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Abstract

The shared action, 'Views from the Frontline' (VFL) – undertaken by the Global Network for Disaster Reduction in 2009 and 2011 – has highlighted the value of multi-stakeholder partnerships. It shows that these can create a holistic understanding of how to implement DRR strategically; also generating social demand for support and resources. However it has also shown the limitations to such partnerships and the challenges of securing political space for change.

This learning is the context for a potential reframing of VFL. At the local level people say 'its all one'. They understand climate change, disasters and poverty in a holistic way. A corollary of this it that the learning from Views from the Frontline can be applied by extending its focus towards that of a 'Common Resilience Framework'; drawing together these three themes.

Examination of some significant contributions to this goal are drawn together into a comparative matrix analysis. This reveals that a critical, but neglected theme is that of negotiation and conflict resolution. Work done on social learning in environmental management shows why this is an important element of such a framework. The levers of power are shown to be subtle and powerful and it is suggested that it is only by acknowledging the centrality of contestation and negotiation that progress towards sustainable resilience can be achieved.

Introduction

The civil society study 'Views from the Frontline' (VFL) has now completed two iterations, in 2009 and 2011 (GNDR 2009, 2011). 

At the time of launching VFL in 2009, the Global Network for Disaster Reduction (GNDR) had only been established for a year, a short lifespan in network terms. The project aimed to secure ‘space’ within the United Nations' ten year process for Disaster Reduction (the Hyogo Framework for Action (HFA)) established by the United Nations International Strategy for Disaster Reduction (UNISDR)). In doing so its goal was to demonstrate the divide between policies established at national level and implementation at the local level. Its documentation emphasised creation of ‘social demand’; stating “Accountability works best where there is public or “social” demand on the government for the provision of appropriate goods and services”. 

GNDR encompasses both International NGOs (INGOs) and national and local Civil Society Organisations (CSOs). They wanted to address the concern that the UNISDR process was insufficiently engaged with the people it was ultimately intended to benefit. While the HFA set broad goals for improvement in DRR it didn’t appear to either consult people at the ‘frontline’ or to contain any means of establishing whether policy was translating into practice. The only measure put in place, the ‘Global Assessment Review’ (GAR) restricted consultation to self-assessment by officials at government level. 

The network decided that it should provide its own complementary assessment of progress towards the goals of the HFA, basing its design on that of the ‘CIVICUS Civil Society Index’ which assesses progress on indicators of development of Civil Society (http://www.civicus.org/csi).  The overarching goal was to present robust data reflecting the perceptions of stakeholders at the local level; demonstrating the gap the network believed existed between policy and practice. This would in turn create ‘social demand’ - leverage for change at the national and international level. 

The project faced several challenges. It had limited resources and consisted of member organisations who themselves were often very small. The global financial crisis severely restricted funding to the implementing organisations. 

Despite these challenges, 33 of the initial 40 participating countries continued with, and completed, the project. Their work depended on administering questionnaires to three different stakeholder groups (community members, civil society organisations and local government) on a face to face basis. They submitted collated results to the secretariat.  This data was compiled into reports and presentations which were taken to the UNISDR 'Global Platform for Disaster Risk Reduction' (GP-DRR). This information was used to make the case for more effective local implementation of the DRR policy.

2009: Views from the Frontline: Key Findings 

The overall finding was of a contrast between national assessments of progress reported in UNISDR’s Global Assessment Report (GAR), and the local level perceptions based on the VFL survey.  Figure 1 shows the relative assessments of key respondent groups in the VFL survey, compared with the GAR data:-
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Figure 1. Relative assessments of progress from different groups (Rating from no progress = 0  to substantial progress = 5)

This data reinforced the message that policy at international level was not leading to effective implementation at the ‘frontline’. Its message was encapsulated in the title - 'Clouds but little Rain' (GNDR, 2009) – in other words that much work was being done at an international and national level on establishing policy structures, but that this wasn't raining down in terms of action and progress at local level.

Successes and challenges in Geneva and beyond

One could ask what impact did the project make?  Was its goal of creating 'social demand' realised? 

The ‘Views from the Frontline’ report had a striking impact at the 2009 conference due to both the volume of data (with over 7000 responses gathered and analysed, compared with under a hundred in UNISDR’s 'Global Assessment Review') and the fact that these were presented in reports which looked less like many civil society documents and more like a corporate report. The network secured space in the main plenary session to present the report and it featured in many discussions. This in turn engendered pride in network members – both those who attended the conference and those who logged on to the live GNDR blog. 

There is evidence that this messaging influenced the outcomes of the conference. The chair’s closing statement highlighted the need for increased recognition of  grassroots participatory processes (Point 11: GP-DRR 2009) and the need for partnerships between government and civil society actors (Point 12: GP-DRR 2009);  echoing the VFL report recommendations and lobbying activities.  Network members felt that their work had therefore created ‘social demand’ and the intended impact at the international level. 

This view was reinforced by the statement of Margareta Wahlstrom (Assistant Secretary for Disaster Reduction to the UN) stated at a subsequent GNDR workshop that:- 

'Views from the Frontline shifted the agenda at GP-DRR 2009 towards a focus on execution of the Hyogo Framework at the local level'. 

At this point, therefore, it could be argued that the shared action of VFL had created effective social demand at institutional level, opening up 'political space'.

2011: Influence or co-option?

The period of reflection following the VFL programme in 2009 formed the basis of the next phase of the network's activities. It was recognised that social demand processes could be promoted at both local and international levels. To this end the design of the VFL 2011 survey placed a greater emphasis on making use of the report material in local and national consultations. At the same time the growing network anticipated making an even more forceful impact in bringing its Views  from the Frontline to the attention of the international audience at the 2011 UN conference. 

In the introductory communications for the UN's GP-DRR 2011 it seemed that VFL had been recognised as a significant voice. An early communication announcing the forthcoming conference used all the 'right' language:-

Overall Theme: Invest Today for a Safer Tomorrow - Increased Investment in Local Action

The Chair’s Summary of Second Session the Global Platform in 2009, called for “Reduced risk for all”. Since the last Global Platform in 2009, local action is delivering results and drawing increased attention. The Making Cities Resilient campaign has signed over 150 to date, illustrating the commitment and contribution of mayors, local governments and their supporters worldwide. A new Community Practitioners Platform for Resilience is being used by policy makers and community organizations to build alliances between them. The Global Assessment Report 2011 recognizes local perspectives and incorporates ‘Views from the Frontline’ from civil society organizations.

But, to what extent do our interventions lead to improved conditions in the places where the vulnerable live and work? Are all our programs and policies targeted enough at supporting local action and building on local assets? How can we accelerate finance and increase investment in local action. What do we need to do to make this happen?

(Second Announcement: Third Session of the Global Platform for Disaster Risk Reduction 8-13 May 2011 Geneva, Switzerland)
Note the conference title, including the phrase 'Increased investment in local action' and the statement that their report 'incorporates Views from the Frontline'.  Network members were encouraged by this evidence of the shift in the agenda which had earlier been flagged by Margareta Wahlstrom. 

The 2011 VFL (GNDR, 2011) report was more substantial than its 2009 predecessor in terms of scale and depth of analysis. 69 countries participated (compared with 33 in 2009) and over 20,000 surveys were completed (compared with 7000 in 2009). A headline conclusion was that 57% of respondents felt that disaster losses were increasing rather than decreasing over the five year period of the UN programme. This was a stark statistic since the underlying goal of the programme over the whole ten year period is for a substantial reduction in disaster losses.  The network presented a strong case, in its 2011 report, for the necessity to turn this around by a clear focus on local level implementation through partnerships. Its message was summed up in the report title: 'If we do not join hands . .  .'.  There were great expectations for change and progress.

Frustration: 'Clouds but still little rain'

However when the conference took place (May 10th -13th 2011) it seemed that somehow nothing had changed. One thing that had changed was that in the opening ceremony and plenary civil society members no longer had official seats. Where they had been allowed delegations (in the back row) in 2009 they were now relegated to observer status in the balcony. The seating plan reflected the continued emphasis – in practice – on a 'top down' view of implementation and ultimately of power. The 2009 report had been entitled 'Clouds but little rain' - using the comment from a Tanzanian development worker to suggest that the large scale initiatives were not having practical impact at local level, and it seemed that this was still the case.

There was considerable frustration among network members as it became clear that the conference theme did not appear to be born out in practice. One network member asked, at a side meeting about 'Views from the Frontline' whether the network would simply come back again in another two years with an even bigger survey reiterating the fact that local implementation was not being achieved. Another network member remarked, on the network's blog, that the event felt like it was more about 'reunion than reform'. One of the network's advisers highlighted the danger of 'co-option' - simply being drawn in to the 'system' to support the status quo rather than change. A member of the network steering committee, said he has often warned the group of 'the dangers of UNISDR claiming they are in line with what we are saying'. He felt the network should always be a step ahead. He asked – if they claim they are committed to our goals – then how can that be measured, what are the indicators and what do they show? He concluded that the network needed to be critical and stay ahead.  It needed to make new demands. It needed to see results.

The aspect of dynamic change and flexibility was captured in a comment made by a Ugandan network member that 'the network is not an NGO'.  She went on to explain that in her experience NGOs often became bureaucratised and lost their ability to work for change - becoming instead service delivery agencies.

Reflections on the 2011 conference

In the wake of the UN conference there was active debate on the network listserv (so active that some passive members pleaded to be unsubscribed!). It was clear that the key document of the conference, the chair's closing statement, was only paying lip service to the goal of the conference. it also failed to set any measurable goals for progress.

Of the 14 recommendations only one explicitly recognised local level action, leading those discussing the statement to conclude that it remained heavily 'top down' with a clear orientation to international and national actors and towards 'experts' in preference to local/indigenous knowledge.

GNDR's practitioner experience showed that apparently opened political spaces have a habit of closing again, as was demonstrated in the absorption and co-option of the Views from the Frontline messages at the UNISDR GP-DRR 2011.

The learning from this is important as GNDR considers the implications of the view expressed at the frontline frontline that as far as DRR, CCA and poverty alleviation are concerned 'it's all one': in other words local level people don't distinguish between these thematic areas. Should VFL also, in common with other emerging frameworks, develop into a holistic 'Common Resilience' approach? If it does, how can it avoid these messages, too, being subsumed into the system and effectively ignored?

In considering this a number of existing  common resilience related frameworks have been examined. Many of them can be seen, from a matrix comparison (see figure 2 below), to encompass comparable themes. However what has been found notable is the absence of an overt recognition of the need for negotiation and conflict as an element of these approaches. Only one of the frameworks examined expresses this idea explicitly.

Figure 2. Matrix Analysis of Common Principles  of Resilient Systems  –  Local Institutional Governance Arrangements

	Principles for a Green Economy - Stakeholder Forum (adapted to local context)
	Common Principles Sustainable Social Ecological Systems – Elinor Ostrom CSIC
	Resilient Disaster Risk Management  - KCL
	Views from the Frontline;  Local Risk Governance - GNDR
	Local Adaptive Capacity Framework  - ODI
	Climate Smart Disaster Risk Management Approach - IDS
	Characteristics of Community Adaptive Capacities - IUCN

	Sustainable and equitable resource use. 
	Clearly defined access  rights and boundaries to common resource systems and units
	Equitable allocation of assets, resources and risks
	Clearly defined rights, roles and responsibilities for DRR
	Availability and access to diverse assets and resources (five capitals)
	Socially just and equitable economic systems
	Equitable access to markets, assets, resources (five capitals)

	Rights and entitlements for equitable distribution of assets and resources
	Shared values, rules and norms governing fair resource provision and appropriation, e.g. obligations and entitlements
	Social capital to foster cooperation and collaboration
	Governing values and norms; Laws and Legislation for protection, wellbeing of people’s lives, livelihoods and assets
	Institutional arrangement, rules and norms that define equitable entitlements and claims
	Rights and entitlements to basic services, assets and common property resources
	Institutional arrangements and social norms that govern an equitable allocation of power and access to resources

	Inclusive decision –making processes
	Devolved, participatory inclusive decision-making  processes
	Devolved, flexible, inclusive decision-making processes to manage change
	Devolved, participatory inclusive decision-making  and planning processes
	Flexible, inclusive and collaborative  decision-making processes
	Decentralised, participatory, inclusive decision-making processes
	Flexible, inclusive, participatory decision-making processes to self-organise

	Intergenerational equity
	 Monitoring / feedback processes to measure outcomes and impact by local users
	Process learning to generate feedback and gain knowledge, skills and capacities
	Participatory monitor and assessments involving local actors and communities
	Learning processes : observation;

experimentation; innovation; adoption
	Regular feedback, experimentation, learning and reflection to improve processes 
	Learning capabilities: Ability to observe, experiment, learn, plan and adjust

	Citizen access to justice for redress and remedy
	Means of redress for non-compliance
	
	Citizen access to complaints mechanism
	
	Action for Accountability and transparency 
	Non compliance and anti-corruption mechanisms

	????
	Conflict resolution mechanisms
	?????
	??????
	?????
	?????
	??????

	Cooperation and coordination across all relevant stakeholders
	Multi-scale multi-stakeholder partnerships
	Co-responsibility: Governance arrangement facilitate interaction across scales and actors
	Co-responsibility: Governance arrangement facilitate multi-stakeholder partnerships
	
	Partnership &  governance arrangements facilitate collaboration across scales, actors and sectors
	

	Access to information
	Information gathering, knowledge sharing processes
	Facilitating information transfer and fosters innovative learning and creativity
	Information gathering, knowledge sharing processes
	Knowledge management: Collection, analysis and sharing of information / knowledge
	Access to scientific and indigenous information and related knowledge-management services
	Access to information and knowledge

	Proportionate responsibilities 


	
	Preparedness; inc building of redundancy
	
	Planning for uncertainty
	
	

	Protect and restore biodiversity
	
	Diversity of livelihoods and economic opportunities
	Redundancy:  diverse, substitutable and interchangeable assets.
	
	
	Redundancy: Diversity of markets and multiplicity of assets and livelihoods


Why is this important? An answer is given in the work of the Social Learning group at Wageningen (Wals, 2007). With a focus on environmental management case studies they show that the competing and conflicting goals of the various stakeholders can only be resolved by a level of contestation and negotiation which leads to 'double loop' learning (Argyris and Schon, 1974). In this typology 'single loop' learning leads to changed actions, but 'double loop' learning leads to changed assumptions on which actions are based.
The examples they cite encompass forestry, watershed management and land management. In all these cases the socio-ecological tensions between different interest groups can only be addressed where the assumptions and consequent behaviour of stakeholders are changed through intense negotiation.

This point brings us back to the story which started this paper. The experience of GNDR has been that a supposed opening of political space, created through the VFL2009 and 2011 shared actions and increasing engagement with UNISDR, appears to have been  illusory.  The space which apparently opened has been closed again. Why is this? The literature on the successes and failures of participation (in particular Cooke and Kothari, 2001, Hickey and Mohan, 2004 and the original power critique of Freire, 1970) suggests that the roots of this are in the exercise of power to prevent substantive change. The use of language as is exemplified in the VFL case study above: "The GAR now incorporates Views from the Frontline"  is a subtle but powerful example. Both Freire (1970, pXX) and Foucault  (XXXX pXX) argue that by subverting the meaning of words powerful actors can limit the ability of other groups to even conceive of change. 

Power or Paranoia?

Why, if powerful actors will typically bias decision-making towards their preferred courses of action; are these biases not robustly challenged? Why are processes of conflict and negotiation absent from nearly all the common resilience frameworks which were examined? It seems, in GNDR's experience, that in the absence of such contestation these stakeholders are able to absorb and subvert other perspectives and maintain their preferred status quo. In practice this means that local level voices are not heard. One possible explanation for the neglect of this element is that many civil society organisations who might take the lead in this need to maintain constructive relationships with such actors. the Ugandan network member's description of GNDR as being "not an NGO" is challenging in this respect. She suggests that it has avoided becoming a service delivery organisation; but maintaining independence and a critical approach can be complex. For example, USAID is a major source of funding to GNDR and to many other organisations and projects, but it is worth remembering the stated purpose of this support:

USAID plays a vital role in promoting U.S. national security, foreign policy, and the War on Terrorism. It does so by addressing poverty fueled by lack of economic opportunity, one of the root causes of violence today. As stated in the President’s National Security Strategy, USAID’s work in development joins diplomacy and defense as one of three key pieces of the nation’s foreign policy apparatus
(http://www.usaid.gov/about_usaid/primer.html)

Whilst the benevolence of such funding is valued, Freire is critical, suggesting "In order to have the continued opportunity to express their 'generosity' the oppressors must perpetuate injustice as well" (Freire: 1970 p26).
Whilst this is an extreme view of the institutional/civil society relationship it appears that politics and power can't be ignored. A collection of papers seeking ways to move from tyranny to a transformatory form of participation suggests that it can only be achieved by bringing politics (and with it negotiation and contestation) back in:

We believe, and most contributors confirm, that understanding ways in which participation relates to existing power structures and political systems provides the basis for moving towards a more transformatory approach to development.

(Hickey and Mohan, 2004. p 5)

Is such a critique of international institutions any more than paranoia? Whilst GNDR has experienced positive relationships with institutions and governments in the work of its members, it has also faced frustration. It's experiences support the suggestion that without any malevolent intent the system tends to maintain the preferred status quo of the powerful. In conclusion this paper offers a practical example of this. 

Paranoia in practice

Oxley (2010) grounded some of this thinking in practice, examining the root causes, and forward looking possibilities, relating to the severe flooding in the Indus river basin region of Pakistan in 2010. He highlighted the multiplier effects on the disaster of upland and lowland environmental degradation and changes in land use, combined with lack of regulation of the built environment, which magnified the impacts of the heavy but not exceptional rainfall. He suggested that the behaviour of both the  commercial 'risk enhancers' and of local populations with limited options led to many of these effects.  He concluded that a holistic response to management of the Indus River basin was required :

This involves harmonising action on disaster risk reduction, climate change (mitigation and adaptation) and livelihood resilience in recognition that social, economic and ecological systems are intrinsically interdependent. This will need a high degree of collaboration between different (and sometimes conflicting) interest groups at local, national, regional and international levels. It will require the development of a comprehensive Indus River basin management strategy that takes local context as the starting point, strengthens the capabilities of local people, connects indigenous and “scientific” knowledge, and importantly, builds a sense of ownership, trust and mutuality between state and non‐state actors to forge effective

partnerships.
(Oxley, 2010)

However even as he was writing this assessment and calling for collaboration, the top down and non-participatory nature of the World Bank driven Post Disaster Needs Assessment (PDNA) was leading to increasing concern by civil society organisations in the country. An open letter addressed by the Rural Development Policy Institute in Pakistan to the Asian Development Bank and the World Bank stated: 

Flood affected population in general and concerned civil society organizations in particular have not been provided any information on the terms of reference of these two financial institutions, frameworks and process adopted for this assessment. Resultantly the affected population and civil society groups are unable to engage in and watch the whole exercise. 

Concerned civil society groups fear that a damage and need assessment being undertaken by those who are also Pakistan’s major lenders, will end up in proposing projects and strategies that will in turn benefit their own interests instead of those of the poor flood affected population. Offering of new loans worth three billion US$ for the flood recovery by these two institutions is a clear indication in this regard.

Paranoia, or the reality of power? The letter highlights the exclusion of civil society and communities from the assessment process, and argues that it will serve to benefit the interests of these powerful organisations.  The PDNA process, more generally, can be seen as a way of reinforcing a particular political perspective, rather than of empowering local people. 

GNDR faces the challenge of preventing  voices being subsumed into the system. The headline statement announcing UNISDR GP-DRR 2011 "The GAR now includes views from the frontline" can be seen as a defeat, rather than a victory. GNDR is currently undergoing a review and discussion with its membership about how to learn from this and how to act in future, and it is suggested that the central role of contestation and negotiation should be considered in the design of common resilience frameworks, based on this experience and reflection. Whilst local voices need to combine with other voices and perspectives to discover the best routes to resilience, in the absence of robust challenges to powerful actors through conflict and negotiation it is argued that the only voices which are heard, and the only interests that are served are those of the powerful.
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