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In 2011, natural disasters affected more than 244 million, killed nearly 30,770 people and caused $366 
billion in damages. In addition in 2011 we faced the first famine of the 21st century in Horn of Africa. The 
frequency of natural and man-made hazards appears to be increasing over the coming decades and 
shocks and stresses will affect a large number of people all over the world1. Further climate change is 
already taking place and magnifies the risk of climate-related disaster. 

The impact of climate change is leading to increased risks of malnutrition and livelihoods 
insecurity, particularly amongst the most vulnerable and poorest people.

A shock is defined as a ‘sudden event that impacts on the vulnerability of a system and its components’.   
In case of slow onset hazards is ‘when the event passes its tipping point and becomes an extreme event.’ 
A stress is a ‘long-term trend that undermines the potential of a given system and increases the vulnerability 
of actor within it’2.

The impacts of shocks and stresses at the community level depend of the intensity of the hazard, combined 
with the vulnerability and the capacity of those affected to cope with them.

RISK = HAZARD x VULNERABILITY      
CAPACITY

Disaster risk reduction (DRR) aims to minimize or avoid the losses caused by natural and man-made 
hazards, through preparedness, mitigation and prevention measures whilst working to build resilience.

Climate change adaptation (CCA) has for objective to develop actions to cope, evolve or profit from changes 
in climate. Adaptation is a process that implicates multiple stakeholders at different level, involving various 
sectors of intervention. It requires analysis of climate shocks and stresses of current and future exposures. 

With more people than ever before affected by natural disasters, and an increasingly proportionate number 
of civilian victims suffering from violent conflict, ACF remains committed to responding to humanitarian 
crises. 

ACF adopts a two pronged approach in responding to a humanitarian crisis.  The twin track approaches 
focus to:

• Address the urgent needs of those affected by disasters
• Build adaptive strategy through disaster risk reduction and climate change adaptation3.

It is important to notice that the approaches are not dissociating one from the other. Building resilience 
to disaster of the individuals, households or communities requires simultaneous interaction to cover both 
urgent needs from shocks and permanent needs by targeting structural causes of vulnerabilities.

Additionally these parallel approaches contribute to strengthen the resilience of threatened populations, 
through the development of their capacity both at institutional and community level4.

1- UNISDR, 2012 - Annual Disaster Statistical Review 2011
2 - DFID, 2011 – Defining Disaster Resilience: a DFID approach paper
3 - ACFIN, 2010 - ACF International Strategy 2010 - 2015
4 - ACF-France, 2011 - Action Plan CAP 2015
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WHAT IS RESILIENCE?
The concept of resilience is at the centre of the current debate amongst development and humanitarian 
actors. Resilience has been defined in various ways by combining keywords such as ability, mitigation, 
adaptation, recovery, shocks, stresses, address risks, vulnerability, but most of the elements have been 
identified and are comparable. 

Resilience is the ability to cope with adverse shocks and stresses, and to adapt and learn to live with 
changes and uncertainty. The review of the literature notes that it is the ‘ability to resist, recover from, or 
adapt to the effects of a shocks or a change’5. Resilience is a long-term approach, not only focussed 
on the ability to bounce back but also integrating adaptation and transformation while undergoing 
change6. 

Resilience can be understood as7:
• Capacity to withstand or absorb from sudden or chronic shock = resistance
• �Capacity to cope with temporary disruption while minimize the damages and costs from hazard = 

preparedness
• Capacity to restore or bounce back after an event = recovery
• �Capacity to manage or maintain basic functions and structures to become suitable for future 

situation = adaptation
• �Capacity to create opportunities to change the abilities to take advantage of an adverse situation =  

transformation

Resilience has some limitations. Adaptation or 
transformation is not benefit to everyone. One of the 
major concerns is that resilience doesn’t capture 
social dimensions and power relation within the 
community or at household’s level. Moreover resilience 
is not directly related positively with well-being: some 
households may increase their resilience, but at the 
expense of their own well-being8.

Programming resilience will require better articulation 
between humanitarian response and long-term 
intervention, in order to address long-term stress 
and short term shocks. This interaction will need to 
initiate multi-sectorial approach at determined 
moment to ensure sustained development. For 
instance, integrated measures can be set up before a 
shock or stress that can be associated or may occur 
at different scale to reduce the effect of the event9.

Definition of resilience 
‘Disaster Resilience is the ability of countries, 
communities and households to manage change, 
by maintaining or transforming living standards in the 
face of shocks or stresses - such as earthquakes, 
drought or violent conflict – without compromising 
their long-term prospects (DFID, 2011)’10.

5 - IDS, 2012 - Resilience: New Utopia or New Tyranny?
6 - BC3, 2011 – Multidisciplinary perspectives on urban resilience
7 - John Twigg, 2009 - Characteristics of a Disaster-resilient Community
8 - IDS, 2013 – Making the most of resilience
9 - ODI, 2012 – Resilience: a risk management approach
10 - DFID, 2011 - Defining Disaster Resilience: A DFID Approach Paper

Figure 1: The effect of shocks and stresses on 
development pathways depending on different levels 
of resilience. Source ODI, 2012 - Resilience: A risk 
management approach.
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INDIVIDUAL, HOUSEHOLD, COMMUNITY OR SYSTEM
Resilience takes place at multi-level involving individual, household, community, system and/or society. ACF 
targets individuals, households and communities who are the first actors to be affected or those that 
do not have sufficient resources to cope with chronic or spontaneous events. Focus on resilience means 
to empower communities to use their own resources and strengthen their capacity to deal with shocks and 
stresses, rather than focussing on their vulnerability or their needs during an emergency.

However communities do not exist in isolation and their resilience will be influenced by external capacities 
from institutions, where ACF can interact by strengthening their abilities to better manage futures hazards.

MEASURING RESILIENCE
Disaster resilience can be measured through indicators or characteristics as part of the monitoring, 
evaluation and learning system. Community resilience can be measured but any such measurement 
must be both location- and hazard-specific.

According to ‘Characteristics of a Disaster-Resilient Community’11, disaster resilience has to be measured 
following the five pillars mentioned in Hyogo Framework for Action 2005-2015.  

Process Outcomes
Training and strengthening capacities Hyogo Framework for Action:

Assessment of vulnerability and capacities Risk governance

Preparedness and actions plans Risk assessment

Community awareness Knowledge and Education

Mitigation activities Risk management and vulnerability reduction

Community early warning system Disaster Preparedness and Response

Disaster resilience is measured based on characteristics rather than indicators. Characteristics are 
more equivalent to outcome used in project evaluation or output related to DRR activities. Indicators are 
measurable changes related to the input from a project. 

Systematic monitoring against core indicators:12 
• Process (progress of the project)
• Impact (achievement of outcomes)
• Direct or Indirect (proxy)
• Qualitative or Quantitative

Based on process and outcome indicators selected from the steps of the ‘Integrated Community Based 
Risk Reduction approach’ and key characteristics of disaster resilient communities, an Index for measuring 
disaster-resilient communities can be developed13.

11 - John Twigg, 2009 - Characteristics of a Disaster-resilient Community
12 - OXFAM - Measuring the Impact of Disaster Risk Reduction: A Learning Companion
13 - Shesh Kanta Kafle, 2011 - Measuring disaster-resilient communities
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OPERATIONALIZE RESILIENCE TO DISASTER AND 
CLIMATE CHANGE

To move forward, disaster and climate resilience could be seen as an integrated and multi-disciplinary 
approach that allows more linkage between emergency response and long-term perspective.

ACF aims to combine disaster risk reduction, climate change adaptation, natural resources 
management, and social protection with prevention of under-nutrition. These thematic are 
developed via community-led approach that ensures the empowerment of communities in order to 
protect their lives and livelihoods from shocks and stresses.

1. �Reduce disaster and climate change impacts: preparation and information 
management

Enhance preparedness in face of shocks and stresses
Respond and mitigate the effects of shocks or stresses require preparedness mechanisms involving multiple 
stakeholders and at multiple level. 

• �Strengthen capacities on preparedness at mission’s level and at headquarters to better prepare 
the response in partnership with all stakeholders acting in WASH, FSL, CPMH and Nutrition (e.g. 
Preparedness and Emergency response planning).

• �Establish multi-sectorial analysis of the impact and threats of disaster and climate change on nutrition 
security to increase our understanding of the context and coping strategies set up by communities. 
Joint assessment, regrouping WASH, FSL, Nutrition and CPMH should be conducted, or at least each 
sectorial assessment should be analysed at the same time (e.g. multi-sector seasonal calendar tool, or 
participatory risk assessment).

• �Enhance institutions and community’s preparedness capacities to deal with disasters and food, 
water and nutrition crisis (e.g. national contingency planning).

Strengthen uncertainty, food and nutrition security surveillance and early warning systems
Food security and nutrition surveillance systems have been conceptualized internally and implemented 
amongst communities and countries at risk of shocks and stresses. These systems have been used to 
inform or warn key actors and authorities about food and nutrition situations.

• �Link early warning information with internal preparedness and emergency response planning 
to ensure early response mechanisms (e.g. flood early warning system).

• �Support food and nutrition surveillance and early warning systems at local, national or regional 
levels. Further ensure monitoring of early warning information by governments (e.g. food price 
surveillance, admission of malnourished children in nutrition centre, prevalence of diarrheal surveillance, 
water table monitoring, etc.).

• �Increase skills of communities to better manage uncertainty and change through the 
management of indigenous and external knowledge. 

• �Converse skills and knowledge into learning, experimentation and innovation (e.g. training on 
climate prediction)
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• ACF Preparedness and Emergency response planning
• National or local contingency planning
• Community preparedness and response planning
• Multi-sector assessment
• Risk monitoring of secondary disasters or knock-on effects leading to other disaster
• Multi-sector Seasonal calendar tool
• Regional, national or community early warning system
• Seasonal weather forecasting
• Climate modelling
• Natural resources/urban planning projections
• Community surveillance for hazards and hunger linked to external forecasting
• Traditional preparation, coping and positive nutrition mechanisms
• Formation and training of disaster committees
• Community cross-learning on hazard-proofing/diversification of livelihoods
• Build knowledge and skills for a community ‘culture of safety’

2. Reduce structural vulnerability to disaster and under nutrition

Manage risks and Enhance community resilience
Communities strengthen collective action, equity and trust whilst diversifying livelihoods in an ecologically 
responsible way in order to reduce the risk of disaster and vulnerability to under-nutrition.

• �Set up multi-sectorial programming combining DRR, CCA, social protection and prevention of 
malnutrition to enhance resilience of livelihoods system (e.g. participatory capacity and vulnerability 
assessment)

• Ensure hazard-proofed livelihoods and infrastructure (e.g. use of resistant seeds, or bank rice).
• �Promote healthy environment: adequate access to health services, improvement of food production, 

better access to income and balanced diets, access to safe water, and use of knowledge promoted 
in households and communities linking with behaviour change (e.g. awareness on hygiene and care 
practices after a disaster).

• �Take account good practices and learning process to scaling up risk management and resilience 
building activities (e.g. exchange field visit).

• Hazard resistant seeds, livestock and agriculture methods
• Education on food utilization, child and maternal health and care practices
• Education on hygiene and water-borne disease prevention
• Cash and food-based safety nets (social protection)
• Seed, cereal or fodder stock and banks
• Crop and livestock diversification
• Ecological agricultural and watershed management
• Culture of safety to reduce disaster risk
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3. Enhance supports of communities by responsible and capable governance 

 Empower capacities of communities and institutions
Focus on the improvement of developing positive link between authorities and the community, while 
empowering and reinforcing capacities of governance. 

• �Establish or strengthen policy, capacities and mechanisms of coordination prioritising under 
nutrition, disaster risk reduction and climate change adaptation, supported by institutions (e.g. jointly 
platform on DRR and CCA).

• �Engage community organizations with external actors to promote community-based initiatives on 
disaster risk reduction and climate change adaptation (e.g. local development planning, and specifics 
events)

Conduct advocacy and shaping policies
Nutrition security in a changing climate and disaster prone areas has to be part of policy briefs, key risk 
management strategies and advocacy documents. On the opposite, climate related risks and the need for 
resilience has to be better considered by food security and nutrition agendas.

• �Support advocacy campaigns that highlight key issues and needs of the most vulnerable to disaster 
and under nutrition.

• �Community-local government events
• �Support of community consultation on government development planning
• �Upgrading technical capacity of local institutions
• �Promoting the integration of disaster, climate change and under nutrition issues into national and 

regional development sectors policies and strategies
• �Prioritisation of DRR in resourcing and the improvement of disaster management to facilitate an early 

response to crisis
• �Scaling up of seasonal social protection and preparation for under nutrition peaks

ADVOCATE FOR RESILIENCE
Following the crises in Horn of Africa and Sahel regions, ACF has developed an important expertise in the 
fight against hunger and under-nutrition in many countries. With this invaluable field experience, based on 
recognized technical competencies, we know that each area and each region are specific, that the local 
causes of under-nutrition are different from one place to another and that there is not “one size fits all” 
solution against hunger.

KEY MESSAGES ON ADVOCACY
• �Tackling the root causes of food crises and not just their symptoms
• �Integrating contingency into development schemes and increasing the sustainability of humanitarian 

interventions
• �Measuring resilience : hunger and under-nutrition as key progress indicators
• �Acting for resilience: targeting vulnerability
• �Combating high and volatile food prices
• �Ambitious national social protection schemes
• �A multi-sectorial approach to prevent under-nutrition
• �Bridge the institutional gap between humanitarian and development actors
• �Additional funding are needed over the long-term
• �A sustained high level political will
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CASE STUDIES
1. To be better prepared for emergency response

Indonesia: Preparedness and Emergency Response Plan 
The preparedness and emergency response plan is a tool to ensure a rapid, appropriate, efficient and 
effective response to save lives in case of large scale disasters, while preparing in prior ACF’s emergency 
response.

Analysis of risk: Indonesia is a country prone to several natural hazards; and 
population is highly risk to floods, landslides, earthquake, volcanoes, tsunami, 
and drought. National authorities and local organisations are well organised and 
have resources to respond to small-scale emergencies. 

Response plan: considering priorities and hazards ranking, ACF focusses on 
floods, earthquakes and tsunamis. The response will be address during medium 
and large scale disasters, in particular in 
remote areas where it has an added value 
in comparison to other agencies. ACF has 
capacity to implement WASH and FSL 
programmes with partnerships.

2. To better understand coping mechanisms of community

Georgia: Build disaster risk reduction and resilience through participative process
The participatory capacity and vulnerability assessment (PCVA) is an investigative 
methodology that uses a variety of qualitative participatory tools to engage local 
stakeholders in their own disaster risk and vulnerability diagnosis. 
Through participative approach, it aims at reinforcing the capacities and 
knowledge of the communities toward disaster risks. Upon this it helps identifying 
the means and opportunities that could be used to reduce vulnerability and 
increase the resilience of the communities in front of disaster and support the 
prioritization of means that would allow mitigating or avoiding the effects of 
disasters amongst communities with the support of governmental authorities. 

 

Likelihood Very low Low High Very High

Landslide Floods
Erthquake

Frequent or very
likely

Volcano Moderate or
likely

Drought Tsunami Occasional slight 
chance

Unlikely
improbable

Highly unlikely
rare event

Very rare event

Severity
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3. To enhance community’s preparedness

Ethiopia: Communities become prepared to respond to future effects of 
drought
Through community based disaster risk management approach, the most 
vulnerable people increase their capacity to be better prepared in case of 
drought thanks a community preparedness plan. The plan integrates a range of 
activities that can be done to respond and mitigate future risks according to the 
capacities of the communities (e.g. identification 
wet and dry season grazing area, early warning 
system, bush clearing, water point’s rehabilitation 
etc.). 

By identifying the risks and the actions that 
can reduce these risks, communities had the 
opportunities to increase their decision making 
processes to local authorities. Government officials 
have the responsibility to minimize casualties and 
structural damages in their area. The way forward 
will be to funds appropriate measures through local 
development plan taking into account community 
preparedness plan.

4. To reduce the risk whilst diversifying livelihoods 

Burkina Faso: Recovery support to people affected by floods, and for adaptation to climate-
related hazards
2010 floods caused structural damages and human losses in the East Region 
of Burkina Faso. Humanitarian organizations have responded with emergency 
support and long-term assistance in risk reduction measures. During this first 
year of the programme, ACF emphasised on infrastructure rehabilitation activities, 
whilst developing risk reduction initiatives to deal with climate-related hazards. 
Moreover economic support has been launched amongst the most vulnerable. 
For instance, water points have been built at community level, and smallholders 
have received improved seeds or livestock. In order to limit the degradation of 
soil and increase crop yield, lands have been rehabilitated through cash-for-
work activities. 

Through knowledge and education awareness on 
disaster risk reduction and climate change adaptation, 
community and local institutions acquired skills to 
be better prepared from, respond to and mitigate 
climate-related hazards.
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5. To reduce vulnerability through disaster risk reduction

Pakistan: Improve capacity to reduce the effect of floods through 
mitigation measures
Pakistan has experienced large-scale internal displacement caused by a range 
of natural and human-made disasters. Since 2011, ACF carried out a DRM 
project to reduce morbidity and mortality risk by improving community resilience 
to natural disasters.

More than 50,000 persons have benefited to structural measures such as small-
scale irrigation channels for agriculture, rehabilitation 
of water and sanitation facilities, retaining and flood 
protection walls, and hazards proof water supply 
schemes that mitigate the effects of floods.

Furthermore software activities, like local early warning 
system, village disaster management plans, and 
awareness campaign at school, strengthen capacities 
of communities to be better prepared to floods, and 
enhance the sustainability of the project.

6. To increase community’s skills to better manage risk, uncertainty and change

Philippines: Multi-hazard mapping using Geographic information 
System
Hazards like typhoon, landslide, flood, storm surge, tsunami, and earthquake 
poses risks to life, property and livelihood compounded by physical exposure 
and proximity to hazard-prone areas, socio-economic, cultural and behavioural 
conditions.

An integral part of disaster risk reduction undertaken by 
this project is the Geographic Information System (GIS). 
Combination of spatial analysis and local knowledge 
of communities are essential inputs in producing multi-
hazard maps. Local knowledge of communities is 
gathered through Participatory Capacity and Vulnerability 
Assessment (PCVA) where community members 
develop community hazard and resource maps. The 
availability of reliable multi-hazard maps are important risk 
assessment tools providing relevant information essential 
for community planning and decision making, especially 
in emergency response, and disaster preparedness and 
mitigation.
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7. To support early warning system to enhance livelihoods of the communities

Guatemala – Nicaragua: Using Sentinel Sites to preserve and stabilize the livelihoods of the 
communities in remote areas.
The Sentinel Sites aim at gathering and generating 
relevant information from and for populations in order 
to alert decision makers, at local and national level 
to ensure proper forecast and appropriate response 
to prevent deaths and hunger outbreaks during food 
shortages. 

The Sentinel Sites focus on analysing socio-economic 
and climate related variables at a local/municipal 
level, thus, improving decision making processes in 
relation to its various levels.  

In addition to their “early warning” purpose, the 
Sentinel Sites also serve to strengthen institutions and 
advocacy groups as well as increase the involvement 
of the affected population to reduce their vulnerability 
toward disaster risks. 

In 2012, the Nicaraguan authorities announced the 
endorsement of the methodology to be adapted to 
their national system.

8. To empower capacities of governance

Haiti: Communities and institutions are organized in a platform to formulate strategies for 
disaster preparedness and for resilience to shocks
Because of its location bringing degraded watershed in the sea front, almost all 
Gonaives city is an area at high risk of floods, and landslides. More spontaneous 
hazards such as earthquake and cyclones are added to these recurring risks. 
Face to these multiple hazards, national and local institutions do not have clear 
strategy on disaster risk management, and their capacities allowed partial 
response to prepare and mitigate risks. To cover these weaknesses, ACF 
developed a programme focussing on building capacities of local institutions. 

This programme includes:
➜ �Enhancing links between communities and government for identification of risks and decision making 

through creation of platform
➜ �Strengthening knowledge and skills on preparation, response and mitigation of disaster risks for members 

of the platform
➜ �Strengthening the resilience of communities through a better understanding and recognition of risk 

factors



14 Enhancing resilience to shocks and stresses

9. To monitor, analyse and anticipate disaster risks 

Mali-Niger: Analysing of pastoral resources and assessing pastoral vulnerability in Sahel 
thanks to Pastoral Early Warning System (PEWS).
The Pastoral Early Warning System (PEWS) is a series 
of GIS based tools aiming at supporting the analysis 
of the available pastoral resources and assessing the 
vulnerability of pastoralists in Sahel.

The PEWS has been gradually improved from 2000 to 
2011 and is now fully functional to support assessing and 
targeting the pastoral vulnerability in Sahel. Using GIS 
and Remote Sensing products to monitor pastoralists’ 
vulnerability has proven to be a strategic and successful 
initiative, combining the three major components of 
pastoral livelihood into the system, namely: pasture 
production, water availability and livestock movements. 

The system has been transferred to national authorities in Mali and Niger trough capacity building and 
institutional support and is now considered as one of the reference in the region.

Presently, the system is still being developed and to be replicated in other countries in Sahel through local, 
regional and international partnerships.
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