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Abstract

This brief communication presents the on-going work and objectives of the CATALYST
project on “Capacity Development for Hazard Risk Reduction and Adaptation” funded
by the European Commission. CATALYST has set up a multi-regional Think Tank cover-
ing four regions (Central America and Caribbean, East and West Africa, the European5

Mediterranean, and South and South East Asia) and is intended to strengthen capac-
ity development for stakeholders involved in disaster risk reduction (DRR) and climate
change adaptation, in the context of natural hazards. This communication concludes
with a selection of recommendations for capacity development in DRR and climate
change adaptation from the perspective of governance issues.10

1 Project context and objectives

The CATALYST project (October 2011 – September 2013), funded by the European
Commission Seventh Framework Programme (FP7), has been set up in part to address
a specific gap (Jaspers et al., 2012); a gap most recently identified by the International
Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) special report on extreme events (IPCC, 2012) that15

although we have substantial knowledge to improve the management of climate risks,
this knowledge is not taken advantage of often enough. CATALYST follows on from
earlier EU-coordination actions on natural hazard risk reduction, e.g. CapHaz-Net (see
Kuhlicke et al., 2011) and is intended to strengthen capacity development available to
stakeholders involved in disaster risk reduction (DRR) in the context of natural haz-20

ards (see UNISDR (2009) for relevant definitions). Since many of these hazards are
driven by current and future climate variability, it also addresses climate change adap-
tation (CCA). The project seeks, with the support of knowledgeable regional experts,
to compile and analyse the best of knowledge from four regions of the world, in order
to develop knowledge products useful to practitioners from diverse sectors.25
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CATALYST deals with natural hazards, both hydro-meteorological (cyclones,
droughts, heat waves, wildfires, storm surges, and floods) often aggravated by climate
change, and geological (earthquakes, tsunamis, and landslides). As mentioned, the
project is focused on four regions: Central America and the Caribbean, East and West
Africa, the European Mediterranean, and South and South East Asia (see Fig. 1).5

The ultimate goal is to share and bring knowledge of disaster risk management to
bear on economic development, water resources management, and land-use planning
issues, and to make DRR and CCA critical components of the sustainability agenda
(see O’Brien et al. (2008) for an explanation of the importance of doing so). CATALYST
adopts the UNISDR definition of capacity development – i.e., “The process by which10

people, organisations and society systematically stimulate and develop their capability
over time...” (UNISDR, 2009: p. 6), as well as Alaerts and Kaspersma’s (2010) focus on
the importance of knowledge production – i.e. the collation and synthesis of knowledge,
as key components of capacity development. Hence, key outputs of the project include
the development of knowledge products that describe best practices suitable for each15

of the CATALYST regions; identify gaps in research and existing networks; and outline
recommendations for how to foster capacity development to strengthen DRR/CCA in
those regions.

2 The CATALYST Think Tank

The added value of the CATALYST project is its Think Tank, which is now composed of20

around 75 specially selected regional experts from the four CATALYST regions. These
regional experts are from inter-governmental, governmental and non-governmental or-
ganisations, the scientific community and the private sector. Together they work to-
gether with the CATALYST project partners in a collective effort to develop the key
knowledge products and, by doing so, ensure that the project’s knowledge products25

are useful to their own work, and that of others in these regions.
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The CATALYST Think Tank is global in extent but regional in implementation. It is not
the intention of the project to provide a “one-size-fits-all” set of knowledge products,
nor to promote a Euro-centric view of what other regions of the world may need in
terms of DRR and CCA capacity development; rather the intention is to allow regional
experts to define the needs and best practices of their own region – a process for the5

regions, by the regions. However, the Think Tank also seeks to catalyse inter-regional
exchange of knowledge and ideas from all regions, for the benefit of each one. As
a result, the Think Tank process – see Fig. 2 – has both multi-regional (Think Tank
members from all regions) and regional discussion processes (members work with their
regional colleagues). Whether regionally or multi-regionally, the Think Tank members in10

CATALYST are able to discuss issues with each other via online discussions, regional
and multi-regional virtual meetings, and, face-to-face in workshops.

In Spring 2012, the CATALYST Think Tank was launched by a virtual “kick-off” meet-
ing of the multi-regional Think Tank, permitting members to exchange first experiences,
and to clarify the goals of the project and their role in the Think Tank. The process then15

divided into four regional processes for each of the project regions (see Fig. 2). Each re-
gional sub-process began with online discussions to identify the key thematic issues of
importance to the region and to identify first gaps in knowledge. These were swiftly fol-
lowed by regional virtual meetings to permit the Think Tank members to discuss these
thematic issues. Online discussions were then continued so that information about the20

regions pertaining to these issues could be collected for inclusion in two initial collabo-
rative CATALYST knowledge products:

– Report on issues, gaps and opportunities in the regions – an in-depth anal-
ysis of the issues, gaps and opportunities for improving disaster risk reduction
practice in the four CATALYST regions. It includes an initial assessment of the25

regions in terms of hazards exposure and susceptibility to harm. Desk research
was complemented by insights gained through face-to-face and telephone con-
sultation with Think Tank members;
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– Report on capacity development for disaster risk reduction and adaptation
– an introduction to the concepts, terminology, and reference material regarding
natural hazards, DRR and CCA to be used in Think Tank discussions. It provides,
in the form of regional sub-reports, the foundation material for further discussions
in the Think Tank on key issues pertinent to each of the four CATALYST regions,5

including an assessment of hazards and vulnerabilities; a description of measures
and related governance structures; a qualitative assessment of measures; an as-
sessment of the use of science-based knowledge in stakeholder activities and the
management of uncertainties; and an overview of available DRR/CCA training.

These reports have fed into regional discussions on best practices and knowledge gaps10

that have taken place between September 2012 and January 2013 at the four CATA-
LYST regional workshops, held in Italy, Ethiopia, Jamaica and Thailand (see Fig. 3).
Based on the results of these workshops, the regional processes are now concluding
with a second set of regional virtual meetings and online discussions to collaboratively
develop a synthesis report on potential best practices in the regions, for practitioners15

and policy makers.
By “best practices” we mean those practices that the Think Tank members believe

should be implemented if DRR/CCA in those regions is to be qualitatively and posi-
tively transformed to meet future challenges, such as climate change. Those practices
may have been implemented within the countries of those regions. An added value of20

the planned synthesis report therefore is that it will not be a simple list of practices;
rather it will be a description of practices that if adopted have the potential to trans-
form DRR/CCA in the particular region. Each region, we presume therefore, will have
a different set of “best practices”. How the project can downscale from regional best
practices to country-level ones is discussed in Sect. 4.25

At the conclusion of the regional sub-processes (Fig. 2), the Think Tank members will
meet altogether once more in multi-regional virtual meetings and online discussions to
collaborate with the CATALYST partners on the final knowledge products, that will iden-
tify gaps in research and capacity development needed if the above transformational

3924

http://www.nat-hazards-earth-syst-sci-discuss.net
http://www.nat-hazards-earth-syst-sci-discuss.net/1/3919/2013/nhessd-1-3919-2013-print.pdf
http://www.nat-hazards-earth-syst-sci-discuss.net/1/3919/2013/nhessd-1-3919-2013-discussion.html
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/


NHESSD
1, 3919–3934, 2013

Building social
capacities for natural

hazards

M. P. Hare et al.

Title Page

Abstract Introduction

Conclusions References

Tables Figures

J I

J I

Back Close

Full Screen / Esc

Printer-friendly Version

Interactive Discussion

D
iscussion

P
aper

|
D

iscussion
P

aper
|

D
iscussion

P
aper

|
D

iscussion
P

aper
|

best practices are to be realised in the regions. The final part of the Think Tank process
will be dedicated to multi-regional discussions on how to continue the CATALYST Think
Tank and its online resources beyond the duration of the project, i.e. from October 2013
onwards.

3 Capacity development recommendations emerging from the Think Tank5

As highlighted by the IPCC (2012), we often do not take advantage of our knowledge
about the management of risks related to natural hazards. To be more specific, we
know that governance has a major role to play in DRR (UNISDR, 2004; UNISDR, 2007;
ESCAP/UNISDR, 2012) and is one element of the type of social capacities that need to
be further developed in all parts of the world in order to improve DRR (Kuhlicke et al.,10

2011). The following examples of recommendations from Think Tank members reveal
different aspects of the various roles governance plays in DRR, e.g. as an enabler for
the mainstreaming of DRR and CCA into policy- and decision-making across sectors;
as a constraining factor in the type of capacity development that is best provided at the
country/local level; as a formal institutional environment for supporting the re-linking of15

urban and rural populations as joint actors in DRR; and as a creator of an enforcement
environment that can better support the use of ecosystem services for DRR. In future
publications, the CATALYST project will describe more recommendations of the Think
Tank members, in detail.

3.1 Mainstreaming DRR and climate change adaptation into policy frameworks20

CATALYST Think Tank members are discussing ways of fostering capacity develop-
ment to support the integration of DRR and climate change adaptation into sectoral
planning activities, especially in urban land use planning, and ecosystem manage-
ment, as well as providing alternative best practice models on how to integrate the
activities of government departments to mainstream DRR cross-sectorally. The better25
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coordination of DRR and CCA activities and practitioners (that would, for example, sup-
port improved inter-connectivity between disaster relief planning and long term climate
change adaptation) are seen as very important, but members have recommended that
it should not involve the creation of new networks. In East and West Africa, more co-
ordinated regional platforms and centres of excellence would be useful. A further rec-5

ommended approach is to better integrate DRR provisions into National Adaptation
Programmes of Action (so-called NAPAs: the formal identification and communication
of urgent activities and projects needed to reduce vulnerability in the face of climate
change (UNFCCC, 2001)), not dissimilar to the way countries such as Bangladesh and
Viet Nam have already integrated DRR and CCA into national development strategies10

(ESCAP/UNISDR, 2012).

3.2 Avoiding the trap of unintended policy consequences

Some Think Tank members have stressed that DRR needs to be integrated even into
sectoral planning decisions that may appear tangential to risk reduction. One example,
from the Central American and Caribbean region is the manner in which policy deci-15

sions related to free-trade agreements that open up small-scale farming systems to
international competition can drive migration into the cities from rural areas and lead
in turn to higher social, economic and physical vulnerability of those migrants now in
rapidly expanding urban environments beset by natural hazards. Capacity develop-
ment needs to be aimed at policy-makers across the sectors if such indirect increases20

in vulnerabilities are to be taken into account during planning.

3.3 Different governance structures require tailored capacity development
activities

It has been pointed out by Think Tank members that it is very difficult to transfer best
practices from one country to another due to differences, not only in culture and lan-25

guage, but also most importantly in governance structures (Jaspers et al., 2012). This
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means that capacity development must ultimately be tailored to specific governance
contexts within a country if it is to have maximum value. Analysis undertaken by CAT-
ALYST of training provision in the different regions (Jaspers et al., 2012) suggests that
training offers are dominated by large, regional providers (e.g. universities or UN bod-
ies). If this is the case, a challenge for these regional providers and funding agencies5

is how to ensure that specific country-level/local capacity development is explicitly pro-
vided, whilst still providing general training on DRR and climate change adaptation.
This should lead to more sophisticated multi-level approaches towards DRR capac-
ity development policy in this area – an issue which the South and South-East Asia
members are considering.10

3.4 Re-linking urban and rural communities

In order to strengthen resilience in the face of natural hazards it is important to refashion
the link between rural and urban communities. To do so, the European Mediterranean
Think Tank members, for example, have suggested that institutional arrangements are
set up so that urban areas provide financial compensation for losses suffered by rural15

farmers as a result of floods and droughts. Additionally, green water credits could be
implemented by which water consumers like cities, irrigated areas and drinking water
companies subsidize soil and water conservation in the watershed (e.g. in Kenya). An-
other example of suggestions is that rainwater capture in urban areas could be encour-
aged and used to supply nearby agricultural areas in times of drought. These could all20

be considered examples of what Gutman (2007) has called the vitally important “new
rural-urban compact” for sustainability.

3.5 Carrots and sticks, and ecosystem services for DRR

As has been mentioned, there is an interest amongst some Think Tank members,
e.g. in the Central America and Caribbean region, to integrate ecosystem services into25

DRR, for which there are governance implications. They have pointed out that often
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even when there are laws in place to protect ecosystems such that they can support
the reduction of vulnerability to natural hazards, enforcement is often weak. Without
enforcement, policy-makers are left with only half the possible management tools to
choose from: incentives, carrots, but no sticks (a problem noted by the Think Tank
members of the East and West Africa region, as well). Capacity development should5

focus as well on supporting institutional and organisational development to improve
enforcement capabilities at the national and local level.

4 Lessons learned from running a multi-regional Think Tank

In addition to developing knowledge products with the Think Tank members’ support, a
significant indicator of stakeholder confidence in the project is the fact that Think Tank10

membership has been growing: from around 50 at the kick-off, to about 75 at the time
of writing. Also, the participation rate of Think Tank members in all types of activities
(except online discussions) has been around 50 percent. Given that all members are
busy professionals, based in many countries, this is considered to be a healthy rate
of participation. Stakeholder evaluations carried out at the end of the first year confirm15

the positive view of the project held by members. The clear majority of respondents to
the evaluations (n = 17) had read the key CATALYST products so far developed (see
above) and found them useful to their current work.

However, there have been some challenges to face, and lessons learned. First, it
is difficult to schedule a multi-regional virtual meeting during working (or even non-20

working) hours when membership ranges from Mexico to Thailand, given the numer-
ous time zones in between. Therefore, after the initial multi-regional part of the process
(see Fig. 2), the project team decided to extend the length of time that members would
work together regionally. These regional processes were also extended so that more
regional virtual meetings could be added. The latter was a response to the fact that fa-25

cilitating and maintaining discussions via online discussion fora in the regions has been
very difficult, and that without investing a lot of resources in their maintenance, online
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discussions have had a tendency to dry up. Hence, regional virtual meetings have been
increased to maintain regional discussions. Other strategies, such as organising bilat-
eral discussions with Think Tank members and further face-to-face meetings, are to be
implemented as well.

Whilst participation rates in regional virtual meetings have been good, participation5

in face-to-face workshops has been higher, illustrating that although virtual meetings
have an important role in the Think Tank for setting thematic interests, exchanging
knowledge, and maintaining member interest outside of workshops, there can be no
substitute in such a Think Tank process for face-to-face meetings. The latter serve the
role of galvanising enthusiasm for the process, helping the members to collectively for-10

mulate positions on substantive issues, as well as expanding the professional networks
of the participants.

Finally, CATALYST has recognised that the regional best practices it identifies in the
Think Tank are not automatically going to be of use at the country/local scale, since,
as mentioned in Sect. 3, language, culture and governance structures differ between,15

and sometimes within, countries. The project has responded on the one hand by trying
to expand membership of the Think Tank to more local/country-level experts. On the
other hand, it is also hoped that after the conclusion of the project in September 2013,
country-specific CATALYST projects can be set up with local stakeholders to interpret
and transfer the best practices identified at the regional level by CATALYST to practi-20

cable solutions at the country/local level, with an emphasis on adaptive governance,
i.e. “the ability of governance systems to recover from shocks, making transformative
change possible“ (ESCAP/UNISDR, 2012, p. xxvi).
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Figures

Figure 1: The CATALYST regions (Jaspers et al., 2012)
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Fig. 1. The CATALYST regions (Jaspers et al., 2012).
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Fig. 2. The CATALYST Think Tank process 2012–2013.
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Fig. 3. Some of the Think Tank members in discussion at the CATALYST regional workshops for
the European Mediterranean, held in Italy (left), and for East and West Africa, held in Ethiopia
(right), in 2012.
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