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Introduction
The impact of disastrous natural events has again
and again caused enormous human suffering and
posed enormous challenges for emergency response
and recovery. Within just a few hours or even minutes, tropical windstorms (hurricanes, cyclones or
typhoons), floods, volcanic eruptions, earthquakes
or tsunamis have killed or injured tens of thousands
of people, destroyed their homes, or set the economic development of an area or a whole country back
several decades.
Beside major disasters, a wide range of small-scale
extreme events, such as landslides, may also apt to
cause signiﬁcant and repeated damage until people
become aware of natural hazards and prepare themselves appropriately for the events they may trigger.
Today, ninety-seven per cent of all deaths caused by
extreme natural events occur in developing countries.
The last decades have seen a sharp rise in the number of disastrous natural events and in the numbers
of people they hit as well as the economic damage
they wrought. The trend continues, with more than
200 million people now affected by natural disasters
every year (cf. International Federation of Red Cross
and Red Crescent Societies 2009: World Disaster
Report 2009).
This has a considerable impact on people‘s chances
of survival, their living conditions and their dignity, all
the more so if they are poor and belong to disadvantaged groups in less developed countries.
Man-made climate change is exacerbating this problem as it comes with an increase in extreme weather
events such as torrential rains, ﬂoods or heat waves
and rising sea levels. This ampliﬁes the risks, particularly for communities living in less developed countries, where people‘s scope of action for adapting to
this threat is severely restricted by poverty.

People in developing countries are particularly threatened by
extreme natural hazards and climate change.
Picture: GRC 2009

The German Red Cross (GRC) is part of the worldwide Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement, whose
components are the International Committee of the
Red Cross (ICRC), the International Federation of Red
Cross and Red Crescent Societies (Federation), and
presently 188 recognized National Red Cross or Red
Crescent Societies (National Societies). The Geneva
Conventions and their Additional Protocols provide
an international legal basis for the Movement, with
the ICRC, in particular, endowed with a mandate of
the international community to act as the guardian of
international humanitarian law.
The GRC and the other recognized National Societies derive their speciﬁc mandate and tasks from the
Geneva Conventions and their Additional Protocols as
well as the resolutions of the International Red Cross
and Red Crescent Conferences, which are attended
by delegations of the National Societies, the ICRC
and the Federation as well as representatives of the
states parties to the Geneva Conventions.
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National Societies have the role of voluntary auxiliaries in the humanitarian services of their governments, including emergency aid in response to disasters. However, their aid must always be delivered in
compliance with the fundamental principles of the
Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement. This implies
respecting the neutrality, impartiality and independence of every National Society.
The GRC‘s legal status and mandate in Germany are
enshrined in the so-called German Red Cross Act, in
effect since 2008. The federal government thus recognized the GRC as auxiliary to the German authorities
in the humanitarian ﬁeld.
In Germany, the GRC has developed a so-called
complex assistance system in order to ensure health
services and care for the country‘s residents. This
system comprises emergency medical services,
medical care for the ill, social care for vulnerable
people, aid to children and youth, and many other
elements. The GRC integrates these multifaceted
services into a coherent whole, with a view to effective and needs oriented management of emergencies, damage situations and disasters.
As part of and in consultation with other components
of the Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement, the
GRC also participates in a large number of humanitarian aid and development programmes and projects in currently more than 45 countries of the globe.
Such programmes and projects are always run
in cooperation with the National Red Cross or
Red Crescent Society on site. Their aims are to
help those affected by disaster or conﬂict according
to their needs and to support the most vulnerable
groups of the community (particularly women and
children) in improving their living conditions. The GRC
moreover promotes civil society in partner countries
by contributing to the structural development of the
National Society on site, in order to enable them to
respond more effectively to the needs of their own
community.
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The GRC focuses on sustainable development which
empowers communities to access primary health
care, safe drinking water and food. It contributes to
poverty reduction in order to reduce communities‘
vulnerability and increase their resilience. The GRC
feels that taking action when disaster strikes is not
enough.
Measures designed to avoid or limit disastrous
impacts and to adequately prepare vulnerable communities must be taken before extreme natural
events occur.
The GRC‘s response to the sometimes complex natural hazards of today and tomorrow is based on its
track record and long experience in humanitarian aid
and development cooperation. This response includes Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR) and supporting
the institutional development of National Societies
with the aim to avert and mitigate human suffering.
Though extreme natural events will keep occurring in
the future, they need not necessarily have disastrous
impacts on the affected communities, provided that
communities are properly prepared. This brochure
introduces the GRC‘s approach and experience in
the ﬁeld of Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR) and Climate
Change Adaptation (CCA).

International Disaster Risk Reduction
and Climate Change Adaptation at the GRC
Basis and scope of Disaster Risk Reduction

Basis and scope of Disaster Risk Reduction
People usually call it a disaster when an extreme natural event such as an earthquake or ﬂoods have caused
a ‘ serious disruption of the functioning of a community or a society involving widespread human, material, economic or environmental losses and impacts,
which exceeds the ability of the affected community or society to cope using its own resources‘
(UNISDR 2009). A community hit by such a disaster
will depend on national or international relief.
However, a natural event can only trigger a disaster if it happens where a community is vulnerable.
Vulnerability to disasters is caused by numerous
societal conditions and factors which exacerbate a
community‘s exposure to hazards. Physical factors
(such as unsafe building practices), economic factors
(such as poverty and malnutrition), social factors (such
as insufficient school education) and environmental
factors (such as polluted soils) all have a major inﬂuence on people‘s vulnerability to disasters.
Highly vulnerable communities first lack ways and
means to protect themselves from the adverse effects

of extreme natural events. Second, they need substantially longer to recover from the impact of any
disaster.
Practitioners of humanitarian aid and development
cooperation have long started distancing themselves
from the view that the sometimes disastrous impact
of natural events cannot be avoided. The local environment with specific socio-economic and cultural
factors has a crucial role in exacerbating or mitigating such impacts. GRC work takes these factors into
account. Having recognized that communities in less
developed countries face higher risks than others, the
GRC makes provision for diverse vulnerabilities when
planning activities, projects or programmes.
According to the Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development (BMZ), ‘Disaster Risk Reduction comprises the whole systematic and conceptual
framework of measures that are closely linked to
each other and that are taken before a natural hazard
occurs with the aim of limiting or avoiding adverse
impacts of a natural event on society‘ (BMZ 2010).

Vulnerability causing disaster
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Fig. 1: Vulnerability causing disaster.
Source: GRC 2013
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Components of Disaster
Risk Reduction

Risk Analysis
Disaster
Prevention and
Mitigation

Disaster
Preparedness

Fig. 2 : Components of Disaster Risk Reduction.
Source: GRC 2013

DRR aims to reduce existing vulnerabilities while
building communities‘ capacity to help themselves.
Overall, DRR operates in three main areas:
• Risk analysis: Assessment of the existing
natural hazards, vulnerabilities and capacities
available in the community.
• Disaster Prevention and Mitigation: Structural
and non-structural activities designed to avoid
or reduce damage and loss caused by future
disasters. Such activities range from the protection of unstable slopes to raising awareness of
potential disaster risks among those concerned.
• Disaster Preparedness: Activities designed
to effectively prepare communities at risk and
strengthen their response capacity. This will
include building early warning systems, developing community action plans for emergencies or
training search and rescue teams.
The complex international issues and hazards the
world is facing today require aid agencies to adopt
a holistic approach. The GRC therefore considers it
essential to respond during and in the aftermath of
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disasters but particularly also to intervene beforehand. The different DRR components have thus
been identiﬁed as priority tasks for international GRC
cooperation.
The GRC sees it as part of its mission to support
National Societies on site in reducing disaster risks
and vulnerabilities. These National Societies act as
experienced local partners. They are usually involved
in their country‘s DRR services.
Sustainable long-term DRR programmes are expected to also build local DRR capacities, thereby
signiﬁ cantly reducing the need for future relief interventions.
The GRC is running DRR programmes all over the
world. DRR components have a key role in GRC
cooperation in Asia, Africa and Latin America, cutting
across disaster management and as a key sector of
development cooperation.

International Disaster Risk Reduction
and Climate Change Adaptation at the GRC
Disaster Risk Reduction in international context

Disaster Risk Reduction in international context
The United Nations already highlighted the importance of DRR in the last centur y by proclaiming
the 1990s as the International Decade for Natural
Disaster Reduction – IDNDR. Germany was among
the many countries which formed an IDNDR committee at the time. After the end of the decade, this
committee was renamed German Committee for
Disaster Reduction (DKKV ).
Today, the DKKV supports the interaction between
German DRR research and ﬁ eld work. It promotes
innovation and contributes to knowledge transfers,
social dialogue, awareness raising among the public
and the development of community-based response
structures. The GRC played a decisive role in the

foundation of the German IDNDR Committee and is
represented in the DKKV‘s managing committee and
its operational advisory board.
On the international level, some important initiatives
aimed at enhancing DRR came into being after the
end of the international decade. One of the most
important and recent contributions is the Hyogo
Framework for Action 2005 – 2015. It reﬂ ects the
results of the World Conference on Disaster Reduction held in Kobe (Hyogo Prefecture) in Januar y
2005 and was a signiﬁ cant step for the mainstreaming of DRR into sustainable development policy
(cf. UNISDR 2005).

Hyogo Framework for Action 2005 – 2015

Five priorities for action to reduce disaster risks
1.
2.
3.
4.

5.

Ensure that Disaster Risk Reduction is a national and a local priority with a strong institutional
basis for implementation.
Identify, assess and monitor disaster risks and enhance early warning.
Use knowledge, innovation and education to build a culture of safety and resilience at all levels.
Reduce major underlying risk factors by taking for example the state of the environment, land
use planning and climate change into account when designing development and rehabilitation
programmes.
Strengthen disaster preparedness for effective response at all levels.
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Climate change brings on more frequent extreme weather events such as here in Haiti. The relevance of Disaster Risk Reduction thus continues increasing.
Picture: GRC 2008

The international community has identiﬁ ed DRR as
a long-term global task to be taken seriously, and
its importance keeps increasing, for instance in the
context of international climate negotiations.
Published in early 2007, the fourth assessment report
of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC) summarised the findings of independent
climate researchers made in almost 20 years. The
report showed that anthropogenic greenhouse gas
emissions would lead to global warming, rising sea
levels and an increase in the frequency and intensity
of extreme weather events. It also made clear that
climate change is already under way and not just a
problem of the future (cf. IPCC 2007a, b and c).
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As a result, the 13th Conference of the Parties to the
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate
Change (UNFCCC), held in Bali at the end of 2007,
highlighted the importance of DRR in order to adapt
to unavoidable effects of climate change.
The signiﬁcance of DRR as an essential contribution
to the adaptation to climate change was emphasized
again at the end of 2011, when the IPCC published
a Special Report on Managing the Risks of Extreme
Events and Disasters to Advance Climate Change
Adaptation (SREX). This report elaborates on the
importance of early warning systems as a tool to
improve adaptation to increasingly frequent extreme
weather events, among other issues (cf. IPCC 2012).
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Fig. 3: The GRC‘s disaster management spiral.
Source: GRC 2013

Disaster Risk Reduction as a cross-cutting theme in
disaster management provided by the GRC
The GRC‘s disaster management aims to support
conflict victims and people affected by disasters
according to their needs by responding to disasters
or emergencies and to deliver community-based
social services within its aid to recovery.
Cutting across the emergency response and the aid
to recovery delivered in close cooperation by National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies on site,
vulnerable communities and the GRC, DRR has
gained more and more importance in recent years.
According to the approach known as Linking Relief,

Rehabilitation & Development (LRRD), a framework
for subsequent sustainable development should be
provided from the very ﬁrst moment of an emergency
response.
DRR can be integrated into the LRRD approach early,
as a link, with the aim to build communities‘ self-help
capacities as soon as possible and to help particularly vulnerable groups such as women, children and
elderly people reduce their vulnerability to disasters –
as the one experienced very recently.
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Mainstreaming of DRR into the GRC‘s disaster response
• Support first aid or search and
rescue activities of the National
Society on site
• Lay the foundation for subsequent
capacity building at the National
Society

Basic
health

Search
and
e
rescue

Disaster
Response
and DRR

• Set up basic health care units or a field hospital (ERU 1 modules),
involving the National Society on site with a view to subsequent
hand-over
• Provide psycho-social support to the most vulnerable groups and
people
• Identify available national and local health expertise
(at National Society, local hospitals, health centres etc.)
• Strengthen existing health facilities (hospitals, health authorities etc)
at an early stage
• Assess medium to long-term primary health care needs at an early
stage

Relief
supplies

Water
and
sanitation

• Set up water treatment
units (ERU 1 modules)
involving the National
Society with a view to
subsequently handing
over the modules
• Run awareness or
education campaigns
on health and hygiene

Emergency
shelters

• Identify
Id
beneficiaries: the most vulnerable groups of the
community
(children, women, people with diseases or
co
disabilities,
elderly people, culturally or socially marginad
lized
liz groups)
Procure relief supplies on local and regional markets,
• P
taking
care to choose socially and environmentally
ta
acceptable products
ac

• Identify beneficiaries: the most vulnerable groups of the community (children,
women, people with diseases or disabilities, elderly people, culturally or
socially marginalized groups)
• Provide emergency accommodation taking into account hazards such as
floods or landslides
• Procure relief supplies on local and regional markets, taking care to choose
socially and environmentally acceptable products
• Involve the affected communities and make use of local knowledge to reduce
vulnerability, for instance use sturdy timber frame constructions to enhance
resilience to earthquakes
• Launch income-generating activities and support local coping strategies
• Do early assessments for resilient reconstruction

Fig. 4: Mainstreaming of DRR into the GRC‘s disaster response – some examples.
Source: GRC 2013

This can be done by involving the survivors of a disaster in the response as soon as possible, by means
of participatory processes, to avoid their developing
any dependence on external aid. Cash-for-Work programmes can be good for green shoots of the local
economy and generate incomes in a disaster-stricken
area. By involving government agencies, the response to a disaster can create a basis for long-term
cooperation beyond the emergency phase.
In addition, planning for subsequent cooperation on
recovery and development can start in parallel to the

1

ERU = Emergency Response Unit
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disaster response. Early Recovery Assessments can
be used as a tool to identify priorities for the recovery in the early stages of a relief intervention. They
also offer opportunities to point out the importance of
DRR over the long term.
The GRC feels that the sustainable DRR activities are
particularly well suited to efﬁciently link disaster response, resilient reconstruction and subsequent development cooperation, in line with the LRRD approach.
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In disaster response, the top priority of GRC interventions in the wake of a disaster is to save lives and
to contribute to the provision of drinking water, medical care and relief items such as kitchen sets and
hygiene parcels.
While the role of DRR is rather low-key at this stage,
the GRC endeavours from the start to improve the
link between its disaster response and the following
recovery phase. Figure 4 gives examples of how the
GRC links disaster response to DRR in the early stages of an emergency, when supporting search and
rescue operations or providing water and sanitation, emergency shelters, relief supplies and primary
health care.

opened on safe ground, taking into account hazards
and avoiding high risk zones such as flood-prone
areas.
When the GRC sets up mobile emergency response
units (ﬁeld hospital, basic health ERUs or water treatment units) staff and volunteers of the National Red
Cross or Red Crescent Society on site are involved
and given training as early as possible. This will
enable them to run the facilities independently later
on. In addition, hygiene awareness campaigns are
launched during this early phase to prevent epidemic
outbreaks.

Whenever possible, relief supplies for GRC interventions are purchased on local or regional markets to
avoid exacerbating existing vulnerabilities. Moreover,
care is taken to procure goods that are socially and
environmentally acceptable. Emergency shelters are

The recovery phase, which includes reconstruction
and rehabilitation, offers the ﬁrst major opportunities
to reduce the impact of future hazards on communities and to address their vulnerabilities. At this stage,
the GRC‘s priorities are water and sanitation, health,
reconstruction and housing as well as food security
and secure livelihoods.

Showing local Red Cross staff and volunteers how the GRC‘s
ﬁeld hospital works – Training just after the China earthquake
of 2008. Picture: GRC 2008

Pakistan Red Crescent volunteers help operate a water
treatment module during the ﬂ oods of 2010 and are trained
on the job. Picture: GRC 2010
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Mainstreaming of DRR into GRC aid to recovery
• Support agricultural recovery and run incomeegenerating activities
• Distribute appropriate
farm animals and seed
d
• Set up veterinary
services

Food
and livelihood
security

Health

Recovery
and DRR

• Hand over basic health care units or field hospital
(ERU modules) to the National Society or local health
services and provide training for their use
• Develop primary health services, provide training for
health workers
• Support the National Society in running health education programmes (on HIV/AIDS, cholera, malaria etc.)
• Deliver community-based first aid training

Reconsstruction and
housing

Water
er
and
sanitation

• Involv
Involve the people whose houses have been
damaged
or destroyed and have them take an
dama
active part in reconstruction
• Procure building material on local and regional
markets, taking care to choose socially and
environmentally acceptable products
• Provide advanced training for local craftsmen
and the local community on reconstruction for
disaster prevention
• Build back schools, health facilities, homes etc.
taking into account the relevant natural hazards,
i. e. provide stilted, earthquake resistant or
storm-proof buildings, as appropriate

• Hand over water treatment
ment units (ERU modules)
modules to the
National Society and provide training for their use
• Develop (flood resistant) water supply and sanitation
systems
• Rehabilitate and disinfect or build new wells, spring
protections, latrines and water distribution points
• Run hygiene education and awareness campaigns to
prevent diseases

Fig. 5: Mainstreaming of DRR into GRC aid to recovery – some examples.
Source: GRC 2012

Figure 5 shows how the GRC builds activities aimed
at DRR into its aid to recovery. The provision or
improvement of water and sanitation systems with
simultaneous broad hygiene education campaigns
will help prevent the spread of epidemics such as
cholera in the long term. A sustainable supply of
basic food items can be ensured by promoting more
sustainable farming methods. During the recovery
phase, the GRC also hands over any mobile emergency response units to the National Society on
site, which will substantially strengthen local disaster
management capacities. Besides, houses are rebuilt
to resist earthquakes or ﬂoods or both, where and as
necessary.

but most can do it or can at least constitute a basis
for subsequent capacity building to strengthen the
resilience of vulnerable communities.

Not every activity undertaken during the emergency
or recovery phase will necessarily connect to DRR,

Reconstruction: earthquake resistant and ﬂood proof houses
built within a GRC project in Indonesia after the 2004 tsunami.
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Disaster Risk Reduction as a key sector of
development cooperation provided by the GRC
Communities hit by disasters must be enabled to
develop future prospects even for the long term – this
is a cause the GRC has been championing for many
years. As a consequence, the GRC endeavours to
follow up its emergency relief and aid to recovery with
development cooperation.
On the sidelines of disasters, the GRC mainly supports destitute rural communities in less developed
countries in improving their living conditions. This
contributes to the Millennium Development Goals
(MDGs) adopted by the United Nations.
DRR is one of ﬁ ve key sectors of GRC development
cooperation, the other four being health, water and
sanitation, food security and poverty reduction. In this
context, DRR focuses on doing risk assessments,
disaster prevention and mitigation and disaster preparedness.
Genuine DRR will start with a Vulnerability and
Capacity Assessment (VCA) on site, i. e. by identifying and assessing the existing natural hazards,
the vulnerabilities and the response capacities of
a community. The GRC has, for many years, been
using VCAs as a tool to empower local communities
to independently assess their environment with its
natural hazards and disaster risks.
A VCA takes into account local knowledge of natural
hazards, the frequency of disasters and any pre-established structures such as evacuation routes or safe
refuges. Any functioning village committees are involved in the process. Hazard maps are used to identify
the high-risk zones and the safe places in each targeted community. This assessment helps local communities and the GRC work out what the key risks
are. In addition, a VCA will provide information on the
capacities available to cope with these risks.

Vulnerability and Capacity Assessment (VCA)
Inform community members in the project area
on the VCA process
Identify and map risk zones and particularly vulnerable
groups in the project area
(such as people with disabilities)
Develop potential damage scenarios
Identify evacuation routes and potential
refuges in the project area
Identify the livelihoods
(e. g. main crops and their cultivation periods)
of the community
Assess the disaster history of the project area
Assess the social networks
existing in the project area
Discuss and adapt the findings in focus groups
(e. g. women, children, farmers)
Identify and prioritise specific
activities for risk reduction

Have each targeted
community produce and adopt
a community action plan
Fig. 6: Substance of a Vulnerability and Capacity
Assessment (VCA).
Source: GRC 2013

At the end of the assessment, communities agree
on a joint plan of action designed to reduce disaster
risks. As this plan of action will serve as an orientation on the respective priorities for DRR even beyond
the period of foreign cooperation, it makes sense to
support communities in coordinating with the relevant
government authorities in charge of disaster management. This will enable communities to link the measures identiﬁed for local risk reduction to regional or
national development plans and civil protection plans.
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Disaster Prevention and Mitigation at GRC

• Set up stilted (flood-proof),
earthquake-resistant and stormproof buildings
(community centres and
health posts)
• Dig flood channels and build bridges
es
in flood-prone areas
• Provide disaster-resistant water
supply and sanitation systems
• Plant mangroves for coastal protection
• Carry out reforestation campaigns,
reinforce river banks and slopes

Strengthening the
National
Society

Structural
measures

Disasterr
Dis
Prevention
and
Mitigation

NonNon
structural
measures
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

• Support the National Society‘s advocacy with regard to national legislation
(e. g. on civil protection and disaster
management)
• Provide training for National Society
staff and volunteers on topics related
to DRR
• Support the National Society‘s
community-based health services
• Support the development and
equipment of the National Society‘s
branch network
• Support the development of the
National Youth Red Cross or
Youth Red Crescent

Integrate DRR into national school curricula
ricula in cooperation with relevant authorities (ministry of education etc.)
Produce didactic material on natural hazards and risk reduction for schools
Provide advanced training for teachers and school equipment for classes on natural hazards and risk reduction
Carry out awareness campaigns on DRR for vulnerable communities
Produce flyers, posters and radio spots on natural hazards and protective measures that can be taken at local
and regional levels
Provide training on storm-proof and earthquake-resistant building at community level
Provide information on flood-tolerant crops and improved irrigation techniques
Promote the diversification of cultivation methods and animal husbandry
Introduce drought-tolerant seed for small farmers (and train them how to use it)
Encourage women to form groups to use social pressure and implement income-generating activities
Improve primary health care
Provide health and hygiene education (on HIV/AIDS, cholera, malaria) and distribute mosquito nets

Fig. 7: Examples of disaster prevention and mitigation activities run by the GRC.
Source: GRC 2013

However, doing a VCA and drawing up an action plan
as a result will only make sense and be helpful if the
measures identiﬁed for local risk reduction are really
implemented and if the capacities available at community level are promoted and strengthened. Where
this applies, the VCA can be used as a tool for DRR
project planning and implementation adapted to
needs and based on existing capacities.
A VCA thus forms the basis of the DRR programmes
and projects run by the GRC, which contribute to
preventing or reducing loss and damage caused by
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future disasters and to preparing National Societies
as well as disaster-prone communities for future extreme events.
Disaster Prevention and Mitigation as undertaken
by the GRC comprises activities that contribute to preventing or mitigating the impact of future disasters in
the medium or long term. On the one hand, the GRC
focuses such action on structural and non-structural
activities implemented within a community-based
approach. On the other hand, it supports the National
Societies of disaster-prone countries (cf. ﬁg. 7).
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Community members working on a participatory vulnerability
and capacity assessment in Tanga, Tanzania.

A Sri Lankan Red Cross volunteer presents the risk map of a
community taking part in a DRR project sponsored by the GRC.

Picture: GRC 2008

Picture: GRC 2012

Structural activities are often about civil engineering
such as the construction of storm-proof community
centres, flood channels and flood-proof bridges,
ﬁxing slopes prone to landslides by sustainable reforestation or protecting coastal areas by planting mangroves. However, another important part of structural
disaster mitigation consists in supporting National
Society facilities such as health posts.

For GRC purposes, the term non-structural measures refers mainly to awareness raising, for instance
by sharing technical knowledge on natural hazards
and DRR with school students and teachers, and to
the production of supporting educational material. In
the GRC‘s view, awareness of natural hazards is an
important prerequisite for successfully introducing
safer building methods and standards or more appropriate, risk-conscious land use within communitybased DRR programmes.
Disaster prevention and mitigation are most effective
where activities follow up the ﬁndings of a preceding
VCA and where structural and non-structural activities
are combined appropriately.
Disaster Preparedness – preparing for future disasters – is another key sector of GRC action for DRR,
once again with a double focus on community-based
approaches and capacity-building for the respective
National Societies (cf. ﬁg. 8).

Educating the local community on ﬂood protection in Togo.
Picture: GRC 2010

Their role as auxiliary in the humanitarian services
of their governments gives National Societies a special responsibility in the event of a disaster. The GRC
therefore assists them in establishing emergency
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Disaster Preparedness at GRC
Community-based
preparedness

National
Society preparedness

• Form, train and equip
local and regional intervention teams to provide
e
first aid as well as search
ch and
rescue services (including
ng canine
squads, mountaineers and lifeguards, where appropriate)
• Develop, train and equip emergency medical services, ambulance
services and blood transfusion
services
• Establish and equip operations
rooms as well as monitoring and
information centres to coordinate
disaster management in emergencies
• Establish local warehouses and
logistics centres to handle relief
supplies in the event of a disaster
(and produce guidelines for
warehouse management)
• Provide training for National Society professionals on the management of local evacuation sites and
community shelters
• Establish DRR funds and provide
training on their management

Disaster
Preparedness
Pre

• Form, train and equip local community
committees to coordinate local response
to disasters
• Form, train and equip community-based
intervention teams to provide first aid as
well as search and rescue services
(focus on training for female team leaders)
• Build or expand and equip local
evacuation sites and community shelters
(and train community members how to
manage these facilities)
• With community committees and intervention teams, make plans for emergencies
• Provide first-aid training for teachers and
organise simulation exercises in schools

Communitybased early
warning
• Form, train and equip local early warning
warn
teams and link them to National Society
branches, local authorities and any existing national early warning systems
• Equip communities with an emergency alarm and early warning system
(e. g. water level gauges, sirens etc.)
• Encourage regular monitoring of potential hazards (e. g. rivers) and information
sharing with the National Society and local authorities
• Encourage public signposting and maintenance of evacuation routes identified
in the VCA
• Organise regular evacuation drills at community level in consultation with government
authorities
• Cooperate with local media, mobile phone providers, churches, temples and
mosques to disseminate information and early warnings (e. g. on radio and TV,
by SMS or through loudspeaker systems)

Fig. 8: Examples of GRC contributions to disaster preparedness.

Source: GRC 2013

medical services, ambulance services and appropriate information and control centres, which will enable
them to respond even more effectively and coordinate more swiftly with the government authorities in
charge of disaster management.
The GRC moreover suppor ts the formation and
training of ﬁ rst aid brigades and search and rescue
teams at local and regional levels. It encourages
communities to work out emergency action plans
and evacuation plans and to organise evacuation
drills at regular intervals. Such preparations can save
lives during earthquakes, tsunamis, ﬂoods or tropical
windstorms in coastal countries. The GRC pays particular attention to the participation of women in these
activities.
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Robust bridges in north-west Pakistan will provide access to
villages even during ﬂash ﬂoods.
Picture: GRC 2010
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Training canine squads of the Iranian Red Crescent – with
GRC support.
Picture: GRC 2007

Setting up local early warning systems is crucial in
this context. Early warning will effectively contribute
to DRR only if it reaches the threatened communities in time and if they accept the message and have
previously practised their response. Ensuring uninterrupted and fast communication chains that reach out
even to remote communities is therefore paramount.

Water level gauges are monitored by local early warning
teams in Togo to ensure timely evacuation of ﬂ ood-prone
villages. Picture: GRC 2012

The GRC goes in for DRR programmes that are not
limited to so-called hardware, i. e. merely technical

solutions or stockpiling of relief supplies, with occasional problems of its own. DRR is most successful where it takes a bottom-up approach and starts by
involving disaster-prone communities in decisions on the
line of action to be taken. Where technology-based early
warning systems or shelter buildings are provided, the
people in the area will also need to know how to respond when the alarm is sounded. With many years of
experience to draw on, the GRC knows how to organise
social mobilisation for DRR.

GRC-supported ﬁrst aid training for school children on the
east coast of India.

Earthquake simulation exercise at Magara Primary School in
the Philippines, within an integrated DRR project.

Picture: GRC 2009

Picture: Rob Few, Federation 2009
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Disaster Risk Reduction and the other key sectors of
GRC development cooperation
The GRC has considerably increased the importance
given to DRR within development cooperation (DC).
At the same time, however, the GRC is seeking to
mainstream the different components and activities of
DRR into projects and programmes of other DC sectors as a complementary cross-cutting task.
The GRC has wide experience in supporting longterm development processes in less developed countries, where it focuses on health, water, sanitation and
hygiene, as well as food security, poverty reduction
– and DRR.
When implementing DC projects in cooperation with
National Societies on site, the GRC pursues a double
aim:
1. To support the most vulnerable sections of the
community in creating better living conditions and
sustainable local development.
2. To support the partner country‘s civil society
through the institutional development of their
National Red Cross or Red Crescent Society,
enabling them to effectively assist local communities when and as required.
Poor health, inadequate water supply and poverty
determine the degree of vulnerability to extreme
natural hazards, which tends to be particularly high
among women and children.
By improving people‘s health and their food supply
and reducing poverty, the GRC also contributes to
reduce vulnerability to extreme natural events through
projects in other DC sectors.
To be efficient, however, all action aimed at development must take into account the socio-economic
environment as well as natural hazards. The GRC has
therefore started integrating VCAs, as well as disas-
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Developing voluntary services and civil society in the Philippines. Picture: GRC 2009

ter prevention, disaster mitigation and disaster preparedness into the project planning and implementation in other DC sectors. On the other hand, tools and
activities developed for other DC sector can be used
in DRR projects where assessments on site identify
corresponding needs.
Such broader, integrated approaches, which combine
participatory activities related to DRR, health, water
sanitation – hygiene and poverty reduction into multisectoral programmes, can reduce people‘s vulnerability, enhance their resilience and ensure sustainable
local development at the same time.
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The challenge of climate change
The greatest challenge currently facing GRC disaster management and development cooperation is the
anthropogenic human-induced climate change combined with demographic growth, urbanization, which
in less developed countries often lacks planning, the
resulting dependence on vulnerable supply channels
and the over-exploitation of vital resources.
The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC) already forecasted, in its fourth assessment
report of 2007, that the global average temperature of
the atmosphere could rise by up to 6.4 Celsius (43F)
until the end of the present century, causing a rise
in sea levels which would threaten the existence of
people living in coastal areas and a great number of
island countries. The main cause of this trend is the
unchecked emission of greenhouse gases (GHG),
particularly carbon dioxide (CO 2 ), as fossil energy
sources are used and forests are cut on a large scale
in many regions of our planet.
Climate change is not only a problem for future
generations. It is already taking place and affecting
the lives of people in developing countries. Extreme
weather events are nowadays blamed for 75 per cent

of the natural disasters recorded globally (cf. DKKV
2009) and disrupt entire infrastructure systems in less
developed countries. The German Advisory Council on Global Change (cf. WBGU 2008) and even
the United Nations have therefore described climate
change as a threat to international security.
This trend is threatening to get worse as rising sea
levels, increasing torrential rains and ﬂoods, stronger
tropical windstorms, with more frequent and more
severe droughts and greater incidence of diseases
such as malaria, all caused by climate change, could
accelerate and exacerbate social destabilisation.
Climate change and the resulting extreme weather
events are therefore posing the urgent threat of an
increase in humanitarian crises, with the poorest sections of humanity initially hit hardest. To the GRC, this
means the risk of a slow-down in economic development and a sharp rise in poverty, most notably in the
countries which to date remain less developed. This
throws even more doubt on the accessibility of the
millennium development goals adopted by the United
Nations‘ member states at the millennium summit of
Johannesburg in 2000 (cf. BMZ 2011).

Cause and effects of climate change
Use of fossil combustibles
(oil, coal, gas)
Rising concentration of greenhouse gas in the
atmosphere (CO2 a. o.)
Rising global average temperature
(global warming)
Change in average weather
conditions

Change in the frequency and
intensity of extreme weather events

Fig. 9: Cause and effects of climate change.
Source: GRC 2013

19

International Disaster Risk Reduction
and Climate Change Adaptation at the GRC
The challenge of climate change

Damage caused by ﬂoods in Pakistan in 2010.
Picture: GRC 2010

Speciﬁc climate projections have been used to identify
particularly vulnerable regions such as the Sahel zone,
western and southern Africa, the Caribbean, South
Asia and Southeast Asia. These are regions where the
GRC has been co-operating with National Red Cross
or Red Crescent Societies for years, in some cases
even for decades.
The impact of climate change is directly affecting the
work of the Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement:
Any increase in disastrous events poses a new challenge to the immediate response and requires additional efforts to be made for subsequent recovery. Humanitarian actors will soon be unable to cope unless
signiﬁcant progress is made in building local response
capacities.
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Nor can strengthening response capacities alone be
considered an adequate response to climate change,
as its consequences will also affect health, water and
sanitation, poverty reduction and food security, with
the amounts of arable land and fresh water available
worldwide set to decline, among other resources.
Improved DRR is therefore required to help communities in developing countries adapt to the implications
of climate change and prepare for extreme weather
events. Hence the imperative to take into account
future climate hazards when planning DRR activities.
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Adapting to climate change
Addressing climate change and its humanitarian
implications, particularly for those who are more vulnerable, is a central task of the GRC by virtue of the
Red Cross Movement‘s core mandate.
While effectively solving the climate crisis by reducing
greenhouse gas emissions and limiting global warming will primarily depend on the success of political
negotiations at international level, the GRC and the
Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement are aware
of the necessity to also adopt environmentally friendly
practices for themselves and their action.

The GRC regularly provides local and expatriate staff with
training on climate change adaptation, organised in close
cooperation with the Climate Centre, as in East Africa in 2011.
Picture: GRC 2011

As climate change is already happening and its
impact is set to increase, especially where vulnerable communities in developing countries are concerned, it is paramount to support communities in these
countries in adapting as effectively as possible to
the implications of climate change that are no longer
avoidable.
The wide range of experience and approaches used
in DRR is key to designing effective Climate Change
Adaptation (CCA). The focus is on strategies used
in the past to address extreme weather events, but
these strategies will have to be adapted to take into
account the risks of the future.
The Federation was one of the ﬁ rst major organisations outside the environmentalist movement to point
out, as early as in the 1990s, that climate change
would pose a serious threat.
In 2002, the Movement created the Red Cross Red
Crescent Climate Centre in The Hague as an international reference centre which commands vast
background information on different regional climate
hazards and supports National Societies in integrating responses to the potential hazards caused
by climate change into their strategies and project
activities.

At the International Red Cross and Red Crescent
Conference held in 2007, the crucial importance of
supporting CCA in conjunction with DRR was recognised even by the delegations of the states parties
to the Geneva Conventions. The conference underlined that disaster preparedness is essential to rise
to the challenge of climate change. Moreover, the
participants of the conference expressed their determination to integrate CCA into their respective DRR
policies and plans and to mobilise adequate technical
personnel and ﬁnancial resources for this purpose.
At the International Red Cross and Red Crescent
Conference of 2011, the GRC pledged to enhance
the National Society‘s support for CCA within international cooperation while also reducing the National
Society‘s own greenhouse gas emissions and promoting environment-friendly practices. The German Red
Cross Youth followed suit by launching a nationwide
awareness campaign on climate change in 2012. The
campaign looks at ways to reduce CO2 emissions of
GRC facilities, among other issues.
With its network of 188 National Red Cross and Red
Crescent Societies and millions of volunteers, members and staff world-wide, the Movement can contribute signiﬁcantly to public awareness of these issues.

21

International Disaster Risk Reduction
and Climate Change Adaptation at the GRC
Adapting to climate change

The GRC has identiﬁ ed seven practical steps to
mainstream CCA into international cooperation:
Step 1: Do a climate risk assessment
A climate risk assessment is a tool designed to identify future climate risks in a given project country.
Done by the GRC and the local National Society in
cooperation with local climatologists, to be found for
instance in meteorological services or scientiﬁc institutes of the country concerned, this assessment is
used to develop policies and strategies for national
CCA in general and for the integration of CCA in Red
Cross or Red Crescent activities in that country.
The climate risk assessment is done before starting
project implementation and therefore prior to the
community-based VCA.
The climate risk assessment consists of three steps:
1) Assess existing climate risks:
• Identify potential (future) extreme weather
hazards caused by climate change, such as
increasingly frequent and intense storms and
torrential rainfall, salinisation of soils
• Identify who is or will be threatened most by
the potential extreme weather hazards, for
instance communities living in coastal or
ﬂood-prone areas
• Identify speciﬁc vulnerabilities, such as
inadequate infrastructure, lack of knowledge
on risk reduction
• Describe the potential risks threatening
these communities, for instance destruction
of homes, loss of cropland
2) Identify options for action:
• Produce a package of activities taken for
instance from the toolboxes of DRR and
primary health to reduce vulnerability to
disasters and mitigate potential risks
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• Mainstream the identiﬁcation of possibilities to
reduce CO 2 emissions
3) Prioritize the options:
• Prioritize the options for action identiﬁed beforehand, on the basis of pre-established criteria
such as sustainability, efﬁciency, feasibility and
cultural acceptability
• Build the preferred options into project planning
This procedure is based on an approach developed
by Welthungerhilfe, a German agency working for
food relief and food security (cf. Deutsche Welthungerhilfe 2011).
Step 2: Integrate adaptation to new and potential
risks into projects
The results of the climate risk assessment are fed
into project planning and implementation. The
options for action identified as top priorities are
recorded in the project planning documents and are
kept in mind by the GRC and the respective National
Societies throughout project implementation. DRR
activities focused on mitigating the potential impact
of extreme weather hazards have an important role
in this context.
Addressing the issue of climate change in the community-based VCA done at the beginning of project
implementation is particularly important. Rather than
looking at disaster history and present hazards, the
VCA is about the community members‘ perceptions
of climate change as they are experiencing it.
Step 2 should include the following central activities:
• Enquire about and take into account any
changes in the climate which the community
has already noticed (e. g. shifts in rain or
harvesting or cultivation patterns)
• Record and take into account (possibly traditional)
methods used or developed by the community
to adapt to these changes in the local climate
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During a VCA process in Sri Lanka, a local community ﬁrst assessed recent change in rain patterns, then opted for using local
rice seed, which is better adapted to such changes. This has brought back better crop yields.
Picture: GRC 2012

• Do a survey to ﬁnd out which information on
climate change the community is already using
and which additional information on climate
change they should be given
• Check whether the activities proposed within
the VCA process make adequate provision
for the future climate hazards identiﬁed by the
climate risk assessment.
Step 3: Build new partnerships and networks
To cope with the challenges posed by climate
change, the GRC and National Societies on site are
cooperating to build new partnerships with other
actors involved in climate change and CCA, such as
weather services and scientiﬁc institutes dealing with
climate research. Their expertise is essential to identify potential extreme weather hazards for the climate
risk assessment, but it can also help to take even
more account of climate change issues during the
VCA process.

Sustainable risk reduction also requires new lines
of cooperation and networks consisting of National Societies, NGOs, other governmental and nongovernmental actors involved in disaster management, environment and climate protection and players
from the corporate sector.
The National Societies on site are particularly well
placed to bridge the gap which often exists between
national and local stakeholders: in many countries,
the network of Red Cross and Red Crescent branches reaches from small, remote communities into
the national capital.
Step 4: Plan activities on the basis of forecasts
In cooperation with the International Research Institute for Climate and Society (IRI) in New York, the
Red Cross Red Crescent Climate Centre regularly
provides seasonal precipitation forecasts to the GRC,
among others. The seasonal forecasts show the
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estimated probability of extreme rainfall or extreme
drought up to three months in advance. The data
reveal which areas have to expect ﬂoods or drought
within the coming weeks and months (cf. IFRC 2008
and RCRC Climate Centre 2012).
However, these forecasts, or early warnings as
the case may be, only make sense if people in the
regions concerned respond by planning and taking
adequate measures.

Forecast:
Increasing risk of more
frequent and intense
extreme rainfall caused
by climate change
over the next few
YEARS

Identify future high-risk
areas, prepare risk
maps and emergency
action plans

Build a network of
National Society
volunteers

Forecast:
Seasonal forecast of a
high probability of
unusually strong
precipitations within the
coming three
MONTHS

Considering a time scale of years, we know for
instance that certain countries will be exposed to

Forecast:
Extreme rains next
WEEK

Run refresher courses
for National Society
volunteers

Mobilise
National Society
volunteers

Stockpile
relief supplies

Coordinate with other
relief organisations and
local authorities

Prepare room for
evacuees

Broadcast local and
national radio spots
giving advice on how
to stay safe

Deliver
relief supplies to the
flooded area

Provide information
and raise awareness
in the communities

Run early warning
and hygiene education campaigns in the
communities

Evacuate and
look after the
community

Provide training for
National Society
volunteers for the
event of floods

Monitor
daily weather
forecasts

Fig. 10: Examples of forecast-based ﬂood preparedness. Source: GRC 2013
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Forecast:
Increase of rainfall
during the next
DAYS and HOURS;
rising water levels in
rivers; ﬂood wave moving
downstream

Check the emergency
action plans

Clean drains and
flood channels
Plan and carry out
community-based
DRR activities such
as tree planting,
flood channel digging,
home repairs

The challenge consists in reconciling requirements in
terms of time and precision: Years ahead, we have
plenty of time for risk reduction but little detail on the
hard and fast impact of climate change. By contrast,
there is plenty of detailed information about a spell
of extreme weather a few days before it sets in, but
hardly any time left for risk reduction.

Flood
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an increasing risk of extreme precipitations. At this
stage, however, we still lack precise information on
where and when exactly this rain will fall, whereas
seasonal forecasts covering months and weeks can
already identify areas likely to be affected by strong
rain during the forecast period. The classic weather
forecast, finally, provides detailed information on
where exactly people will have to expect ﬂooding over
the coming days and hours.
Based on the different degree of detail available at
different points in time, the GRC assigns certain activities to different preparatory stages, depending on
the information at hand (ﬁ gure 10 shows this, using
the example of ﬂoods).
An activity that makes sense years ahead is to integrate any known risks for the future into community action plans for emergencies, while a seasonal
forecast may prompt a National Society to enhance
volunteer preparedness on site and start stockpiling
relief supplies. The evacuation of ﬂood-prone villages
is ﬁnally done when ﬂooding is imminent.
Such forecast-based planning and implementation
of DRR activities is important if we want to make
good use of the available information on extreme
weather while remaining able to act despite of persisting uncertainties regarding practical and longterm
impacts and implications of climate change.
Step 5: Information and training
In cooperation with the National Societies on site,
the GRC supports communities in less developed
countries in gaining a better understanding of climate
change, its humanitarian implications and measures
required for adaptation.

• Training National Society staff and volunteers
on causes, future trends and risks of climate
change and on ways of adapting to it
• Implementation of speciﬁc awareness information campaigns at community level, to inform
people on the risks of climate change and the
need to adapt
• Integration of climate change and CCA as
school topics into activities aimed at educational authorities and teachers, and when producing teaching material
Step 6: Documentation of experience
Integrating CCA into the international cooperation of
the GRC jointly with National Societies in particularly
vulnerable countries is a learning process. The resulting experience is recorded and processed, both for
consistent critical reviews of the GRC‘s approach and
for exchanges with partners within and outside the
Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement.
Step 7: Advocacy on behalf of disaster-prone
communities
The GRC advocates on behalf of those who are most
severely threatened by climate change. It will push for
adequate attention to be given to the humanitarian
implications of climate change and increasing extreme weather conditions in the national and international context and in dialogue with society and with the
worlds of politics and business. The GRC will moreover
tackle a cause of climate change by reducing its own
greenhouse gas emissions.

Information on natural hazards already has a key role
in DRR. To support CCA, the current awareness activities are supplemented by:
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Outlook
The GRC takes on the task to help clarify the necessity and benefits of DRR and CAA to governments
of disaster prone countries, donors and the public at
large, as well as other NGOs it is in contact with.

The GRC will continue advocating for the numerous
tried and tested DRR tools to be even more broadly
understood by different humanitarian and development actors to be crucial elements of CCA.

However, GRC action to this effect depends on corporate and private donations, on one hand, and on
public grants from national, European and international institutions, on the other.

DRR and the complementary CCA tools will therefore
continue to play a key role in project planning and
implementation within the GRC‘s international cooperation. In parallel, the GRC will implement practical measures to cut down its own greenhouse gas
emissions and thereby reduce its ecological footprint.

The efforts of the Red Cross and Red Crescent
Movement cannot be a substitute for politics. National legislation on civil protection including disaster
preparedness is a political responsibility of individual
governments. But the GRC can contribute to local
institution building, and it can support National Societies in performing appropriate tasks within such legislation, for instance by preparing local and regional
emergency action plans and intervention plans.
Even the best DRR will not provide solutions to all
humanitarian and development issues. However, the
GRC recognizes that it has a crucial part to play in
securing the future, which must be a global concern
in a globalized world.
DRR can indeed help reduce the loss of lives, personal distress and material damage in many regions
across our planet today and tomorrow. DRR can help
safeguard the socio-economic and political development of a country even after extreme natural events
and thereby contribute to sustainable development
and social peace.
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