reasons to use VCA as both a diagnostic and a planning tool:

VCA as a diagnostic tool

It helps to understand problams (symptoms) and where fhey come from
(underlying causes).

It helps to systematically lock at what 1s available 1o alleviate the problem
(resources, skills and capacities) and decide whether the National Society
should be involved and at what level,

i encourages focus on specific local conditions (specific threafs and risks, most
vulnerable groups, sources of vuinerability, local perceptions of risks, local
resources and capacities).

it highfights different areds of responsibility for reducing vulnerabiifies as some
will require political, technical, inancial and social inputs. This information will
assist the National Society define more clearly its roles and possible areas of
collaboration with the government, communittes and cther agencies.

VCA as a planning tool

As vuinerability reduction is a long-term process, WCA helps to prioritize and
sequence actions and inputs, to defermine who and what should be
addressed in each stage of Matlonat Society activities

It provides an opportunity for dynamic and redlishe plonning where changes
can be moenitored and single-soluhon programmes can be avoided.

it helps to evaluate the impact of a project in terms of risk reduction, vulnerable
conditions minimized as local capacities are enhanced.

Choosing a method

The methodology selected by a National Society starting up 2 YCA should be considered in
view of several factors:

B What is the social, culiural and political envircnment in which the VCA will be
conducted?

B What humon and financial resources does the National Society have fo invest in
a VAR

B What is the National Society’s capacity to design. initiate, analyse and use the
results collected in the strategic planning process?

Participatory approach

National Societies must assure the partcipadon of vulnerable groups in the planning,
implementation and analysis components of a VCA, Tf they are involved in all stages of this
process, vulnerable groups can actively contribute to the development of a greater
understanding of core problems associated with vulnerability, such as the strengths and
coping mechanisms already existing lacally, and can offer insights inte the development of
programmes that can help thern achieve self-sufficiency.

It 15 also very important to remember that people contributing o a ¥CA may have high
expecm[ions thar core pmblr:ms will be resolved with the assistance of Nattonal Socleties.,
Therefore, it is criucal o discuss the purpose of the VA with all groups involved, especially
at-risk groups, in order to avoid any unrealistic preconceptions of the assessment’s results.
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Electing a participatory approach requires that National Societies establish a relationship of
trust with vulnerable communities and are willing to accept them as partners with a vested
incerest tn the outcome of the daca collecrion and analysis process of the VCA. The following
table describes some of the advantages and disadvantages of using a participatory approach:

Table 4: Strengths and shoricomings of the participatory approach

STRENGTHS SHORTCOMINGS

Provides more reliable and qualitative Will not provide data available from nationai-
understanding of various risk group vulnerabilities level information sources which are often desired
and capacities by the donor community.

Creates a strong community ownership in the Participatory approach requires greater
assessment process. sensitivity, time and resources to conduct.

Builds a stronger foundation for creahng May lead to unredlistic expectation of assistance
sustainable programmes with local communities., offered in future developmen_t programmes.
Effective in developing both a long- and short- Process oo complicated if the objective of the
term approach to risk and hazard mitigation and VCA [s to develop a 'baseline’ to assess future
response. programmes.

The Red Cross Societies in Bolivia and Argentina used a partictpatory approach in their VCA
to assess the critical needs of vulnerable groups and to develop more impactful programmes
to assist groups to become self-sufficient. The following case study describes the process used
and key lessons learned:

Case study
Bolivian Red Cross/Argentine Red Cross —
Participatory methods for assessing vulnerable communities

VCA has been used in Bolivia and in Argentina in order 1o strengthen and support the work of
approximately 2,000 Red Cross branches. This task included training branch members in
parhcipatory planning and vulnerability analysis methods. Anq, to continue the work of the Red
Cross at the community level. the active participation of vulnerable groups was sought in the
diagnosis and prioritization of problems affecting their communities

A SWOT analysis was undertaken at two levels: at the branch level involving management
committees. technical staff and volunteers; and at the National Society level (involving members
working with local institutions, vulnerable groups, the general public and International Federation
staff).

The participatory approach used was felt to be of cruclal importance to adding greater clarity to
the roles and technical capacity required by the Red Cross to sharpen the focus of its work and
develop social projects which have a more direct impact on target groups

Different cultural levels in the assessment areas made it necessary to adapt the methods to meet
the conditions faced, which led to more time and resources being required to develop the
assessment and fraining process. Resistance to new ideas was observed in areas where tradition
and cultural norms were very strong and problems were encountered between managernent
consultants and volunteers that impeded the progress of the assessment

Finally. the process revedled several internal organizational weaknesses, The National Societies
gained an understanding of an institutional dependence on its strong leaders, a weak
institutional image in the community and an inability to attract new volunteers who would bring
with them new and innovative strategies and technicat skills to design sacial programmes to
address very complex issues. With their problems well identified, the two Red Cross Societies in
Bolivia and Argenting were able to create plans to reduce their vuinerabilities.
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The place of VCA within National Society activities

Another effecuve parucipatory method of VCA is the participatory rural appraisal (PRA).
This method is used to analyse people’s livelihood — how people survive (what are their
capacities) and what is perceived as a threat to their survival (what are their vulnerabilities)
Using the PRA will help National Societies to understand how people are affected by
different risks and the reason why they are cither capable or incapable of withstanding a
spectfic hazard. Many local development organizations have been using PRA or RRA (rapid
rural appraisal) methods to add important information in their evaluative and decision-
making processes. PRA techniques can include tools for examination of the following socio-
economic factors:

W Physical world: Maps are used to describe the spatial dimensions of the
community, show aspects of the physicat environment and human activihes
that toke place within it.

B Groups of people: Wealth and well-being ranking and social mapping are used
to classify people into groups.

B Institutions: Organizational, economic and kinship charts are used o express the
relationships between locdl organizations and social groups.

H Time use: Daily time-use charts and seasonal calendars can capture cyclical
variations in activities (such os income and expendiiure from various activifies),
seasonal variation in food availability, and employment and income
diversification. Histoncal diagrams and time lines can be used to represent
changes taking place through time.

B Sequences: Flow charts and problem frees are useful diagnostic tools that can
assist understanding of the flow and sequence of activities in a community.

W Comparisons: The use of graphs, charts and matrix ranking and scoring can
provide the means to'compare the people, activities and objects among
individuals and communities.

More information on the variety of PRA tools will be forthcoming to National Societies 1n
the planned VCA Toolbox and the Bibliography on Disaster Preparedness now in
development by the International Federation and planned for distribution by June 2000. On
the following page, two cases studies are presented from the Nepal Red Cross and the
Bangladesh Red Crescent. The first describes the Nepali experience using both SWOT and
PRA techniques of assessment; the second discusses the Bangladesh Red Crescent’s use of
VCA to support institutional restructuring,
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Case study
Nepal Red Cross — Using PRA/SWOT techniques

The Nepal Red Cross (NCR) conducted two pilot VCA in different areas with distinct socio-
economic profiles in order to identify vulnerabilities and capacities in their community
development programmes as well as in their efforts directed af institutional development PRA
techniques were used in the assessment of community programmes, while a SWOT analysis was
employed for the institutional development programme analysis. Staff and volunteers received
fraining on the purpose of the VCA and in methods o conduct this assessment.

The PRA process helped the NRC to better understand the vulnerability of at-risk populations.
The NRC redlized that vulnerability was interrelated to facters of food praduction, seasonal
migration. landlessness, literacy and access to safe water. These factors were screened through
a set of indicators including longevity (life expectancy), knowledge (literacy and educahon)
and access to resources. Districts were then ranked in accordance to the values given

to these indicators.

The NRC was also able to extend its knowledge of traditional beliefs and customs that influence
behaviour at local levels. The PRA was instrumental in motivating communities to develop groups
to address their own core problems through self-initiated projects

An important lesson learned was that the level of effort and time invested to create programmes
which have the most impact upon the most vulnerable segment of the population is affected by
a highly-stratified social system and traditional cultural customs.

Case study
Bangladesh Red Crescent — Institutional restructuring

The Bangladesh Red Crescent (BRC) decided to change from a centralized relief response
agency to a more decentralized structure that would apply a community-based approach

to disaster preparedness. To prepare for this changes, the BRC organized a workshop aimed

at orienting middle- and senior-level management to new approaches and creating a positive
attitude for the restructuring. A consultancy firm was recruited to define and droft critical
objectives and internal capacities for the National Society 1o describe roles, relationships and
challenges for each department.

A fulHime multidisciplinary task force was assigned to develop a long-term disaster preparedness
plan and strategy in collaboration with ail BRC stakeholders and communities. The task force
employed a PRA atthe community level while a SWOT analysis was used ot the National Society
headquarters and unit levels. The results of the assessments offered a wealth of knowledge about
the nature and solutions on the issues of vulnerability and disaster risks. The process contributed

to a gradudl transformation of the National Society - from a highiy cenfralized to a decentralized
organization.

In the final assessment of the process, the BRC feit that the external consuttants could have been
rmore effective if they had acquired a background of the Red Cross/Red Crescent Movement
and an understanding of the institutional framework and polihical siructure of the National
Soclety. The time line of six months was found to be insufficient for the assessments pianned

and the level of support from target communihies was siow in developing.

National Society staff were reiuctant to describe organizational weaknesses or offer critical
recommendations - symptomathc of uncertainty of the motives for initiating the restructuring
process. Tension was aiso evident about the move to shift from a traditional top-down approach
by management 1o one of decentralized responsipilities. This latter problem posed challenges
for the BRC in establishing linkages between closely-related departments within the BRC
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Data collection

Experience of National Societies and other organizations engaged in vulnerability and
capacity assessments is that the participatory process described in many PRA handbooks is
not feasible during periods of chaos. For example, in Uganda, Oxfam sought to understand
how war-ravaged communities were coping in an environment of extreme, adverse
conditons. Using PRA techniques, members of the community were encouraged to relate
how they would react if armed combatants returned to the community. Most informants
refused to discuss this evenruality. The population most traumatized by the war felt they
could not defend themselves against such a risk and elected not to think about or discuss any
means to mitigate the risk.

Thus, an important lesson to recall is that people living in times of extreme tension may not
necessarily want to support a participatory VCA process. And, National Societies may decide
to use other means to collect important data for decision-making,

For many National Societies, secondary data collection may be the most cost-effective and
efficient form of VCA. By searching documentation already developed by governments, the
United Nations (UN), development- and research-based organizations, Nartional Societies
may be able to extract a wealth of informauon on vulnerabilities and capacities. Given the
advances made in information technology, access to relevant data and how such informarion
could be used by National Societies as an approach to VCA should be given due
consideration.

The International Federation and Nationa! Societies have traditionally used questionnaires as
an approach to assessment. Questionnaires are as useful as their questions are pertinent.
However, they do run the risk of overlooking vital questions that may result in an incomplete
understanding of vulnerabilities and capacities. Pilot testing a questionnaire may reduce this
possibility as well as clarifying the precise information sought in each question.

The design of effective questionnaires is a special skill that Narional Societies can acquire
from a vartety of sources ranging from academic institutions to social services or managerial
consultants. They will be able to guide the process by clearly defining the informational needs
of the National Society, the development of a uniform understanding of each question asked,
the training of interviewers using the questionnaire, the process to be used to complete and
assess the information collected and how it can be used to support the decision-making
process of the National Society.

The following rable offers the main advantages and disadvantages in the use of questionnaires
in assessments:

Table 5: Questionnaires — Advantages/Disadvantages

ADVANTAGES DISADVANTAGES

Study can be tailored to specific informational A narrowly-focused desigh may miss the

needs. collection of important information.

Quantitative data collection can be used in Technical expertise necessary in design of

simple, comparative assessments. complex statisfical questionnaires.

More effective methodology to produce desired Training of inferviewers how o use the

results. questonnare is essential,

Less expensive process when compared with Questionnaire results require a sensiive analysis of

other in-depth qualitative studies. data collected
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Mapping hazards and risks

Although participatory techniques for assessment can be used when mapping hazards and
risks, information can be offered from readily-available information from governments, the
UN and other sources engaged in disaster preparedness. Secondary sources may offer both a
national- and regional-level assessment of hazards and attempts to describe the risk factors of
the populations to specific hazards. However, the ever-changing environment and patterns of
vulnerability of communities in disaster-prone areas will require mapping local vulnerabilities
in order to plan community-based risk reduction measures.

Considerable progress has been made by local and international organizations in using risk
mapping to gather information on the priorities, requirements and perceptions of those at
risk. The important lesson learned in mapping hazards and risks for National Socieries is the
need to move beyond concentrating on the imposition of external solutions to communicy
problems and the physical aspects of hazards and risks.

Sharing information

Another important, and often overlooked, aspect of the VCA process is how National
Societies plan to document and share the results of the assessment. For any study directed at
creating an institutional or attitudinal change, it is essential to make the results available to
other stakeholders whether inside or outside the National Society. National Societies need
not rely on written reports to share important information collected or analysed. Letting
people from vulnerable communities tell their own stories to describe awareness of key
hazards and their decision-making processes to arrive at a mitigation or coping strategy can
be effective in raising the awareness of National Society staff and volunteers.

Throughout the VCA process, it must be kept in mind whe will use the informarion collected
and Aow the informarion will be used. It is also essential that a structure be in place to capture
feedback and dialogue berween the key stakeholders and those within the National Society
who will use the information.

In summary, it is important to note that most National Societies will use a combinartion of
approaches in the VCA process. The wide range of ‘high-tech’ systems such as global early
warning and remote sensing with creative combinations of PRA to assess community
perceptions will depend upon the objectives, resource commitment/internal capacities and
operating environment of the National Society. The putpose of this guide is to describe
various options that National Societies can choose to best meet their organizational needs.



PART FOUR
Using the results

of a vulnerability and
capacity assessment

The road ahead

Natural disasters during the past 25 years (drought, hurricanes, earthquake, fires and floods
around the world) have shown that the disasters themselves and the risks they pose can erase
years, and even decades, of economic development and investment. In addition, since the
beginning of the 1990s, experience has shown that ‘disaster’ response has also had to deal
with the consequences of societal and state collapse (from the Gulf war to the implosion of
Yugoslavia to the disintegration of Somalia and Sierra Leone and the genocide of Rwanda).

Managing the risk of natural hazards is a huge task. To incorporate a response to man-made
disasters into the process of preparedness makes this task even more challenging. The task for
the International Federation and National Societies is enormous: to continue to develop
imaginative programmes that convert the vulnerabilities of at-risk groups into strengths
while, at the same time, creating disaster-resilient communities. Achieving this objective
means focusing more effort on reducing a community’s vulnerability to disaster episodes.

The International Federation and National Societies are well placed to address communiry
vulnerabilities through proactive disaster preparedness programmes that deal with the critical
problems of vulnerabilities, while disaster response programmes offer crucial relief and
recovery assistance. 1he key to success in both dimensions lies in being able to determine
whar informartion the National Society needs to act, how to create the most effective plan to
collect and analyse this information, and how to arrive at a plan of action that provides the
most effective solution to core problems.

Common challenges

A great challenge to National Societies using VCA is in dealing with the diversity of
vulnerabilities and capacities of people in society. People will demonstrate not only
differences in their capacities and vulnerabilities, but also in their willingness to accept
varying degrees of risk to prevailing hazards. In conducting a VCA, it 1s important to examine
the level of understanding of people at all levels of society to cope with disaster events in
order to plan effective disaster mitigation and preparedness plans.

Local perceptions of vulnerability and vulnerable groups can vary greatly among staff and
volunteers in a National Society. When this occurs, it is easy to label a group as potentially
helpless victums during the next disaster. It is essential to keep an open mind when exploring
the capacities and vulnerabilities of people to risk. A useful tool is to ask the following
questions to both members of the Nauonal Society and to members of targer communities:

B Who is vulnerable ?

B To whar particular hazards are they vulnerable?

=2<
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W What are the capacities of the people to mitigate these hazards?

M Have the risks of the vulnerable groups been integrated into National Society
planning?

B Have the vulnerable groups been involved in the development of preparedness plans?

B Who has influenced the development of National Society mitigation and disaster
preparedness planning?

Over time, the vulnerabilities and capacities of National Society target groups may vary. This
1s particularly evident in countries thac have been affected by a disaster of unexpecred
proportions or repeated disaster episodes that provide no opportunity for vulnerable groups
to recover. VCA should, therefore, be considered as a wol to be used regularly in che planning
process for the development of mitigation and emergency response programmes as well as in
post-disaster rehabilitation planning.

Recalling three steps

Step 1: Understanding the importance of VCA

W Disaster preparedness is @ proactive process of reducing societies”
vulnerability to naturct ond man-made hazards. VCA contributes to
understanding the needs and aptitudes of people living with the greatest
tisk

B Disasters are not problems that can be solved in isolaiion. Nationat Soclefies
must work with governments, NGOs, other stakeholders and vulnerable
groups to contribute to sustainable solutions. VCA brings key stakeholders
fogether 1o seek for solutions.

B Effective disaster preparedness and disaster response planning requires
organizational strengths in both capacity bullding and mitigation and in
service provision and logistics, VCA helps organizations assess their strengths
and weaknesses to respond to both dimensions of preparedness and
response.

Step 2:; Preparing for a VCA

B The measurement of a cornmunity’s and/or an organization’s vulnercability is
a major investment in resources and stafffvolunteer time. Remember to ask:
"What can a National Society gain by undertaking a VCA?"

8 Any change in the fraditional activihes and operations of a National Society
requires the full support of the membership. Remember to ask: *s the
National Society prepared to learn from the results of the VCA and
committed to adopting new programmes and practices to achieve greater
resuits in helping people at risk?”

W Assessing the vulnerability and capacity of a society is a task that is best
shared with key stakeholders, Remember to ask: “Have extemal
stakeholders been informed and given the opportunity to contribute to the
planning, initiation and assessment process of the VCA?"

B The success of a National Society will be greater if staff and volunteers
remember to:
Plan ample tims for training of staff and voluntesrs.
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Pilot test the VCA to identify both its strengths and weaknesses, and
50 achieve expectations,
Be patient - VCA is a lengthy process.

Step 3: Using the results of the VCA

VCA, as a diagnoshic and planning tool contributes to:
Understanding the nature and the levei of risk vuinerable people face.
Understanding where these risks come from and who will be the worst
affected.
Identifying what capacities exist to reduce risks for the most vulnerable,

Strengthening organizational and programme impact to be more
effective.

Sharing the information from the VCA with key stakeholders will contribute
to bulding a stronger network for developing future programmes with
vulnerable groups, government, NGOs and other key stakeholders.

Lessons learned from case studies

The case studies briefly illustrated in this guide have contributed to the development of
relevant lessons learned by National Societies. Important information to recall is-

VCA will be a useful process in the targeting of mirigation and disaster response
programmes benefiting the most vulnerable groups of society.

The parricipatory approach in VCA is effective when adequate time 1s allowed for
communities, National Societies and other key players to plan, initiate and assess
information. It 15 also important not to underestimate the time required to plan for
implementing any change in operational or programmatic functions recommended

from che VCA.

The active participation of National Societies, at all levels, is required to ensure that
the purpose of the VCA, the results of the data collected and the assessment process
are consistent.

Assessing both the capacity and vulnerability of at-risk groups and the internal capaciry
of the Narional Society can be undertaken using the VCA process.

Devote time rto institutional capacity training in VCA methods with staff and
volunteers. Explain the difference between the VCA approach and the more traditional
needs-based assessment. Ensure that staff and volunteers understand that VCA is an
ongoing process to maintain the efficiency and effectiveness of National Society
programmes to the ever-changing conditions of people ar risk.

VCA can contribure valuable information on the status of vulnerable groups to share
with government authorities and other key stakeholders engaged in development and
disaster preparedness programmes. National Societies have the opportunity to become
proactive in advocating for the populations ar risk.

Take into consideration local/national events when planning VCA schedules.
Remember to ask, “Are there any particular holidays or events in the study area that
will affect the VCA's initiation?”

Ensure that VCA methods selected are culturally appropriate and sensttive to the
people contrtbuting to the process. If uncertain of the appropriateness of the study
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methods, consult with academic or civil society institutions that have experience in
field-level data collection for advice and guidance. Then pilot test study methods to
ensure that the necessary information will be received.

W When using consultants, be sure to provide a thorough briefing on the National
Society and the Movement. This preparation will enable the consultant to contribute
more effectively to the achievement of the assessment objectives.

B And finally, BE PATIENT. The VCA process can be very time consuming, expensive
and difficult.

CONCLUSION

The need exists for National Societies to interact more effectively with vulnerable
communitics, government and other key stakcholders in order to create more effective
disaster preparedness planning. The time for greater interaction is now — prior to the next
disaster when each stakeholder is able to be proactive in mitigation activities. It is not
optimistic to expect that better understanding of the core factors influencing vulnerabilities
of at-risk communities will help develop more effective programmes initiated by National
Societies.

VCA can provide both a greater understanding of local conditions of life and of how effective
organizations will be in raising the capacities of at-risk populations to cope with recurring
shocks affecting their livelihood. While the reduction of vulnerability to disasters should be
the ultimate goal of preparedness, National Societies must also focus on critical needs when
a crisis arises.

It is, therefore, essential for the International Federation and National Societies to ensure
they maintain the ability to keep in step with global and local environmental changes and are
aware of the ever-evolving conditions thar can alter the capacities and vulnerabilities of the
people they serve.



