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1. Introduction by Sigrun Kabisch 

Using the concept of urban vulnerability, we would like to discuss the specific coping and 
adaptive capacities of cities and their inhabitants in hazardous situations. In this frame social 
vulnerability and the vulnerability of the built environment are of high relevance. We draw our 
attention to natural hazards like floods, fire or earthquake which become a social catastrophe by 
human action and behavior.  

Three main points are in the focus: 

 
i. the concept of urban vulnerability with its specific characteristics in contrary of and as addition 
to other vulnerability concepts as base for discussing empirical cases and developing adaptation 
and management strategies,  

ii. results of empirical research and experiences of coping with hazards with special focus on the 
effected population,  

iii. observations and reflections on concrete experiences in bringing research results in practice 
action and decision making.  

On the example of both success stories as well as failures we will discuss the challenges of 
dealing with vulnerable situations in different social contexts. The scientific questions revolve 
around the level of preparedness to hazards, the adaptation, and the recovering from 
catastrophes. Within this context, communication strategies and trust are important in terms of 
distribution of appropriate information and behavior strategies. Based on empirical research 
results the exchange between scientists, planners and decision makers is simultaneously 
intended to evaluate the research results for being practice relevant. The overall aim of the 
session is to strengthen the interrelations and the contact between experts coming from 
research and from practice. What kind of scientific results do we need to generate in order to 
address specific knowledge in different urban habitats? Summarizing, how can we transfer 
scientific knowledge into professional practice?  

 

2. Multiple vulnerabilities in informal neighbourhoods: conceptual and 
ethical issues between research and practice  
Piché, D

The presentation reflects on four years of action-research in a poor informal neighbourhood 
located in the immediate vicinity of Dakar’s main garbage dump where multiple hazards, risks 
and vulnerabilities are encountered. Most often unrecognized except for their most visible forms, 
they are associated with air and water pollution, accident prone physical environments, flooding, 
climate change (and, more generally, ecological change), informal urbanization, poverty and 
patrimonialist governance. They are aggravated by rapid urbanization and population growth 
rate, if only for the sheer number of persons exposed to hazards and risks. How does one work 
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in an unplanned and socially excluded settlement? How is the interface between research and 
practice then redefined? What kinds of research, action and knowledge transfer strategies are 
then effective? The presentation delves into conceptual, methodological and ethical issues facing 
the researcher in this context.  

Conceptual and methodological approaches to vulnerability are examined in order to underpin 
the necessity for the researcher to navigate between broad ecological models and a finer grain 
ethnological examination of human environments. The weaknesses and usefulness of two 
comprehensive models are discussed: WHO’s ecosystems approach to health and Moser’s asset-
based framework to vulnerability. The first stresses the interconnectedness between 
environmental processes, although calling for positivist measurements of risks and impacts. The 
second sheds an interesting light on resources (assets) rather than problems, but its notions of 
vulnerability, resilience and adaptation raise questions of theoretical cohesion and utility. These 
models help in the detection of unrecognized problems and resources, but grounded research 
and small-scale action-research are still called for to understand 
persons/community/society/environment interactions and processes of social change.  

Various ethical challenges ensue from research choices in informal settlements blurring the links 
between research and practice. Researchers must learn to navigate between an understanding 
of the local culture and the irreversibility of social change, across the complex landscape of 
power relationships, between the praise for autonomous development and the requirements of 
structured urban services. Two particular dilemmas are discussed. What are the avenues for 
knowledge transfer to practice when decision makers only pay lip service to research results and 
participatory processes? How does one react to divergent attitudes between local and foreign 
researchers to sharing research results with a destitute community? Complementing approaches 
to vulnerability such as Moser’s, Sen’s human rights and capability framework offers ethical 
guidelines to these practical challenges, leaving however unresolved the theoretical gap 
between the notion of vulnerability and the win/win rational for participatory action-research.  

 

3. Perspectives on urban vulnerability to environmental risks:Social 
capacities in growing and shrinking cities  
Kuhlicke, C

In this paper we develop a perspective on urban vulnerability to environmental risks (the case of 
flood risks) that particularly focuses on social capacities. We include knowledge, motivation, 
networks, trust, financial and institutional resources). We consider various strands of research 
such as social vulnerability to the negative impacts of natural hazards, concepts and approaches 
from the climate change debate as well as research situated within the field of urban studies. 
We will propose a social-science based conceptual frame of urban vulnerability encompassing 
the three dimensions exposure, susceptibility, as well as coping and adaptive capacities which 
are reframed via the concept of "social capacities". More specifically, we propose a conceptual 
ap-proach that considers the tightly coupled interdependency between various spheres of urban 
life and the environment and argue that it is too short-sighted to capture the essence of urban 
areas simply by focusing on the sheer number or density of people or by simply focusing on 
changing state of nature or the environment. It is rather cities complexity and the various 
interconnec-tions of their socio-technical and socio-ecological systems that need to be 
considered as central features of urban vulnerability. Of importance for such systems is that 
small but destructive dis-asters may result in cascading effects that ultimately will have major 
and disastrous conse-quences for people, infrastructures and buildings. In this sense we argue 
that cities complexity might also increase their vulnerability. After having outlined the 
theoretical background, we will focus on two distinct urban devel-opment paths, namely on 
growing and shrinking cities: On a global scale, urban growth is the dominant mode of urban 
development at present. Yet rapid urbanization does not occur homo-geneously across regions. 
Indeed, it is noteworthy that most of today's megacities are located in the Global South and that 
many cities in Europe, Northern America and Japan have experienced or currently face a 
considerable decline in population. In Europe, most of these cities are located in the central and 
Eastern parts of the continent. The dichotomy of growth and shrinkage not only leads to 
changes in urban development and land use, but it also impacts on the social capacities 
available to prepare for, cope with and re-cover from (potential) hazardous events. While in 
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growing cities quantities and complexities of vulnerability seems to increase, the situation in 
shrinking cities is quite different as they seem to offer the potential to reduce their vulnerability 
as less people and buildings are exposed but fur-ther factors come into play. We will present 
empirical insights from both development trajecto-ries and we will draw attention on the 
exchange between researchers and practitioners to under-line the necessity of mutual exchange 
of knowledge, respect and willingness to learn from each other.  

 

4. Community Resilience in the urban context: case studies from the UK  
Twigger-Ross, Clare

Community resilience can be defined as:“The capacity of an individual, community or system to 
adapt in order to sustain an acceptable level of function, structure, and identity” (Edwards, 2009 
and UK Strategic National Framework on Community Resilience, Cabinet Office, 2011). It has 
become a key concept within the UK context of emergency planning, in response to the policy 
drive to local accountability and decision making and in acknowledgement of the limitation of 
statutory emergency responders in extreme events. Within the policy literature the relationship 
of resilience to vulnerability is not fully discussed but they are, inextricably linked, the 
understanding and reduction of vulnerabilities will support the development of long lasting 
adaptive community resilience which can be drawn upon in emergencies.  
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The key question this research was focussed on was what is the role of communities in response 
to emergencies and how do different types of community (e.g. with different types of social 
capital) emerge, develop and adapt before, during and after those emergencies.  

The two case studies presented here are part of a larger project carried out for the Civil 
Contingencies Secretariat, Cabinet Office (UK Government ) and the Defence Science and 
Technology Laboratory which is inputting to the development of community resilience policy. 
This research informs guidance on practical action to develop community resilience to 
emergencies.  

The two case studies are very different but both in urban areas with high levels of deprivation: 
Great Yarmouth which is at risk of flooding (tidal, pluvial and fluvial) and was affected by a 
“near miss” tidal surge in 2007 and Peckham, London which was affected by the “riots” in 
August 2011. Rhe case studies focus on how is the community structured?, How did the 
community respond to the event? What relationships are there between the community and 
organisations? What has happened since in terms of resilience building?  

In terms of Great Yarmouth community resilience is being built on community development. In 
terms of vulnerability, a key vulnerability of disempowerment is being addressed. There are 
community development workers who involve, engaged and then empower people to act. By 
doing this they provide people with connections to others and services, which increases their 
resilience in emergency situations.  

In Peckham the event was very recent and so resilience is emerging. The community is working 
out different ways to build up the community with one group now meeting together because 
people in the same street stayed indoors alone, frightened because they did not know each 
other. Other groups are working with young people to support them.. In this case study the 
complexity of relationships within an urban community: formal and informal networks, links with 
authority are discussed. The paper discusses how resilience emerges and develops in the 
context of these urban communities responding to emergency situations. It draws on the 
concepts of resilience, social capital and vulnerability to provide some practical 
recommendations for action.  

 

 



5. The social dimension of forest fires: efficient communication and 
participation in vulnerable human habitats.  
Garcia-Mira, R

Forest fires, and the risk they generate for the ecosystem and for human beings, are not only 
technical problems that can be solved solely by technical experts and their evaluations. Fires 
possess a social dimension, and addressing this type of disaster involves environmental 
understanding, the active commitment of citizens, and their participation in land management.  
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This paper aims to analyse and evaluate the value of citizens’ subjective perception of forest 
fires and explore the dimensions that explain that perception. The study of social perception 
brings the perspectives of citizens into the equation.  

The risk management of forest fires inevitably demands a social education and communication 
strategy that promotes participation and favours a change of attitudes and values, bringing 
them more in line with preventive practices. This paper also includes a discussion on how to 
make public policies in the fight against fires more efficient by taking into account a number of 
technical and objective criteria, together with other more subjective aspects.  

A number of aspects is addressed, given their importance as lessons with implications for the 
field of risk policy and management:  
a) the attribution of responsibility and perceived causes;  
b) trust, in relation to communication and information management processes; and  
c) improving task coordination and social participation. The results presented here come from a 
study done with a representative sample of Galician population (northwest of Spain) after the 
devastating forest fires of 2006.  

 

6. Coping with urban vulnerability through human design behavior  
Kuo, JL1; Kuo, CC

The authors examined the deterioration of the water environment. They went back to the 
process of human development to check how human design behavior step by step destroys the 
water balance on earth. Behavior such as deforest, the digging of ground for basement space in 
the buildings, hard pavement in the cities, the sewer system, the development in the wetland 
area, and the claimed lands in the waterfront area all disturbed the water system. It is found 
that human beings large scale of disturbance of nature are actually have to be blamed for all the 
flood disasters happened in recent years around the world. Although New technology and big 
construction projects such as Thames barrier, the Mose project in Venice were created to 
prevent flood, the impacts are still unclear. It is concluded that concept for design needs to be 
altered and human economic growth needs to be limited if we want to mitigate the threat of 
flood hazard.  
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7. Conclusion 
By Ricardo Garcia Mira 

Some take home messages concerning what can we learn from each other and how can we 
improve our competences in dealing with uncertainties and surprises in vulnerable situations. 


