Module 2-5 Understanding Vulnerability
Time
45 minutes

Objectives
For students to define:

· vulnerability

Background

The third step in contextualizing the elements of an HRVA is to understand and define vulnerability.  Vulnerability is often confused with the concept of risk.

Course Content
· Vulnerability is a reflection of the community’s coping resources and may vary within the smaller social and economic groups which form a large community. (Lindsay 1993, 68)  Godschalk (1991, 132) offers what is probably the best general definition of vulnerability: “[The] susceptibility to injury or damage from hazards.” 
· We could say that vulnerability is (1) the susceptibility of people to injury as the result of a hazardous event, and (2) the susceptibility of the things people value to damage as the result of a hazardous event.  Buckle (1995, 11) adds the concept of resilience to the definition of vulnerability.  He identifies potential social, economic, and environmental effects and introduces the notion that vulnerability is associated with an ability to recover (which is not always apparent in other definitions), and he implies that there are some political decisions to be made regarding allocation of resources (and that these decisions contribute to vulnerability).  
· It is important to identify vulnerabilities:  these can be social, political, environmental, or economic in nature.  These vulnerabilities in turn have various impacts. We know that, by definition, disasters are capable of causing death and injury. We also know that housing and schools may be destroyed. These particular losses may be considered to be social impacts, as they affect the ability of individuals and families to function.  With regard to negative environmental impacts, if a community contains important ecological sites (e.g., the site of a unique flora or fauna habitat), then these areas may be extremely vulnerable to almost any sort of disaster.  There is monetary loss, or negative economic impact, whenever buildings, non-structural property, or infrastructure is damaged or destroyed. These losses can also result in loss of jobs, loss of economic stability, and loss of services (e.g., power). The more vulnerable the community to these types of losses, the greater the economic vulnerability to a disaster.  The ability of the community to influence policy makers to reduce vulnerabilities is critical.  We know that a disaster entails political impacts. After a disaster has struck, a community often turns to its politicians when looking for someone to blame. Vulnerabilities may be considered in terms of the individual, the general location, the capacity to respond, and the time of day, week, or year.
· A proposed definition of vulnerability: as the susceptibility of people, property, industry, resources, ecosystems, or historical buildings and artefacts to the negative impact of a disaster. 
Questions to ask students:
Think of a recent disaster.  What makes a community vulnerable to the effects of the disaster? 
Answer:  Responses will vary according to the disaster, but usually we focus on the vulnerability of people.
Handouts

None
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