SAGES Studentship Proposal, 12th October 2007


Project title: Community Response to Hazards and Vulnerability

Supervisors: Lynn Staeheli and Heather Lovell (Edinburgh), Jo Sharp and Leah Gibbs (Glasgow)

Email: Lynn.Staeheli@ed.ac.uk; Jo.Sharp@ges.gla.ac.uk 

Website: http://www.geos.ed.ac.uk/people/person.html?indv=1325; http://www.ges.gla.ac.uk:443/staff/jsharp

Other funding: None

Project outline: 

Research Problem and Questions: This project examines the abilities of communities to respond to hazards and extreme events.   Environmental changes are expected to result in new patterns of vulnerability and hazards, such as floods from extreme weather events.  As seen with the flooding in England in the summer or 2007, intensified urban land uses in formerly rural areas, the amount of land under pavement, and drainage systems with inadequate capacity combined to put thousands of people, homes, and businesses at risk.  

At the same time, a host of policies within the UK have given increased responsibility for communities and voluntary organisations—the “third sector”—to ensure the well being of citizens.  These new responsibilities include participation in planning, social service provision, and to some extent, emergency response.  

This project addresses the fundamental questions: Do local governments, communities and voluntary organisations have the capacity—financial, political, and knowledge—to respond to emerging patterns of risk and vulnerability? Do community-based organisations effectively reach into and assist all community members? If not, how can the capacity of communities in newly vulnerable areas be expanded?  

Research Methods:  These questions will be addressed in five steps.  

1.  Identification of areas most vulnerable to flooding hazards. These areas will be identified using government planning and assessment information, insurance data, and models of flood hazard from academic research.  

2.  Selection of 4 to 6 case study areas that are highly vulnerable to flooding.  These areas will be differentiated by the intensity of urban land uses and income.  Land use patterns are likely to qualify the kind and intensity of risk and it is expected that wealthier communities will have greater capacity to respond to vulnerability.  Looking across the range of land uses and resource bases provides a more nuanced understanding of capacity.

3.   Archival research will address the responsiveness of government and community organisations to past events to evaluate their ability to work together and respond to hazards. 

4.   Interviews with government officials, local service organisations, and community leaders will elicit their understanding of current vulnerabilities, plans to address them, and their assessment of community capacity to respond.  

5.   After analysis and assessment, community meetings will be held to report findings, assessments of strengths and weaknesses, and to generate ideas for enhancing capacity.  

Training:  Postgraduate training will involve course work through the Graduate School of Political and Social Sciences (GSPSS) at Edinburgh in archival and interview techniques and analysis.  Depending on qualifications, the postgraduate student will also need to learn methods of risk assessment; the National Hazards Research Center in the United States has developed training manuals for this purpose.  Supervisors will accompany the student during initial site surveys and interviews to ensure proper interview techniques are followed.  

Details of facilities etc: 

This project does not require specialised facilities or equipment other than audio recording equipment, which will be provided by the supervisor.  Desk space and access to computers are provided through the School of GeoSciences at Edinburgh.  There will be expenses associated with travel to field sites and transcription of interviews.  

Summary of project: 

This studentship examines the capacity of local governments, communities and voluntary organisations to respond to emerging patterns of risk and vulnerability.  It will develop new methods of expanding capacity in vulnerable communities. 

Importance of the project to SAGES and the Knowledge transfer programme:
This project brings research on emerging hazards directly to the communities and government agencies likely to be affected by them.  At the same time, it generates new information that can be used by governments to enhance their capacity to meet new patterns of hazard and vulnerability.  

This project integrates several SAGES Themes, namely: the Knowledge Transfer Programme (by linking the needs of society, policy and scientific research); Theme 1 Landscape Dynamics (by analysing the response of the environment to change, investigating human change in detail); and Theme 3 Oceans, Atmosphere and Climate (by focusing on the effects of rapid climate change, including flood risk). 

