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Reviews indicate that real progress has been 
made in ensuring that disaster risk reduction 
is factored into needs assessments and recov-
ery frameworks. However, the incorporation of 
slogans such as building back better into such 
assessments is rarely actionable unless fully fac-
tored into operational recovery plans and bud-
gets and ultimately into a more comprehensive 
approach to disaster risk management.

Once recovery is judged complete, many coun-
tries do not necessarily continue to build back 
better, but rather revert to business as usual. This 
highlights just how difficult it is to take advan-
tage of the window of opportunity that opens 
after a disaster and to ensure that new develop-
ment prevents and avoids disaster risks rather 
than reconstructing them.

Addressing the underlying risk drivers

While Strategic Goal 1 and Priority for Action 4 
of the HFA provided ample space for addressing 
underlying risks, this approach has been the path 
less travelled. As a result, all the evidence indi-
cates that HFA Strategic Goal 1, the integration of 
disaster reduction into sustainable development 
policies and planning, has been achieved only to 
a limited extent.

However, this apparent shortfall masks a more 
complex reality. Rapid innovation and progress in 
other agendas, including those related to social 
protection, risk financing, climate change, envi-
ronment, water, urban design and management, 
and sustainability, are transforming development 
policies and practices with direct or indirect risk 
reduction co-benefits that have not necessarily 
been captured in HFA progress reports.

However, these transformations are taking place 
against a backdrop of increasing risk. There is 
now mounting evidence that four interlinked 
global drivers (increasing hazard exposure, high 

levels of inequality, rapid urban development, 
and environmental degradation) may increase 
risk to unsustainable and dangerous levels.

Increasing hazard exposure of 	
economic assets

Global GDP per capita increased by 122 per 
cent between 1990 and 2010.16 As the economy 
becomes more global, investment tends to flow 
to locations that offer comparative advantages, 
including low labour costs, access to export mar-
kets, infrastructure, stability and other factors.

Investment decisions rarely take into account 
the level of hazard in those locations, or they dis-
count the risk excessively due to the short-term 
profits to be made. As a consequence, large vol-
umes of capital continue to flow into hazard-
prone areas, leading to significant increases in 
the value of exposed economic assets (Figure 
12).

At the same time, innovative initiatives designed 
to promote risk-sensitive public and private 
investment have started to emerge. For exam-
ple, Latin American countries such as Peru, Cos-
ta Rica, Guatemala and Panama have made 
sustained efforts to include disaster risk in their 
public investment planning, although these pro-
cesses are still challenged by factors such as the 
availability of appropriate risk information and 
weak capacities at the local level.17

To date, however, opportunities for short-term 
capital accumulation have continued to out-
weigh concerns about future sustainabili-
ty. The absence of accountability in the face of 
both neglectful and deliberate risk generation 
means that consequences are rarely attributed 
to the decisions that generated the risks. At the 
same time, this lack of attribution creates per-
verse incentives for continued risk-generating 
behaviour.



Figure 12  Miami today and after a sea level rise of approximately 60 cm

(Source: Peter Harlem, FIU.18)
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Given the growing interconnectedness of urban 
systems, global supply chains and financial flows, 
this implies that unless risk valuations change, 
disaster risk will become increasingly systemic.

Growing risk inequality

The concentration of capital generates social and 
territorial inequalities. The richest 2 per cent of 
the world’s adult population now own over 50 

per cent of global wealth, 19 whereas the bottom 
50 per cent own less than 1 per cent of global 
wealth. 20 This represents a global Gini coefficient 
of 0.89, 21 meaning that the world is nearing what 
can be considered absolute levels of inequality.

As a result, sectors and territories without com-
parative advantages for capital accumulation 
face increasing risks due to low levels of invest-
ment in risk-reducing infrastructure, an absence 
of social and environmental protection, and 
rural and urban poverty, amongst other factors. 
The geography of risk inequality occurs at all 



(Source: UNISDR based on data from Satterthwaite and Dodman, 2013.23)

Figure 13  Local government expenditure per person in selected countries
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scales, between geographical regions and coun-
tries, within countries and even within cities and 
localities.

During the HFA, the agriculture, food and social 
welfare sectors have made considerable progress 
in addressing poverty and inequality. For exam-
ple, food security is improving in many regions, 
and social protection coverage is increasing. 22  
However, the ability to invest in social protection 
or disaster risk reduction remains limited in many 
countries, with stark differences in the capacity 
of local governments to meet the needs of citi-
zens (Figure 13).

As a mechanism to bolster household, busi-
ness and fiscal resilience, risk financing has 
also attracted growing interest during the HFA, 
and significant progress has been made in this 
area. Nationally and regionally, risk pooling 
schemes and catastrophe bonds are becoming 

an increasingly common tool to strengthen 
resilience.

While insurance markets are well capitalized, 
only a minority of low and middle-income coun-
tries have developed mechanisms to access cap-
ital markets for risk financing. And only a small 
proportion of households and businesses in 
those countries currently have access to catas-
trophe insurance. Countries report obstacles 
to progress such as a lack of capacity in their 
domestic insurance sectors or limited awareness 
of the costs and benefits of catastrophe insur-
ance amongst potential beneficiaries, together 
with difficulties in pricing risk in the absence of 
accurate and credible risk metrics.

Segregated urban development

As urbanization mirrors economic growth, rapid 
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Figure 14  Informal households situated on moderate and steep slopes in selected Brazilian cities

(Source: Alvalá et al., 2014.25)
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urban development per se contributes to the con-
centration of risk in hazard-exposed locations. 
However, in most low and middle-income coun-
tries urban development is also usually charac-
terized by highly unequal access to urban space, 
infrastructure, services and security. 24 

The result is socially segregated urban develop-
ment, which in turn generates new patterns of 
both extensive and intensive disaster risk (Fig-
ure 14). Low-income households in particular 
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are often forced to occupy hazard-exposed areas 
with low land values, deficient or non-existent 
infrastructure and social protection, and high 
levels of environmental degradation.

The HFA provided ample space for countries to 
engage in risk-sensitive urban development. 
Higher-income countries and some larger cities 
in middle-income countries have made sound 
progress in this area during the HFA. Some of the 
most promising developments in recent years are 
cases where cities have been able to regain con-
trol of their planning and management and to 
strengthen their urban governance through inno-
vative partnerships between local governments, 
households and communities.

However, many low and middle-income coun-
tries have lacked the capacities to plan and man-
age urban development in an appropriate and 
risk-sensitive way, in particular in small urban 
centres. As a consequence, urban disaster risks 
have grown at a faster rate than they have been 
reduced.

An enormous volume of capital is expect-
ed to flow into urban development in the com-
ing decades. Only around 40 per cent of the 
area expected to be urbanized by 2030 has been 
built to date. The projected expansion of urban 
land cover between the years 2000 and 2030 is 
in the range of 56 to 310 per cent. 26 The future 
of disaster risk reduction will depend heavily on 
ensuring that this future urban development is 
risk-sensitive.

Consumption of natural resources

The pursuit of unlimited economic growth has 
led to an increasing and unsustainable over-
consumption of energy, fresh water, forests and 
marine habitats, clean air and rich soil at the 
global scale. The ecological footprint from this 
overconsumption of energy and natural capital 

now exceeds the planet’s biocapacity by nearly 
50 per cent (Figure 15).

The planetary boundary for CO2 emissions has 
been set at 350 ppm, 28 but current levels are 
continuing to rise and are now approaching 400 
ppm. 29 Through changing temperatures, precip-
itation and sea levels, amongst other factors, 
global climate change is modifying hazard levels 
and exacerbating disaster risks in some territo-
ries and sectors.

At the same time, the environment sector has 
been able to use the HFA to strengthen interna-
tional and regional policy and to exert an influ-
ence on practice. Similarly, the climate change 
sector has generated important additional politi-
cal and economic support and momentum.

Disaster risk reduction is now better integrated 
into agendas relating to biodiversity, water, sus-
tainability, energy and climate change than at 
the beginning of the HFA. A number of approach-
es and tools in environmental management, 
including environmental impact assessments, 
now take explicit account of disaster risk, while 
increasing investments are now being made in 
ecosystem approaches to disaster risk manage-
ment at all levels.

The future of disaster risk  reduction

As disaster risk has increased rapidly during the 
HFA, disaster risk reduction itself is rapidly evolv-
ing. New stakeholders, including city govern-
ments, businesses and the financial sector, are 
driving change. Innovations in areas as diverse 
as risk governance, risk knowledge, cost-benefit 
analysis and accountability are challenging old 
assumptions and creating new opportunities.

Rather than a programme or framework for 
action, GAR15 presents a discussion on the future 
of disaster risk reduction that recognizes ongoing 



Figure 15  Global ecological footprint exceeds biocapacity by 
nearly 50 per cent

(Source: Global Footprint Network.27)
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innovation. The purpose of the report is to stimu-
late further reflection, debate and improved prac-
tice as countries begin to address the challenges 
posed by the new international agreements on 
disaster risk reduction, climate change and sus-
tainable development in 2015 and beyond.

Reforming governance

Countries will continue to require a dedicat-
ed and specialized disaster management sector 
to prepare for and respond to disasters. To the 
extent that risks continue to grow, there will be 
more rather than less demand for such a sector.

However, disaster and climate risks in develop-
ment need to be approached through strength-
ened governance arrangements in sectors and 
territories. This requires a combination of pro-
spective risk management to ensure that risks 

are appropriately managed in new investments, 
corrective risk management to reduce the risk 
present in existing capital stock, and efforts to 
strengthen resilience at all levels.

From risk information to risk knowledge

Managing risks in this way requires greater risk 
awareness and knowledge. The social produc-
tion of risk information itself needs to be trans-
formed, with a shift in focus from the production 
of risk information per se towards information 
that is understandable and actionable by differ-
ent kinds of users: in other words, risk knowledge.

An increasing sensitivity to extensive risk is par-
ticularly important. Because of its pervasiveness, 
this form of risk relates directly to the day-to-day 
concerns of households, communities, small 
businesses and local authorities. At the same 
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time, because it is configured to a large extent by 
social, economic and environmental vulnerabili-
ty, it can be reduced effectively through risk man-
agement and sustainable development practices.

Assessing the costs and benefits

The costs and benefits of disaster risk manage-
ment need to become fully encoded into pub-
lic and private investment at all levels, into the 
financial system and into the design of risk-shar-
ing and social protection mechanisms.

Cost-benefit analyses can be expanded to high-
light the trade-offs implicit in each decision, 
including the downstream benefits and avoided 
costs in terms of reduced poverty and inequali-
ty, environmental sustainability, economic devel-
opment and social progress. They can also help 
to identify who retains the risks, who bears the 
costs and who reaps the benefits. Such a broad 
approach to cost-benefit analysis can increase 
the visibility and attractiveness of investments in 
disaster risk reduction. 

 Within financial systems, this approach can help 
to identify the potential risks inherent in asset 
and loan portfolios, in credit and debt ratings, 
and in economic forecasts, linking investment 
decisions more closely to their consequences 
for disaster risk. It can also provide a rationale 
to encourage the expansion of risk financing and 
social protection measures to low-income house-
holds, small businesses and local governments.

Strengthening accountability

It will only be possible to consider the full costs 
and benefits of disaster risk management in 
investment decisions, the financial sector and 
risk-sharing mechanisms if those responsible can 
be held to account for their decisions. If societ-
ies become more sensitive to both the causes 

and consequences of disaster risk, responsibil-
ity for the subsequent losses and impacts will 
become a societal issue that can be subjected to 
social discourse and negotiation. This can lead 
to enhanced accountability not only for realized 
disaster loss and impacts, but also for the gener-
ation and accumulation of future risks.

Social demand and accountability go hand in 
hand. Without bottom-up demand, even high lev-
els of political support for disaster risk manage-
ment will fail to create the type of accountability 
mechanisms required.

At the same time, the different powers with-
in countries will have different roles to play. 
Accountability is dependent on regular monitor-
ing and reporting against agreed benchmarks 
and targets. While the executive branch may have 
the ability to set goals and targets, several coun-
tries are currently experimenting with mecha-
nisms such as parliamentary committees and 
national control or audit offices to provide over-
sight, as well as reinforcing the role of the judicial 
branch in ensuring compliance.

Voluntary standards also have great potential as 
a means of strengthening accountability. They 
can help raise awareness and engagement in risk 
management by offering simple and agreed met-
rics put forward in a language and formats that 
are familiar to businesses, local governments and 
communities.

Making development sustainable

As these and other innovations start to challenge 
the way disaster risk has been managed up to 
now, disaster risk reduction has the potential to 
become a truly transformational force.

Reducing poverty, improving health and edu-
cation for all, achieving sustainable and equita-
ble economic growth, and protecting the health 



Figure 16   The Future of Disaster Risk Management

(Source: UNISDR. )
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of the planet now depend on the management 
of disaster risks in the day-to-day decisions of 
governments, companies, investors, civil soci-
ety organizations, households and individuals. 
Strengthened disaster risk reduction, therefore, 
is essential to make development sustainable.
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