
Why resilience is important for 
sustainable development
Resilience to disasters is now widely recognized to be a 
core attribute of sustainable development and has been 
acknowledged as such by the Open Working Group on 
Sustainable Development Goals and the High Level Panel on 
Post 2015. To achieve improved development outcomes, and 
to reverse the trend towards growing losses from disasters, the 
Post 2015 Development Goals Framework needs to promote 
ambition to cut disaster losses and action to address the 
causes of vulnerability that lead to them. 

The safety and wellbeing of a growing proportion of the world’s 
population is threatened by a rise in disasters. For example, 
since 1970, the number of people exposed to floods and 
tropical cyclones has doubled (UN ISDR, 2011). 

The rising economic losses from disasters in all regions 
(EM-DAT) is an indicator that our development pathways are 
unsustainable and need to be configured in such a way as to 
strengthen resilience. The recent impact of Typhoon Haiyan in 
the Philippines illustrates how, even when a country has strong 
DRR policies, limited investment in addressing the underlying 
causes of vulnerability can lead to very high levels of loss and 
damage in extreme events. Climate change is projected to lead 
to a rise in the frequency and intensity of such events over the 
coming decades (Shepherd et al., 2013).

Moreover, many developing countries are seriously threatened 
by climate change slow-onset processes – sea-level rise, 
increasing temperatures, ocean acidi fication, glacial retreat 
and related impacts, land and forest degradation, loss of 

1  What are disasters?
The UN International Secretariat for Disaster 
Reduction (UNISDR) defines disasters as: 
‘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.’
Currently this definition is generally narrowly 
interpreted to describe large-scale disasters linked 
to natural hazards. However small scale ‘every day’ 
disasters are found by vulnerable communities to 
have the largest impact on their assets and livelihoods 
(GNDR 2013). Disasters of all scales are the result 
of interaction social, economic and environmental 
systems. National disaster loss databases are needed 
that take a multi-risk approach recording losses 
from the wide range of risks that affect communities 
including seasonal floods, landslides, drought, pests, 
fires, food shortages, fluctuating prices, insecure land 
rights, crime, corruption and conflict. 
To effectively measure and monitor disaster impacts 
governments should be supported to record economic 
and livelihood losses from disasters as well as lives 
lost and injuries incurred, disaggregated by socio-
economic groups.

biodiversity, salinization and desertification. These processes 
are exacerbating threats already posed by extreme events 
and seriously undermine prospects for achieving sustainable 
development. Permanent loss and damage from slow-onset 
disasters will go far beyond economic losses5 alone – 
livelihoods will be lost, nation states and their territory will have 
to be abandoned and migrants from climate impacted lands 
will lose their homes, culture and community (Action Aid et al, 
2013).

Our approach to resilience stems from extensive experience 
of the factors that determine why some communities are better 
able to cope with and adapt to disasters than others.  

A crucial element is recognizing that the destructive impact of 
disasters of all scales result in large part from inappropriate 
social-economic development pathways which undervalue 
and degrade natural resources and undervalue people, 
their knowledge and skills. The IPCC (2012) has found that 
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unsustainable development patterns, particularly population 
growth in high-risk areas and environmental degradation 
are the most important drivers of disaster risk. They put an 
increasing strain on the in built capacity of our social ecological 
systems to moderate, absorb and recover from shocks. 

Rapid urbanization is one key driver of increasing risk. Urban 
populations are expected to double in Africa and Asia by 2030. 
This is giving rise to megacities and informal settlements such 
as slums and shanty-towns which house millions of people, 
often in extreme poverty. Many of these settlements are built 
on flood plains and steep slopes prone to landslides, or are 
vulnerable to fires starting and spreading quickly. Residents 
of city slums are also more vulnerable to food supply chain 
disruption and disease epidemics (Act Alliance, 2013).

Disaster events can often expose the relative fragility and 
resilience of communities and societies that are not apparent 
in ‘normal’ times. When disasters strike, a sustainable social-
economic system is able to withstand, cope with and recover 
from their impact. The inability to do so is a symptom of failed 
or skewed development and unsustainable economic and 
social processes.

Such drivers of vulnerability can include weak land use 
planning and building codes, lack of welfare and social safety 
nets, forced relocation and land grabs and weak climate 
change mitigation and adaptation policies. Ensuring that 
people’s lives and livelihoods are resilient to disasters means 
addressing the failings in these institutions and processes.

The impacts extend beyond immediate life and economic 
losses. It is now well understood that disasters have an 
enduring impact on poverty and development outcomes.  
Experience in North Darfur (see box 2) illustrates how 

social, economic and ecological systems interact to create 
the conditions for recurrent disasters and the lasting 
impoverishment and social breakdown they can lead to.

Recent research by the Overseas Development Institute on 
poverty, disasters and climate extremes in 2030 reports that 
disasters ‘can be the most important cause of impoverishment, 
cancelling progress on poverty reduction’ (Shepherd et al., 
2013). The World Bank (2013) has also reported on growing 
evidence that adverse shocks, above all health and weather 
shocks, and economic crises play a major role in pushing 
households below the poverty line and keeping them there. 

Experiences such as those in Uganda (see box 3) illustrate 
how every-day recurrent small-scale disasters can profoundly 
impede people’s ability to escape poverty. It is these types 
of ‘everyday disasters’ that are the source of the majority of 
disaster losses (UNISDR/ GNDR VFL). 

Systemic sources of disaster risk including climate change, 
environmental degradation, corruption, protracted conflicts and 
technological over-development are leading to rising frequency 
and intensity of disasters of all scales, ranging from everyday 
disasters such as that in Uganda to large scale disasters such 
the nuclear power plant accident in Fukushima. It is often 
the interaction between social, economic and environmental 
systems that leads to high-risk conditions. For example volatility 
in food and commodity prices in recent years has contributed 
to there now being 1.5 billion people living in countries that 
face repeated cycles of violence (World Bank 2011, cited in 
Oxfam, 2013).

Disasters of all scales reveal the boundaries within which 
development can take place. Determining the conditions and 
parameters under which a society or community can continue 
to operate without collapse is important to understanding 
their immediate and long term sustainability. Strengths 
and weaknesses can become apparent under the extreme 
conditions that lead to disasters revealing critical thresholds 
that must not be crossed. In this way resilience can be seen as 
a defining characteristic of sustainability. 

Reducing vulnerability to the every day and large scale 
disasters that can result from unsustainable development 
depends on strengthening community resilience – the 
approaches and principles that communities have themselves 
developed to withstand, recover from and reorganize 
themselves when subject to disaster risk.

What are the core attributes of 
community resilience?
Highly resilient communities tend to manage access to and 
control over multiple forms of resources: social, economic and 
environmental.  Experience in Sri Lanka (see box 4) illustrates 
how when the environmental resources of a community are 
severely damaged, the impacts can be profound long-term 
economic and social losses. 

Strengthening community resilience requires a social and 
political system that negotiates appropriate balances and trade 
offs between economic, social and environmental resources 
inclusive of all stakeholder groups. 

2  The impacTs of conflicT and droughT on 
rural livelihoods in norTh darfur, sudan
North Darfur is one of the most drought prone areas 
of Sudan. 80% of its population of 1.75 million live 
in rural areas, where their livelihoods are based on 
natural resources for farming, herding and agricultural 
trade. Low and unpredictable rainfall have placed 
resources and livelihoods under intense pressure. 
Pressure on the natural asset base has fed into 
conflict dynamics in the region. 

In turn, conflict has had a devastating impact on 
livelihoods, further eroded the environment, and 
severely weakened established systems of resource 
governance. Livelihoods in El Fashir are mainly based 
on small scale farming complemented by livestock 
and forestry products. Low rainfall linked with poor 
water use efficiency had led to a decline in crop 
production and degradation of forest and rangelands. 
The collapse of rural economies due to conflict 
and drought has caused increased migration and 
displacement (Practical Action, 2012).
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Governance processes that do not sufficiently value the 
interests of poorer and indigenous communities and minority 
or marginalised groups lead to development policies and 
planning decisions failing to account for the range of impacts 
they have on the resilience of communities.

Principles that address this and strengthen community 
resilience would enable people to manage the impacts 
they have on different resources – social, economic and 
environmental, including negotiating trade-offs and synergies 
between them.

These include:

Learning: learning from all directions; local, informal, 
institutional, scientific; so that it informs decision making at 
local, regional and national level.

Participation: they have participatory governance systems at 
all levels

Inclusion: women and indigenous and minority groups actively 
participate in governance processes 

Self-organisation: the ability for communities to undertake 
risk-reducing activities themselves, identifying areas of greatest 
risk and actions that yield sufficient co-benefits to justify them. 
This can include things like establishing micro-insurance 
projects. 

Partnerships: Promote and strengthen multi-stakeholder 
partnerships and alliance building across sectors and 
disciplines at all levels including private sector and civil society 
for strengthening community resilience.

Responsiveness: they have the capacity to identify problems 
and find and implement solutions in a timely, effective way. 

Living within planetary boundaries: The environmental limits 
and boundaries within which development must take place are 
recognised in decision making processes.

These principles and values must address a range of sectors 
involving different actors and scales, as drivers of social 
and economic change are often external to the communities 
themselves. Underpinning them is social cohesion that is 
the “glue” that enables different members of the community 
and actors to work together. It provides trust, solidarity 
and reciprocity that sustain collective actions by enabling 

different stakeholders to pool resources and share risks and 
responsibilities that are beyond the capacities of individual 
households to manage. Where social cohesion is weak, 
communities (and societies) are too.  

How to strengthen and measure 
community resilience
Resilience indicators should measure both losses from 
disasters and emphasise how to strengthen resilience rather 
than more prescriptively try to describe what resilience looks 
like, which is almost impossible given diverse local contexts.  

A single goal or target on resilience therefore must encompass 
indicators of losses resulting from disasters, finance for 
strengthening resilience & disaster risk reduction, and adoption 
of principles of community resilience.

A proposed target is:

Target: Build resilience to disasters of all scales and 
reduce by 50% the life and livelihood losses that can result 
from them

Outcome indicators

The social, environmental and economic losses to communities 
and societies:

This includes job losses, damage and destruction of homes 
and the Injuries and lives lost from disasters disaggregated 
by socio-economic groups and as a proportion of household 
wealth, with an emphasis on reducing losses to the most 
marginalised, excluded and disadvantaged groups who are the 
least able to recover.

Process indicators

The allocation of resources for the implementation of 
resilience strengthening and disaster risk reduction policies, 
programmes, laws and regulations in all relevant sectors and in 
national and local administrative budgets.

The citizens right to the highest possible standard of security, 
protection and access to the necessary information against 
hazards is incorporated into legal or constitutional frameworks. 

Integrating the principles of 
community resilience into 
the Post 2015 Development 
Framework 
Indicators of the principles of community resilience also need 
to be integrated across the framework both as a part of a 
resilience target and as an essential element of achieving 
lasting development gains in every area of the Post 2015 goals 
framework.  

Proposed indicators of these principles are: 

Participation: The rights of all including women, indigenous 
peoples, poor and marginalised groups to participate in policy 
and development planning processes is set out in policy and 
law and the means of participation is defined.

3  everyday disasTers in uganda
In Uganda’s capital city Kampala Regina, a resident of 
Bwaise, routinely sweeps flood water out of her home 
each morning. She wades through it to put out the 
washing. Her children too clear water from the flooded 
classrooms of their school before lessons, though 
the school still often has to shut. This stagnant water 
spreads disease but living with it is part of ordinary life 
for Regina and her neighbours. Their experiences are 
of a type of everyday disaster that hold people back 
the world over but go unmonitored for the purposes of 
UN lead action to reduce disaster losses.
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Inclusion: The percentage of women and poor and 
marginalized groups represented in local and national decision 
making bodies.

Learning: The integration of local/ traditional knowledge and 
technical/scientific knowledge in policy and development 
planning processes in all sectors.

Self Organisation: decentralised local governance systems 
are integrated with other levels and adequately resourced  
and decentralised responsibilities are clearly identified and 
allocated. 

Accountability: Knowledge of risks, rights, roles and 
responsibilities. With clear accountability mechanism of DRR 
policy and program implementation where community is 
involved in the monitoring processes (social audit is in place), 
accessible complaint handling mechanism is in place, and 
make the report of progress available to public.  

Responsiveness: community reports on their capacity to 
identify problems and find and implement solutions in a 
timely manner. Percentage of budget allocation to resource 
community’s action plan in undertaking disaster risk reduction 
activities and in building resilience directly and through the 
collaboration with the local authorities. 

Collaboration and partnerships: the development of multi-
stakeholder partnerships tasked with strengthening community 
resilience. Strong policy for environmental protection and clear 
committment from private sectors and media in strengthening 
community resilience through transparent mechanisms that are 
socially and environmentally accountable.

Living within social and environmental boundaries: 
integration of living within environmental boundaries into 
development planning; establishing a social protection floor.

Resilience is a defining characteristic of sustainable 
development: the goal of resilience is to sustain development 
through extreme shocks and disturbances.  With the latest 
climate science indicating that global warming far beyond 2°C 
is increasingly likely, and that even a 2°C warming will have 
far worse consequences than expected just a few years ago 
(World Bank 2012, cited in Hillier & Castillo, 2013), the need 
to for a development framework that promotes resilience to a 
rising frequency and intensity of hazards is greater than ever.

Dynamic pressures like climate change and urbanisation are 
continuing to increase people’s vulnerability to disasters and 
the poor long-term development outcomes that can result from 
them. Addressing this will require a Post 2015 Development 
Framework that promotes measuring losses of all forms 
from these events, and which responds to the complex and 
interconnected causes of vulnerability.
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4  a sTory from sri lanka
The Koggala lagoon within the Galle district in the 
Southern Province of Sri Lanka is an example of a 
coastal lagoon where the functioning of the lagoon 
eco-system has been dramatically altered due to 
changes in the built environment. In the 1990s a 
concrete sea wall was constructed across the lagoon 
to protect the nearby highway deemed to be under 
threat from coastal erosion. The seawall has lead to 
the mouth of the lagoon being constantly open to the 
sea so the lagoon water is now far more saline. This 
has lead to the destruction of most of the lagoon’s 
native fish, plant life and mangroves and increased 
the salinity of local farmland, making it unproductive.  
It has also increased the exposure and severity of 
land flooding and water logging. The human impact of 
this has been the loss of livelihoods, reduced income 
generation for local people and a lack of alternative 
income generation which has in turn lead to out-
migration, increased impoverishment of rural women, 
a loss of social cohesion and increased dependency 
on external flood relief. 


